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	Report to East and South Area Board 

13 July 2004


	
	

	Title:


	Mystery Shopping 

	Report of:
	Principal Housing Services Manager

	
	


Purpose of the report

1. To update the Area Board on the mystery shopping programme and provide a progress report on the service areas, which were tested April to June 2004. 
Background

2. As part of the recommendations of the Best Value Review of Service to Tenants a programme of mystery shopping involving tenants has been developed.

3. The mystery shopping team was established in September 2003 and includes 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. 

4. Mystery shopping is used to develop action plans to enable the company to improve levels of customer service.  It is different to customer satisfaction surveys as it tests the “here and now” of customer service. It enables the company to identify strengths and weaknesses in the way customers are dealt with and helps inform action plans for service improvement.

5. The company has advertised for tenants to join the mystery shopping team in the tenant newsletter and the local press. All tenants who join the team are trained in the role of a mystery shopper.  Two training events have been carried out and a third one is to be planned for new volunteers. Tenant inspectors are reimbursed for expenses incurred.

6. At the Area Board meeting held on June 2004, it was resolved that a quarterly progress report be provided on outcomes from the mystery shopping exercises.

Role of Mystery Shopper

7. In accordance with the work programme tenant inspector’s carry out checks on a service the company provides each month.  The testing of the service is done in one of four ways; written communication, office visits, telephone or via email.

8. Tenants are asked to score the advice and responses they received from employees against model answers developed from the published policy and procedures and service standards.







Results of mystery shopping April – June 2004 
April – The Gateshead Repairs Service

9. In April the mystery shopping team carried out reality checks, by telephone and tested the service provided by The Gateshead Repairs Line.  The key results were that: -

· 15 out of 17 calls to the repairs service were rated as helpful.   

· An appointment system was introduced for repairs in March and 14 out of 17 calls were offered a time when an operative could call.  However not all repairs can be given an appointment.

· Three calls could not be offered an appropriate appointment due to the computer system not being available at the time of the call.  However all three calls were returned and an appointment made once the system was available again.

· Employees are also expected to inform tenants how long individual repairs should take.  Out of 17 calls, only 10 people were informed of this information.  

10. An action plan was developed to ensure that every caller is given the correct information and that all housing offices take a consistent approach in future.  As a result: -

· Training has been given to employees to ensure they are aware of the timescales for each repair category and the appointment system.

· From June 2004 tenants receive a repair receipt by post to confirm the details of the repair work they requested. This receipt also confirms the timescales for the completion of the repair and at the same time a freepost satisfaction card is sent. 

· The guide to repairs leaflet was issued inside the company newsletter to all tenants and leaseholders in July 2004. The repairs leaflet sets out the service standards tenants and leaseholders can expect.  

May – The lettings standard
11. In May, the tenant inspectors carried out visits to six vacant properties, which were ready for let to see if they met the newly published lettings standards for empty homes.  
12. The properties inspected all failed the standard, primarily because of the condition of the gardens and sweeping out.  An action plan has been developed and vacant properties will undergo a ‘check and test’ in the future to ensure they do meet the new lettings standard before a tenant views it.  
13. Four of the six properties had become ready to let before the introduction of the new lettable standard. The exercise highlighted the need to revisit voids returned prior to May to ensure they meet the lettable standard.

14. An action plan was developed following this exercise and included the following:  

· A leaflet detailing the standards customers can expect when they view our properties was published in May 2004. A copy of the leaflet will be given to all prospective tenants. 

· Employees have been trained on the lettable standard and now carry out a ‘check and test’ on all properties before arranging any viewings.

· Regular meetings are held between housing managers and Local Environmental Services, to ensure the work carried out on empty homes meets the lettable standard.

· Properties, which have been ready to let for some time, will be regularly checked and visited by an estate officer, to ensure the properties meet the lettable standard. 

June – How can I pay my rent?
15. In June mystery shoppers contacted 14 individual offices, by telephone and asked how they could pay their rent.  Employees were expected to give a detailed response on the range of payment options available. 

16. 10 offices gave a response, which detailed the correct information, three offices gave partial advice and 1 office did not give an appropriate response.  

17. An action plan has been developed and included the following: -

· All front line employees have been provided with a comprehensive information folder.  This contains information, which will help staff answer queries asked on a regular basis, including options for rent payments. 

18. The results of this mystery shopping exercise feature in the tenants newsletter sent in July 2004. The article gave details of the payment options tenants should be advised of as well as the results of the mystery shop. In addition the article provided details of the action plan developed to address the issues identified.   
June – The Letting Standard

19. Following the results of the exercise carried out in May 2004, a further reality check on homes that are ready to let was undertaken in June 2004. 

20. The mystery shopping team contacted 12 tenants who had been let new homes, since the standard had been introduced in May. They were asked whether they felt the property was safe, secure, clean and in good condition.

· 11 out of 12 tenants thought their home was let in a safe and secure condition. 

· Nine out of the 12 tenants thought their home was let in clean and good condition.  

· In total nine of the 12 properties met the lettings standard

21. This exercise proved useful as the tenants contacted raised other housing management issues not associated with the property condition. The individual queries raised have since been followed up and the outcomes from these inquiries will be collated as part of this exercise.

Recommendation

22. The Area Board is recommended to:

· note the outcomes from the mystery shopping exercise and

· agree to receive quarterly reports on the outcomes and action plans arising from the work of mystery shopping team.

Contact: Julie McCartney





Ext: 8984

