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	Report to the West and Central Area Board 

30 March 2006 2006


	
	

	Title:


	Mystery Shopping Progress Report – Second Quarter

	Report of:
	Principal Housing Services Manager

	
	



Purpose of Report

1. To provide a quarterly progress report to the Area Board on those areas of services which were tested by mystery shopping between January and March 2006.

Background

2. The Area Board agreed, at its meeting on 5 August 2004, to receive quarterly progress reports on the outcomes of mystery shopping exercises.  This report details the results from the third quarter 2005/6.

3. Mystery shopping has been one of the methods The Gateshead Housing Company has adopted to bring our tenant customers to the heart of service delivery and improving standards. Using our own tenants with genuine service needs, we have been able to capture the experience from contact through to enquiry resolution.
4. The Mystery Shopping team was established in September 2003 and consists of a Housing Manager and nine tenant inspectors.  In consultation with the tenant inspectors, a work programme has been developed to test the range of services offered by the company.

Results of mystery shopping January – March 2006

January 2006 - Caretaking services  

5. During January 2006 the mystery shopping team tested caretaking services. Mystery shoppers inspected eight blocks.
Aims and objectives

· Evaluate the caretaking service from a customer’s point of view, testing    the service within the remits of the agreed service standards.

· Assess the extent to which the caretaking service is integrated with other teams within the Company whilst supporting estate management. 

Areas tested

6.
External and internal communal entrance areas, immediate surroundings of block, Bin rooms, chutes floors, internal glass, lifts, staircases, external doors, Health and Safety issues, existence of graffiti, duty signs, communal area doors.

7.
A brief questionnaire was also used to assess how the caretaking service was integrated with other teams. 

Key findings

· 50% (4/8)of the blocks passed all the tests as mentioned above with ratings of either excellent or good.

· 37% (3/8) of blocks inspected passed over 80% of areas tested.

· 13% (1/8) passed 37% of areas tested.

Questionnaire analysis

· All caretakers interviewed were able to use Language Line in situations where some one had very little knowledge of the English language.

· Although all the caretakers were aware of referring lower level anti social issues to the Estate officer the majority of them were not aware that NRT dealt with general ASB complaints during weekdays from 5.00pm to 8.00pm.

· None of the caretakers who were interviewed referred to the Rent and Income Teams in situations where a tenant was having difficulties in paying their rent.  

· Caretakers seem to work isolation from other teams within the Company that carry out the main housing management functions. 

Action Plan

· Principal Manager should address all issues identified during the block inspections with individual caretakers.

· A copy of the mystery shopping report should be given to all caretakers to ensure all areas of weakness are taken into consideration.

· Training sessions on what other teams do.

· Mystery shopping team will follow up actions taken.

February - March 2006 – Vacant properties

Aims and objectives

8.
This mystery shopping exercise set out to carry out an evaluation on The Gateshead Housing Company’s letting standards from a customer’s point of view. This is to ensure that ready to let properties meet the letting standards and reflect good value for money.  

9.
Five properties were inspected to assess the general condition and cleanliness of the property.

Key Findings

· One property passed all areas tested (100%) at a good or excellent standard

· Two properties passed 94% of areas tested at a good or excellent

· One property passed 81% of areas tested at a good or excellent standard

· One property passed 37% of areas tested at a good or excellent standard. However 69% of areas tested were rated as average. Only 6% of the inspection was classified as poor. 

Action Plan

· Morrisons to be informed of the out comes of this mystery shop to ensure of areas of weakness are taken into account whilst carrying out vacant property repairs

· Outstanding repairs identified in this mystery shop to carried out

· A meeting with Morrisions has been arranged by the Voids Manager to discuss areas of weakness.

March 2006 – Rents

10. On 15 March 2006, the Rent and Income Teams were mystery shopped about advice given when a tenant is having difficulties in paying rent and perhaps needs to be referred to other agencies.

Aims and objectives

· To evaluate the advice given by the Rent and Income Team when tenants are having difficulties in paying rent. 

· Ensure the Rent and Income Teams are able to refer tenants to other agencies and the Company’s Welfare Benefits Officer when it has been established that they are having debt problems and are not maximising their benefits.

Research Question

‘My relative who happens to be one of your tenants is not maximising all her benefits and happens to be in rent arrears among other debts. Can you please give me advice on where she can get help’?

Key Findings

· Employees who took the calls were friendly and courteous.

· There were barriers when it came to giving advice because the mystery    shopper could not give his relative’s address even after he had emphasised that he only wanted general advice.

· All the offices that were contacted had to be prompted by the mystery shopper regarding availability of the Welfare Benefits Officer and the Citizen Advice Bureau.

· Staff did give comprehensive advice after being prompted, which included: location date, time of Citizens Advice Bureau surgeries, which vary depending on location.

· When it came to referring the tenant to the Welfare Benefits Advice Officer, the advice given was inconsistent.  Some officers were asking the mystery shopper to directly contact the Welfare Benefits Officer and gave out the contact number whilst others advised that RAIT would refer the tenant to the Welfare Benefits Officer.

Action Plan

· ALL Rent and Income Staff need to be aware of the procedure of referring a tenant to the Welfare Benefits Officer.
· Staff should be made aware of what general advice to give that does not infringe the Data Protection Act
· Team leaders should ensure that staff can easily identify situations that require a multi agency approach
March 2006 – Literacy

11.
In January 2006 the West and Central Area Board recommended a mystery shop which could measure our response to providing services to customers who may have literacy difficulties. Gateshead is a region identified with very low literacy levels and people who fall into this category may be more likely to access our services. Research shows that  22% of people in Gateshead have literacy levels poorer than that of an 11 year old. The national average is 16%.

Aims and Objectives

12.
This mystery shop attempted to evaluate the support given to service users who may have low literacy levels when accessing the services.

13.
Statement made by the mystery shopper on attending the Housing Office:

‘I can not read and would like help with filling in the application form’.

Key Findings

· Three housing offices were rated excellent by the mystery shoppers.
· Six offices rated good
· One housing office was rated poor because they referred the mystery shopper to the Homeless Section without offering to help.
Observations

14.
Although there are no specific Policy or Procedural guides for staff to refer to, this analysis demonstrates that frontline employees used their customer service skills and initiative effectively to deal with the mystery shoppers. However the findings will be used to establish such guidance.

Action Plan

15.
Policy/procedure to be developed to ensure continuity of effectively dealing with customers with low literacy levels.

16.
Follow up of areas of weakness identified by the mystery shopping exercise.

Update following Lettings Mystery Shopping exercise – November 2005

17. The Mystery Shopping Team can confirm that all housing offices did address all areas of weakness identified via training sessions and one to one counselling interviews. 

18. Further training sessions for all staff have been arranged to start taking place in April 2006 and detailed training on choice based lettings is scheduled for May/June.

           Equality and Diversity Implications

19.
There are no diversity and equality implications directly arising from this report.

Recommendation

20.
The Area Board is recommended to note the outcomes from the mystery shopping exercises.

Contact:  Henry Mayanja, Housing Manager                   
Tel: (0191) 433 6175
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