Impact of Welfare Reform
on Housing Employees

Research Findings
December 2013

“It’s got a lot harder.
There’s a lot more
work to do. People
didn’t know about
Welfare Reform
and bedroom tax...
There’s a lot of
educating to do.”

“We haven’t really
got time to get so
involved, though
we end up getting
really involved...
services have been
cut – someone
has to pick it up”...
“We are not social
workers.”
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“A lot of tenants
don’t have Internet/
computer skills so
we are having to do
all the paperwork
with them, which
takes considerably
more time – it’s
not just a case of
leaving them to it
and saying it is
their responsibility...
Ultimately this
leads to lack of
rent collection!”
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Preface

We are hearing more and more about the impact welfare
reform is having on Housing customers. The Real Life
Reform project is providing real insight in to families and
the challenges they are facing. In addition, we are hearing
more about how challenging employees are finding their
day to day interactions with customers.
As more customers face financial difficulties, Housing
employees are encountering customers (who they
have built relationships with) really struggling and in too
many cases finding them close to suicide or certainly
not knowing where to turn. This could have a real impact
on employee wellbeing and consequently an impact on
organisation performance.

“Everyone is feeling the
strain – we are busier
with bigger and more
complex (customer)
issues. Workload
(referrals) have
increased by 50%”

We have worked with 10 Housing organisations to look
in to the challenges/issues that Housing/Income and
Welfare employees are facing in their day to day working
lives. We have surveyed over 700 employees and had
face to face interviews and focus groups with over 300.
Participating organisations chose who they wished to be
included in the research and the majority of employees
surveyed had volunteered to be included. The research
asks questions around the following:
• What are they experiencing?

• How are they coping with this?

• How is this any different from before?
• What does it make them feel like?
• How resilient are they feeling?
• What support do they have?

• How easy is it to access the appropriate support?

• What are they doing to manage their reactions and
responses to ensure they take care of their own
wellbeing at the same time as taking care of their
customers’ wellbeing?
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Preface

The research findings have given participating organisations
a valuable insight into the impact of welfare reform on staff, an
opportunity to review policy, culture, management/leadership
style and approach.

“The findings from the research provided
us with some real insight in to how
people are feeling and how we can better
equip employees to deal with different
situations. We have now developed an
action plan to ensure we are doing
everything we can to support our people
during these challenging times and we
will continue to monitor the impact.”
Ian Munro
Chief Executive
New Charter Housing Trust Group
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Headlines

Summary of Findings

77% said that customer interactions were more
challenging than 6 months ago, stating the main
reasons as welfare reform, (specifically under
occupancy), increased workload and customers
being much more angry, upset and frustrated.

42% feel only slightly/moderately equipped
to cope with the increased challenge
90% have found customers to be in more
financial difficulty than 6 months ago
58% have found increased mental health issues
amongst their customer base
45% have experienced customers making
suicide threats, with only 25% feeling well
equipped to deal with this

“The majority of tenants
are now confused,
frustrated, stressed
financially and upset.”

“There are some people
who have never been
in arrears before. Older
ones are in tears that
they physically can’t
pay – they just can’t.
It’s sad.”
“I have had suicide
training, but it is
not our job to deal
with this.”

45% feel very/extremely well supported
at work, with 55% feeling unsupported to
moderately supported
55% reported feeling stressed at work(range
from moderately to extremely), mainly due to
increased workload and dealing with more
“emotionally charged” customers
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The Organisations Involved

City West Housing Trust is a not-for-profit organisation owning
14,600 homes in West Salford. Their aim is to help customers
live as independently and happily as possible. In their first five
years (just celebrated) they spent over £235 million on improving
homes, estates and services with a vision of completing an
investment strategy of £900 million in the next 30 years.

Contour Homes is one of the North West’s largest registered
social landlords with over 12,000 properties under its ownership
and management across 23 local authorities. Contour Homes
is also part of the Symphony Housing Group, formed when the
Contour Housing and Vicinity Housing Groups came together in
2011, which is the largest registered social landlord based solely
in the North West. Employing around 250 staff, Contour Homes
was established in April 2004 through the merger of two North
West Housing Associations, Collingwood Housing Association
and Portico Housing Association. Both organisations were
formed in the 1970s to provide affordable social housing for
rent for those unable to make provision for themselves.
Great Places Housing Group exists to improve the lives of
the thousands of people living in its portfolio of over 16,000
homes. Employing 650 staff, it is one of the largest developing
housing associations in the north, working in some of the most
disadvantaged neighbourhoods, meeting the differing needs
of the diverse communities served. Great Places manage a
variety of mixed tenures: homes to rent, supported housing,
shared ownership, leasehold properties, and keyworker units
amongst others.
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The Organisations Involved

Helena Partnerships manages around 13500 properties in the
St Helens area and employs over 600 people. It was formed
in 2002 as a company limited by guarantee and registered
charity to manage the transfer of housing stock from the local
authority. Its work extends well beyond property management
and landlord functions and includes; promoting health and
wellbeing, helping residents into work, developing apprentices;
looking after the community and environment and supporting
tenants to manage their finances.
New Charter Housing Trust Group was formed in 2000.
It is a social landlord with 19,500 homes. With a turnover
of £100 million and a workforce of around 950 people,
The Group consists of New Charter Homes, based in the
Greater Manchester area, Gedling Homes in Nottingham and
Aksa Homes in Oldham. Their mission is to provide GREAT
Homes, GREAT Neighbourhoods and GREAT People.

Rochdale Boroughwide Housing (RBH) is a membership
based provider of social housing. In March 2012, following a
vote of support from tenants, they took over the ownership
of the homes formerly owned by Rochdale Council. Employing
around 600 people, they now own and manage around 13,750
homes in the borough.

Salix Homes are a social housing organisation managing
around 8,500 council-owned properties across Central Salford
and the Beechfarm and Rainsough Brow estates. Salix employ
around 280 employees.
Together Housing Group is made up of a number of different
companies, each company is run by a skilled voluntary board
made up of tenants, council representatives and independent
experts. The Group manages over 35,000 homes, affecting
over 50,000 people’s lives and employing over 1250 staff over
a huge geographical area in the North of England.
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The Organisations Involved

Trafford Housing Trust is an independent housing company
with 9,000 homes. Employing around 300 people, Trafford
Housing Trust are a not for profit registered charity that exists
to supply and manage quality homes, and to give housing
advice and support to people in housing need, primarily within
the Trafford area.

Weaver Vale Housing Trust was formed in July 2002
following a transfer of Vale Royal Borough Council housing
stock and is the only local landlord wholly based in West
Cheshire, providing over 6,000 homes in Northwich, Winsford,
Frodsham, Helsby and outlying rural areas. The Trust offers
a range of affordable accommodation for all ages, from flats
and retirement apartments to two/three/four bed houses, and
has developed a variety of services to support people in their
day to day life, helping them live independently in their own
homes. The fundamental aim of the Trust is to help it’s
customers improve the quality of their lives.

Percentage involved from each organisation
Overall Sample 707
5.80%
Together
Housing
Group

7.64%

New
Charter
Housing
Trust

4.38%

27.16%

14.85%

2.55%
Weaver
Vale
Housing
Trust

Salix
Homes
Helena
Partnerships

6.65%

6.93%

Trafford
Housing
Trust

City West
Housing
trust

10.33%

13.72%

Rochdale
Boroughwide
Contour
Housing
Homes

Great
Places
Housing
Group
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Make-up of the Sample

Area of the organisation (service, team)

Income/Money Management
Other

Repairs

Supported Housing

Neighbourhood/Housing
Customer Services
Money Advice
Lettings

What is your age?
18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55-64
65-74

Number of years experience in the Housing sector
less than 2

Between 3 and 6

Between 7 and 12

Between 13 and 20

more than 20
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The Results
Perception of External Environment

In your view, have you found more customers to be
in financial difficulty over the last 6 months?
5.26%

“It’s really hard to think
of kids going without
clothes or food.”

Not at all

16.69% Slightly more

22.10% Moderately more
34.16% Very many more

21.79% Significantly more

Based on your experiences of your customers, which of the
following issues are more evident over the last six months.
Financial
challenges

Mental
health
issues

Drug
related
issues

Alcohol
related
issues

Domestic
violence

Unable
to provide
essentials
Other

90.42%
58.58%
19.63%

“There were 70 financial
inclusion referrals in
June last year... this
year it is at 340 – so a
huge increase.”

“I find it really hard,
particularly when
someone is there with
a blanket around them
and no food – the most
vulnerable, it’s so hard,
I can’t leave them in
that condition.”

30.29%
13.29%
54.87%
7.26%
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The Results
Organisation Philosophy

Overall, would you say your organisation’s main
focus is collecting rent or customer well-being?

“We have caring values
in the organisation but
people shouldn’t live
rent free.”
“Tenants’ well-being
is high up on our
priorities. We want
to avoid eviction –
we want people to
stay in their homes.”

10.97%

23.65%

6.96%

50.70%

Focus on customer
wellbeing with rent
collection second
Customer wellbeing
is priority

Focus on rent with
customer wellbeing
second
Clear balance between
rent collection and
customer wellbeing

7.73%

Collecting rent is priority
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The Results
Organisation Philosophy

There were many different views around the position on
‘rent first’ as an approach, across each of the organisations
that took part in the survey. Some have taken a really clear
position and encouraged their staff to focus on rent as a
priority, others have remained primarily focused on customer
wellbeing – priding themselves on their service to customers.
In 1:1 sessions and focus groups, people talked about
achieving a balance between the two, recognising the
continuing importance of supporting customers as well
as being more commercial around rent collection and the
need for income to sustain the business.

It was noticeable when an organisation had taken a clear
position on this and had effectively communicated it to all
staff. One organisation had introduced the idea of ‘every
interaction counts’. This message had been received loud and
clear by all staff and was fully understood and implemented.
In other organisations, there was more ambiguity around
the organisations position – it was unclear as to whether
there was a clear organisation philosophy that had not
been communicated effectively or that the organisation
was unclear or had not taken a firm stance either way.

“With tenancy support
it used to be all about
the tenants no matter
what, but now with
‘every contact counts’
no matter what position
the customer is in
we have to ask about
the rent.”
“We can’t go in with
guns blazing to get the
rent, we’ve got to take
time to understand the
individual’s situation.”

It is important that organisations are clear about their overall
direction in terms of customer support and rent collection and
that the message is communicated effectively to all staff –
it should not be left up to individuals’ own views/preferences
(this was evident in some organisations). This can cause
conflict, inconsistency and an overall lack of focus for staff
and the organisation as a whole.
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The Results
Impact on Employees

Would you say your interactions with customers
have changed over the last six months?
18.64%

No change
at all

29.24%

Moderate
change

19.55%

25.45%
7.12%

Slight
change

Considerable
change
Significant
change

How do interactions with customers compare
to six months ago?
23.18%

No more
challenging

27.42%

Moderately more
challenging

18.48%

25.15%
5.76%

“Rent is a priority but
tenants don’t think it
is. My job is to bring
in money but it’s a
fine balance.”

“I can’t tell people
how to spend their
money, it is their
choice, I offer advice
and help educate
them... All you can
do is make sure
they are getting the
support they need.”

Slightly more
challenging

Much more
challenging

Significantly more
challenging
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The Results
Impact on Employees

If you think it is more challenging, please state why.

Amount

Blame

2 Bed Properties

Bedroom Tax Benefits

Customers

Families

Complaints

Complex Needs

Greater Group

Hardship Higher

Increased Issues
Losing Their Home Money
Problems Residents

Tenants Trying
Welfare Reform
Repairs

Questions

Shortfall Suffering

Work Load

There was a clear majority view that Welfare Reform, specifically
the issues associated with under-occupancy, also known as
‘bedroom tax’ or spare room subsidy has resulted in:
• increased workload – due to the need to move people.
Many talked about the frustration relating to this as there
is a lack of suitable stock to meet customer needs
• more people ‘unable to meet day to day living costs’ –
leaving them unable to pay their rent
• much more people in arrears
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The Results
Impact on Employees

As a result, more people are struggling and can be more
aggressive and/or emotional and as many stated are
‘looking to us for an answer’. They need much more
support which clearly takes time. The cuts in local services
compound this issue as there are fewer and fewer places
to refer to or the waiting lists/response times for such
services are much too long.
Many staff talked about ‘feeling like a social worker’ and
that this is not their role. There were many examples of
staff going above and beyond to support vulnerable
customers e.g. having a whip round in the office to make
a food parcel, bringing clothes from home to give to a
customer, buying food/cigarettes for customers and giving
them money. This raises some questions for Housing
organisations to consider:

“We’ll need to get better
at being firmer with
customers – we need
to be more assertive.”

• What is the role?

• Where are the boundaries?

• How should people respond in such situations to ensure
service is consistent and not just based on individual
preferences/attitudes and behaviours (still recognising
that we are all human)

How equipped do you feel you are to deal with the
more challenging customer interactions?
2.27%

6.36%

Not equipped

Slightly equipped

35.30% Moderately equipped
48.48% Well equipped
7.58%

Extremely well equipped
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The Results
Impact on Employees

What else would you need to be fully equipped to deal with
the most challenging customer interactions?
More training/
skills

25.99%

More support from
your manager

15.65%

More knowledge/
understanding

More support from
your colleagues
More time for
each interaction
Nothing

36.78%

“I need more knowledge
of benefits and ongoing changes now
that we’ve got into it.”

9.73%

39.97%
21.28%

Where people talked about wanting more training/knowledge
and understanding, the main areas mentioned were:
• Benefits/Welfare Reform – wanting more understanding
so they were confident when advising customers
• Managing challenging customer situations – handling
conflict, anger, people in an emotional state

• Negotiating around rent collection and agreeing appropriate
payment plans
• Resilience – managing ‘self’ during these challenging times

A number of organisations have already invested in training
and development in these areas, certainly all have in the
benefits/welfare reform training. Interestingly, people seemed
to want to know even more, despite management teams
often feeling like they have done a significant amount in terms
of helping people understand Welfare Reform.
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The Results
Impact on Employees

Have you experienced any of your customers
making suicide threats?

No

55.64%

“Always an issue in my
role – too early to tell
whether it’s got worse
with Welfare Reform.”

Yes

44.36%

How equipped do you feel you are to deal with a
customer who appears to be suicidal?
19.47%

23.80%

34.47%

19.17%
3.09%

Not equipped
Slightly equipped
Moderately equipped
Well equipped
Extremely well equipped
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The Results
Impact on Employees

What else would you need to be fully equipped to deal with
the most challenging customer interactions?
More training/
skills

53.73%

More support from
your manager

12.58%

More knowledge/
understanding

More support from
your colleagues
More time for
each interaction
Nothing

48.91%

“I feel helpless. What
difference could I make
in one instance? – How
should we respond?”

7.45%

31.21%
13.51%

We heard many disturbing stories of people’s experiences of
customers making suicide threats. On occasions people were
reduced to tears simply telling their story. Many organisations
have already invested in suicide awareness training, the
others are definitely planning to put this in place.
Even if people know what to do when faced with suicide
threats, this is an area of real concern – clearly expressed
during our feedback sessions with each organisation’s senior
managers. As people face more and more customers in this
state, it can really start to take its toll in terms of emotional
resilience. Organisations need to think about what support
they provide as well as equipping individuals to give the
appropriate response in the moment and take the necessary
follow up action.
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The Results
Organisation Support

When you think about some of the emotionally demanding
work you have to deal with, how supported do you feel?
6.90%

Not supported

15.83% Slightly supported

32.13% Moderately supported
39.66% Very supported
5.49%

Extremely well supported

Which of the following areas of support do you get
from your manager?
57.28%
67.61%
66.04%

39.75%

71.52%

5.32%

“Middle Managers
do not have an open
door and are not
approachable. They
are under pressure
to perform and forget
about the support
side of their role.”

“My manager is excellent
– knowledgeable, direct,
approachable. I can talk
to her about concerns.”

Benefit of knowledge
and experience
Guidance

He/She takes time
to listen to me

Encouragement to
take a break/time...

Freedom to manage
own time as...

No support

Straightforward Impact of Welfare Reform on Housing Employees
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The Results
Organisation Support

Which of the following areas of support do you get
from your colleagues?

Benefit of knowledge
and experience

85.45%

They take time to
listen to me

78.09%

Guidance

Encouragement to
take a break/time...
No support

66.82%
43.66%
2.50%

In the majority of organisations we found examples of
excellent team work – people sharing experiences/offloading
to colleagues and really taking time to help each other. It
seems essential that this is encouraged and that managers
allow/create time for this to happen.

There was a clear message that people need to feel valued,
particularly when they are experiencing so many challenging
interactions. Experienced staff who may have previously just
‘got on with it’, need more recognition and positive reinforcement.
Many talked about senior management being ‘disconnected’
and unaware of the ‘real world’ they are operating in.

“As a team leader, there
isn’t really any good
news to share with
the team. We report
figures back... it’s all
bad news..our arrears
have increased by this
much, number of cases
gone up... more and
more difficult to keep
morale up.”
“I don’t think senior
management know
what its like, they
don’t listen to people
on the ground.”

There was significant evidence of service areas not working
together – mainly Neighbourhood and Income/Rents teams.
Most organisations have established dedicated specialist
teams to manage the impact of Welfare Reform. Many talked
about tension between the two areas - feeling like they were
not working towards the same aim (e.g. one focused on rent,
one on customer/community wellbeing). The importance of
the organisations overall philosophy and the communication
to all around how they contribute to this, is essential to ensure
all feel valued and are working towards the same aim.
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The Results
Impact on Stress Levels

How stressed do you feel at the moment?

17.90% Not at all
26.94% Slightly

34.52% Moderately
15.00% Very
5.65%

Extremely

“Bad phone calls
can really impact,
particularly people
shouting and
swearing but you
do get hardened
to it – it’s very
frustrating.”

How much of this would you attribute to emotionally
demanding work related issues/challenges?

20.00% Not at all

23.06% Slight amount

25.48% Moderate amount

25.00% Most
6.45%

All
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The Results
Impact on Stress Levels

What is the biggest cause of
stress at work?

Busy

Assistance

Cases

Complete

Customers Deadlines
Demands Issues
Meeting Targets
Communication

Job Management
Residents Restructure
Team Stressed
Role

Staffing

Performance

Pressure

Service Staff

Support

Tenants Volume of Work
Trying

Welfare Reform
Work Load

What would you like to see change to
reduce the causes of stress at work?

“I love the job and
don’t find it stressful,
as the Company is so
understanding and
supportive – really
only handful of
difficult tenants.”
“If nothing changes,
I think the role is
going to be very
stressful and it will
start to impact my
home life.”

Better
Communication

Customer

Going Departments
Day to Day

Issues Job Making

Management

Moment

Organisation
Resources Priorities Say
Smaller
Structure
Staff Stress
Support
Team

Place

Policy

Rent

Tenants Tasks
Taking Responsibility

Work Load
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The Results
Impact on Stress Levels

It is important to note that pockets of people talked about
things being no different and that ‘this is what you expect,
working in Housing’. As a result, they are not stressed.
However, this is not the majority view.

Many people talked about being more stressed than before
Welfare Reform, the main reasons given were:
• Increased workload (due to ‘bedroom tax’, re-structures/
patch size)
• Pressure to deliver (performance targets)

• Frustration (not being able to resolve customer issues)

“The effects of the
Welfare Reform on the
customer – not the
workload, but seeing
the real effects on
real families – is what
causes me stress.”

• Cuts in services (having to pick things up that would
usually have been referred on)

Despite many people saying they felt stressed, when asked,
the majority were happy with their current employer and their
role. A small minority had any thoughts about changing jobs
or organisations. The biggest challenge for organisations is
how long people can sustain the level of stress they are
currently operating under.
We also reviewed sickness absence levels to see if they
had increased over the time since welfare reform was
introduced. From the data we were given there was no
significant increase in sickness absence figures, to date.
It was evident that people feel less stressed when the
following are in place:

• Management recognising the challenge and valuing
employee inputs

• Supportive management practices e.g. 1:1s that focus
on the person rather than just targets/performance
• Clear organisation priorities and focus (effectively
communicated)

• Time to ‘download’ and talk to others having experienced
a difficult/challenging interaction
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Areas for Organisations to Consider

Overall direction
• What is the organisation’s position around ‘rent first’ and
customer wellbeing?
• How well has this been translated in to key messages?
• How well has this been communicated to all staff –
including what it means for them in their role?
• How does this impact resourcing?

• Is the balance right between revenue teams/customer
support teams?

Role Clarity
• How well defined are the roles within the Neighbourhood/
Revenue teams? What are the expectations of each role?
• How well have you defined the boundaries of each role?
• How well have you communicated this to all staff?

• How equipped are your staff to effectively carry out these roles?
Training
What areas should you be investing in:
• Suicide/mental health awareness

• Managing challenging/difficult customer situations training
• Negotiating – collecting rent
• Resilience

• Welfare reform/benefits

Support
• How much focus do you place on performance targets?
• How balanced is your approach in terms of the need to
deliver against targets and the provision of support,
encouragement and feedback for team members?

• What mechanisms do you have in place to provide staff
with the time/support they need?
• How well equipped are your managers to coach/guide
and support their teams?

Straightforward Impact of Welfare Reform on Housing Employees
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Next Steps

Please contact us if you’d like to discuss the findings from this
report in any detail. Perhaps you would like your organisation
to be involved in the research, we could carry out the research
within your organisation and then present back to you with
the comparison against the overall sample. Or if you’d like to
explore any of the 4 areas for consideration with you, we
would be more than happy to come and talk you through our
experiences and share learning from other organisations.

Contact details
If you would like to find out more about this
research or are interested in taking part in the next
phase (likely to be April 2014), please contact:
Charlotte Cook
E: Charlotte@straight-forward.co.uk
M: 07921 165561
www.straight-forward.co.uk

