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	Tenant Led Inspections


Final Report on the tenant inspection of Dunedin Canmore Housing Association’s Repairs Reporting Processes carried out in June 2008.
1. Introduction:

It should be noted that this was the first tenant led inspection carried out by Edinburgh Tenants Federation.   This, therefore, was a pilot inspection in which both ETF and the landlord hoped to learn much about the whole inspection process.   On completion of the inspection the Tenant Led Inspections Group will be carrying out a review to identify the lessons that need to be learned to improve our future practice.   We will be keen to have an input from the landlord to this review and to take on board suggestions about what we could have done differently or better and what should be considered for inclusion in future inspections.

In carrying out an inspection of Dunedin Canmore Housing Association’s Repairs Reporting processes, the team of tenant inspectors were trying to establish what works well and what could be improved.   They were seeking answers to a number of key questions:
· Are the relevant policies and procedures being followed?
· Are resources being used most effectively?

· Is there consistency in decision making?

· Are expected outcomes achieved?

In addition, there was a particular commitment to getting feedback from tenants and to establish whether equal opportunities were being addressed.   As this inspection was being carried out in parallel with a similar inspection of the City of Edinburgh Council’s repairs reporting processes, there was the added benefit of comparing the services to benchmark and identify improvements.
In collaboration with Dunedin Canmore Housing Association the following was agreed:
· The Focus or area to be inspected would be Repairs Reporting.
· The Purpose and scope would be to inspect the range of ways of reporting repairs to determine and compare the effectiveness of each, to make recommendations where improvements are required and to identify tenants preferred methods of reporting repairs.

· The Objectives would be to improve repairs report handling and promote what works best for tenants.

· The Inspection Team would produce in the first instance a draft written Inspection Report outlining the methods used in the inspection; details of evidence collected; the strengths identified; and the recommended areas for improvement.

2. Methodology:

Prior to the commencement of the inspection on 10th June 2008, the inspection team established agreement with Dunedin Canmore Housing Association on what exactly would be inspected and by what methods.   This formed the basis of a programme of inspection visits, what staff would be involved and what would be required of them, and how access to a selection of tenants would be arranged.
The access and inspections methods agreed were as follows:

· observe staff taking repairs telephone calls; 
· interview the staff who handled repairs calls; 
· interview tenants who had made recent repairs calls, both normal and out of hours emergency calls; 
· organise a tenants focus group on repairs reporting; 
· check formal complaints and returned repairs satisfaction cards for comments on repairs reporting; 

· check the records/paper trail on the handling of repairs through staff other than the team handling telephone calls; 

· check the records/paper trail on reported repairs referred to surveyors prior to being actioned; 

· and carry out several mystery shopping exercises by telephone to test the main repairs reporting process.
3. Results:

a) Observation and evaluation of staff taking calls using a rating system.
The objectives were to establish:  how quickly calls are answered; whether the script is followed and all information is given and received; the manner and tone of the staff taking the calls; and how quickly and efficiently calls are dealt with.
Evidence from the observations of call handling was gathered by scoring each call on a 1 to 5 rating (1 = high and 5 =low) on the 5 objectives.   In total, 24 repairs reporting calls were observed and evaluated.
On every one of the 5 objectives the staff team were rated highly as they scored 1’s on every objective on every call.   Therefore, call handling was evaluated as being of a high standard.   The strengths of the process were obvious:  the staff are efficient, they work well together and to a high standard.   Another strength demonstrated by the team is their concern for the tenants and that they work in their interests:  these aspects are at the heart of the service they provide.   Finally, it was noted that having a Duty Surveyor on hand for staff dealing with repairs calls is helpful and supportive to the service they provide.   There are no improvements to be recommended in this regard.
However, as a result of observing the Emergency Service in action an issue of a different kind was identified.   It was noted that on occasions the direct labour organisation may be contacted for advice which may not lead to them being called out but the organisation is charged for a ‘full call out’.   As this is a charge on tenants’ rents we recommend this is reviewed and the possibility of an appropriate, lower charge being agreed in these instances.
b) Interviews of staff handling repairs calls individually using a set questionnaire.
The objectives were to learn about their experience of repairs report handling, the nature and value of the training they received and their assessment of the support available to them.
The evidence gathered was the completion of a 6 part questionnaire whilst interviewing each of the three staff who deal with repairs calls.
The summarised results on each of the 6 questions were as follows:
Experience:  all staff have experience ranging from 7 months to 10 years.
Training:  all had received specific training for this task and found it quite or very useful.
Support:  all receive ongoing and regular support, both from the team and their manager, and additional support is available.
What would help you do the job better?  There was not always enough staff at busy times.   It was noted however, that they can call on other staff when required and that they were a staff member down at the time of the inspection.   Therefore, what is needed is a full staff complement and the ability to call on others at busy times.
What best describes how you feel about this part of your job?   Stimulating (2), Challenging (3), Rewarding (3) Routine (0) Frustrating (3) Monotonous (0), and one added that it is reactive.
The overall feedback from the interviews was positive.   The training and support provided are appreciated.   Particular strengths noted were the inclusion in the training of visits to housing areas to provide local knowledge, a small enough organisation to know other relevant staff, and having the surveyors on hand to assist with difficulties.   The interviews confirmed an interim assessment gained through the observations above that the team are an integral part of a small organisation and that their service is considerably improved by knowing the tenants locations and the key players throughout the organisation.
There are no recommendations for improvements.   However, the inspection team would strongly recommend that what is a good, solid team is kept fully staffed and on no account should a move to a call centre arrangement be considered as many of the above strengths, including job satisfaction, would be diluted or lost.
c) Interviews of individual tenants using a set questionnaire.
The objective was to establish whether reporting repairs by telephone works for tenants.
The evidence gathered was the completion of a 6 part questionnaire during each interview.   The interviews were completed by telephone and involved 8 tenants who had recently reported a repair by telephone.
The summarised results on each question were as follows:
Was your call answered promptly?   All 8 answered yes.
Was the operator polite?   All 8 answered yes.
Was the operator helpful?   All 8 answered yes.
Were there any problems in reporting your repair?   All 8 answered no.
Is there any way in which the way of reporting a repair could be improved?   No improvements were recommended.
Have you any other comments on this service?   This is a good service and the staff are helpful.

We can only repeat the assessment of the tenants who receive this service and what they see as its strength:  it is run by helpful staff who provide a good service that works well for tenants.   There are no recommendations for improvement.
d) Interviews of individual tenants reporting to an out of hours emergency service using a set questionnaire.
The objective was to establish whether reporting an out of hours emergency repair by telephone works for tenants.
The evidence gathered was the completion of a 7 part questionnaire for each interview.   The interviews were completed by telephone and involved 3 tenants (2 were not available) who had recently reported an out of hours emergency repair by telephone.
The summarised results on each question were as follows:

Was your call answered promptly?   All 3 answered yes.
Was the operator polite?   All 3 answered yes.
Was the operator helpful?   All 3 answered yes.
Were there any problems in reporting your repair?   All 3 answered no.
Is there any way in which the way of reporting a repair could be improved?   2 answered no whilst 1 mentioned a problem that was to be highlighted also in the focus group discussion.   That is, that the elderly and the vulnerable can experience problems in being asked to press buttons for options when phoning in.   For them the previous system of getting straight through to a member of staff is much preferred.
Did someone call you on the next working day morning to check if the repair had been done and whether anything else was required?   All 3 answered yes.
Have you any other comments on this service?   The emergency service works well on evenings and weekends.
Once again the evidence suggests that this service works well and one of its strengths is the helpfulness of the staff providing the service.   We should note that we did not test this service at the handover point from a day time to an emergency service.   In our experience from elsewhere this can sometimes be a vulnerable point with neither staff wishing to take responsibility.   We received no references to this being a potential problem with Dunedin Canmore Housing Association and felt no need to test it specifically.

We would recommend reviewing the push button system as it can pose problems for the elderly and the vulnerable.   A dedicated repairs reporting line would be a welcome option, especially for long-standing tenants with experience of a previous system.
e) Tenants Focus Group:

The objective, through a discussion with a small group of tenants with recent experience of reporting repairs, was to learn of tenants experiences of repairs reporting and what improvements they would regard as helpful.
Six questions were used to prompt discussion and key relevant points in the discussion were recorded and formed the evidence for this part of the investigation.   The group consisted of seven tenants and the key points raised are summarised as follows.
It was everyone’s experience that when reporting repairs their calls were answered promptly and that the operator was polite, helpful and always provided a job number.   However in the instance of common repairs a job or reference number is not always provided, making follow up difficult.   With one other exception there were thought to be no problems and no recommended improvements.   The other exception was the repeated reference to the difficulties for the elderly and the vulnerable of a push button system of choosing options before being able to report a repair.   The preference would be to get straight through to a member of staff dealing with repairs.
Once again tenants were highlighting that, in the main, this is a good service, run by helpful staff.   To quote one of the tenants, “if it’s not broke don’t fix it”.   However, we repeat the earlier recommendation to review the push button system of choosing options before getting through to a member of staff and to consider a direct repairs reporting line.   We also recommend that job numbers are consistently provided for common repairs.
f) Check on formal complaints and satisfaction card returns re repairs reporting.
By checking whether there have been formal complaints or comments about repairs reporting, the objectives were to establish what aspects of repairs reporting the tenants were not satisfied with and why, and to see what lessons could be learned.   However, as there had been no formal complaints or returned satisfaction cards regarding repairs reporting recently this check can only be assumed to confirm the other evidence that this service is working well for tenants.
g) Check through the records/paper trail the processes of reporting repairs to other staff and referral of repairs requests (normally those requiring specialist knowledge or investigation) to surveyors.
The objective was to check the processes through which repairs reported to other staff or are referred to surveyors are actioned to ensure the processes worked efficiently.
By checking the records and the paper trail the tenant inspectors were able to confirm that repairs reported through staff, other than those taking calls, or were referred to surveyors were actioned appropriately and efficiently.   It was noted as a strength that all the evidence suggested that these reports and referrals were dealt with daily as the checking process by staff was continuous throughout each day.   It is difficult to see how this process could be improved upon and hence there are no recommendations.
h) Mystery shopping by telephone by making a “normal request”.
The objective was to report an ordinary, day to day repair to test how it is handled.

The evidence gathered was to score how the call was handled on a 1 to 5 rating (1 = high and 5 = low) on 5 objectives.   The call was answered promptly.   The member of staff followed the procedure, provided or requested the required information and their manner and tone could not be faulted.   They dealt with the request speedily and efficiently.
The conclusion of the inspection team was that this request was very well handled, if not perfect, and there are no recommendations to be made.
i) Mystery shopping by telephone to test the translation facility.
Unfortunately we were not sufficiently geared up to carry out this check as we did not have a volunteer whose second language was English.   The inspection team understand that when there is a language difficulty the staff can call on a service which provides, through a three-way telephone conversation, a translation service.   This sounds an excellent service and we are disappointed that we were unable to test it and confirm that it works for the tenant.   We would recommend that should there be a follow up inspection, or another suitable opportunity, that this service is tested from a tenant’s perspective.
j) Mystery shopping by telephone to report a repair requiring a referral to a surveyor.
The objective was to test the effectiveness of the facility to refer a difficult or unclear request to a surveyor.   We tested the referral system to decide on the nature of a repair required by posing as someone who was vulnerable and had difficulty in explaining what was wrong.
As evidence we noted how the telephone conversation developed, whether and how long it took for a referral to a surveyor and the outcome.
The call was answered promptly and the request handled efficiently and very well.   The member of staff was patient and concerned.   Before we knew it the “tenant” was being offered someone to go out and investigate and fix the problem.   Only with further prompting was there a referral to a surveyor to check that this was the right course of action.   This part of the service works well, confirming the earlier observation about how helpful it is having a duty surveyor on hand.   There are no recommended improvements.
k) Mystery shopping by telephone to report a repair that would involve a disagreement over the urgency of the repair.

The objective was to test, by being assertive, whether it is possible to have a repair re-classified e.g. from routine (10 working days) to urgent (24 hours) or urgent to emergency (3 hours).
As evidence we noted whether it was possible to have a repair reclassified and what it would take, short of changing the nature of the repair.

Once again the call was answered promptly and the request handled efficiently and very well.   In fact, the request was re-classified without the “tenant” having to push very hard as the response was “when would it be convenient to have this done?”   We did not think it necessary, or fair, to go to an extreme and test the staff by presenting as (that rare thing) an outright obstreperous tenant.   We are confident that such a tenant would be handled with skill and diplomacy!   This part of the service works well and there are no recommended improvements.
4. Comparative study:

What follows are the strengths identified and the suggested recommendations that have arisen from a comparison with the parallel tenant led inspection of the City of Edinburgh Council’s repairs reporting processes.

a) Having a well trained, supported and informed staff team handling repairs calls and who action repairs, placed at the heart of the organisation is an obvious strength.   The team recommends that this strength should not be lost by the organisation growing beyond an optimal size leading to repairs handling being outsourced to a call centre.
b) In the interests of both the staff and tenants we recommend that a system that enables calls to be recorded and listened in to be adopted.   This would protect both tenants and staff in the instances of any disputes over what had transpired and would serve as another tool in the training of staff in repairs call handling.

5. Conclusion:
The tenant inspection team were very impressed by the standard of service provided by Dunedin Canmore Housing Association to tenants re repairs reporting.   All the feedback from tenants who used the service confirmed this assessment.   We were particularly impressed by the staff team which handles repairs calls, both by their tenant friendly approach and by the fact that they are at the heart of the organisation that is small enough for them to know intimately.   This service clearly works well for tenants and, as confirmed by them, should not be changed in any major way.   Consequently, we have very few recommendations to make and these are but adjustments that would fine tune a service that is already well run.   Finally, we record our thanks to the staff at Dunedin Canmore Housing Association who made us very welcome and were extremely helpful throughout the inspection process.
6. Summary of Recommendations: 
a) We strongly recommend that what is a good, solid team is kept fully staffed and on no account should a move to a call centre arrangement be considered as many of the above strengths, including job satisfaction, would be diluted or lost.
b) We recommend a review of the push button system of choosing options before getting through to a member of staff to report a repair and to consider having a direct repairs reporting line.

c) As we were unable to test the translation facility we recommend that should there be a follow up inspection, or another suitable opportunity, that this service is tested from a tenant’s perspective.

d) We recommend that job numbers are consistently provided for common repairs.

e) We recommend that a system that enables calls to be recorded and listened in to be adopted.

f) On a related matter, it was noted that on occasions the direct labour organisation may be contacted for advice which may not lead to them being called out but the organisation is charged for a ‘full call out’.   As this is a charge on tenants’ rents we recommend this is reviewed and the possibility of an appropriate, lower charge being agreed in these instances
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