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The Covid-19 pandemic has in many cases shown how vital the 
voluntary sector is when it comes to helping those in need, when they 
most need it. Up and down the country thousands of HA staff have 
worked tirelessly to ensure their customers had access to the right 
support when they most needed it. The pandemic, like many disasters, 
also acted as a springboard to forge a different path when it came to 
responding to tenant’s needs.

Many have said that the Covid-19 pandemic has created a burning 
platform for change, which is arguably only half true. The pandemic 
hasn’t set the wheels of innovation racing but has accelerated many 
people’s investment in technology.

Many of the innovations or new platforms launched to help HA’s cope 
with the demands of Covid-19 weren’t new, but they were possibly put 
in place quicker and more efficiently than before, with people forced 
by necessity to change.

Once people head back into offices, HA’s will need to look at how they 
organise both their staff and organisations once again. Many questions 
will be asked on what the role of management is in a world where 
9 - 5 may not exist. With a look to the future, many of the changes 
implemented now can be tailored to meet one of the sector’s other 
main challenges; the incoming Charter for Social Housing, which was 
released in November last year and will in time make its way into law.

This white paper is designed to take a look back at both the challenges 
that some of the sector faced in the immediate impact of Covid-19 last 
March, and how they adapted, what they implemented and how some 
see themselves changing. 

Executive Summary

During the first lockdown just over a year ago we saw many 
communities come to the fore, helping their own vulnerable, checking 
on the elderly and knocking on doors of those they knew may need 
help.

The opportunity for Housing Associations is that now those 
communities have found their voice how can we, as a sector, support 
them to continue their work while making the most of our own 
resources. This will become more pertinent as the UK begins to think 
afresh about how it cares for the vulnerable with the integrated care 
system. The disruption that the pandemic brought in 2020 and beyond 
has led to many to think anew about how they can adapt, change 
and innovate to ensure that they are better prepared to meet the next 
challenge. 

I’d like to thank Lisa Charles from Bolton at Home, Dean Ballard from 
Stonewater, Linda Levin from Irwell Valley Homes as well as Sarah Davis 
from the Chartered Institute for Housing for contributing to this report, 
which aims to provide the first step in analysing how HA’s coped 
during Covid-19 and where they head next as we continue to recover 
from the pandemic.

Ian Wright
Chief Executive - Disruptive Innovators Network
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Pre pandemic situation and how Covid-19 
changed attitudes

From vague news reports emerging from Asia of a new, “novel” virus 
in January to the UK facing its first-ever full national closure of its 
economy in March, the coronavirus pandemic upended the world as 
many knew it in the space of weeks in 2020.

With thousands of tenants or customers facing an uncertain future 
in terms of safety, security, work and care, housing associations are 
uniquely positioned to be both deeply affected by the pandemic and 
also able to respond to help those under their management. 

The biggest immediate impact on the internal functions of many 
HA’s was the closure of offices. From 23 March 2020 the UK entered a 
national lockdown meaning all but essential businesses had to close 
or work from home. Many provider’s had already planned some form 
of shift to remote working; the lockdown meant those plans had to be 
implemented with immediate effect.

According to Lisa Charles, Director of Business Services at Bolton 
At Home, the shift to home working put a strain on the provider to 
make sure every staff member had adequate access to equipment. 
“Overnight we had two-thirds of our workforce needing to rely on 
laptops and get remote access,” she says. “Our contracted providers 
had struggled so we resorted to going to the corner shop to buy 
laptops.

“We undertook a Citrix upgrade which wasn’t planned. It had a knock 
on cost but you can argue those costs would have been ultimately 
spent anyway, just that usually it would have been spread over two or 
three years.” 

Other housing associations took steps to get tenants connected 
digitally by providing laptops or tablets to them directly. Anchor 
Hanover, which has 54,000 homes, had supplied approximately 100 
devices to its residents since 2018 via a partnership with insurance firm 
Aviva. However after the Covid-19 pandemic hit in April 2020 demand 
surged, with the HA providing 250 tablets to customers in the month 
with a further 200 ordered. 1 

At first it took a bit of getting used to for some of the team, I was looking 
at foreheads a lot. But everybody got used to it.

- Linda Levin on working via Microsoft Teams

1  How the pandemic is speeding up the digital transformation of housing services - Inside Housing

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/how-the-pandemic-is-speeding-up-the-digital-transformation-of-housing-services-66314
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Making the right judgement call

Another key focus for many HA’s during the first lockdown was to 
ensure that staff could keep as close to a normal level of service and 
support while undergoing the upheaval of a national lockdown.

Applying technology to key aspects of their service, either by design 
or necessity, has turned this process from a nightmare into one where 
a number of HA’s have managed to arguably navigate the pandemic 
with some success.

Dean Ballard, Head of Customer Insight at Stonewater notes that the 
overnight shift to remote working meant that the time tenants spent 
waiting for a call handler was on the whole slower after staff relocated 
to home working during the first lockdown. Finding ways to transfer 
demand was key to keeping call times down and alleviating pressure 
on staff.

He says “Customers want their enquiry dealt with, they don’t 
particularly care who deals with it as long as it is dealt with in a timely 
fashion. We found that getting to the right person quicker was more 
important than finding someone who the customer knew as their local 
housing officer, or was the person who handled their estate.”

Stonewater decided to change its service offering from a local housing 
officer to a service which was patch based, allowing staff to specialise 
in certain areas to answer calls from tenants, rather than simply hand 
enquiries to any local housing officer. The change freed up hundreds 
of hours of time for staff to either be redeployed making pro-active 
calls to tenants or handling other issues within the HA.

At Irwell Valley housing association their customer service and support 
team (CSST) had already been migrated to agile working, which meant 
that when the pandemic did hit they provider was able to adapt 
quickly to the closing of the offices.

Linda Levin says: “For the 12 months prior to the pandemic the CSST 
weren’t in the office full time, that was the biggest plus for us - 
knowing that our staff were kitted out to work from anywhere, when 
the first lockdown came it meant we could change quickly. 
“Customers really wanted to talk to us, especially with guidelines 
changing all the time so we pushed out comms constantly through 
social media or email or text so that customers knew what was 
happening.”

Irwell launched its first tenant app in August, having spent a number 
of years in development. The timing of the launch helped the HA 
provide the extra layer of services to their customers before the second 
wave of Covid-19 hit, both internally and externally.

Levin adds: “The app helped I think for those customers with 
rent arrears as they were able to look at and track the number of 
impressions in areas such as rent, and see people looking at their [rent] 
accounts, rather than phone us. A lot of the work of the incomes team 
in particular was to do more personal contact because they hadn’t 
been going out and visits. 

“The app gave them more capacity to do more phone-ins or texts. 
We have also switched from sending people a letter to more personal 
contact. At the same time we setup a sustainment team to support 
customers and complement the incomes team. We switched our focus 
from enforcement [or arrears] to prevention.”

Customers want their enquiry dealt with, they don’t particularly 
care who deals with it as long as it is dealt with in a timely fashion.

- Dean Ballard, Head of Customer Insight at Stonewater
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Getting into arrears

Rent arrears has been flagged as a key issue for many HA’s as the 
pandemic hit the UK economy. Thus far the impact has been lower 
than anticipated, however analyst Moody’s predicts that housing 
association income could drop by 6% overall in 2021 2. Moodys recently 
reported that 46% of social tenants in the UK are considered at risk of 
poverty. 3 A separate study by Housemark estimated that the level of 
rent arrears could rise by 30% from March 2020 levels and not return to 
normal levels by March 2022. 4

Charles states that for Bolton at Home the pandemic has seen tenants 
which wouldn’t usually seek help coming to the HA due to issues with 
payment.

“We didn’t see the spike in inventories that we anticipated but that 
may happen down the line,” she says: “People have been driven further 
into poverty as a result of this [pandemic]. We are seeing relatively 
resilient or cautious areas of [Bolton] have pockets of greater need 
than they might have been because people have been put on reduced 
hours, made redundant or put on furlough.”

“Some are running into financial distress that they wouldn’t expect to 
hear from in a normal year.”

The Chartered Institute for Housing’s practice notes for HA’s on how 
to deal with tenants who had fallen into arrears include considering 
drawing together specialist income and advice teams, conducting an 
internal audit of staff who hold the right knowledge and skills in these 
areas to help increase capacity within the income management team.

The CIH also encouraged HA’s to establish a flexible approach to rent 
payment following the pandemic. Black Country Housing Group began 
making daily welfare calls to their tenants to keep a record of all those 
impacted by Covid-19, which allowed the HA to responsively resource 
where the issues lay.

Performance was measured weekly. Making more information 
available online, either via the website, tenant portal or app has also 
been noted, with the ICH stating that the pandemic meant email, 
text or calls would form the majority of communication with tenants. 
Publishing dedicated information on rent arrears policies, how to 
provide support and how to apply for benefits for those who had been 
made redundant or placed on furlough was also advocated. 5

Some HA’s went further however by developing systems which 
allowed tenants to pay their rents more flexibly during the pandemic 
depending on their personal circumstances. 

Sarah Davis, Senior Policy and Practice Officer at the CIH says: “There 
were a lot [of organisations] in the sector who were very sensitive 
around evictions, there was more incentive during the pandemic to 
try and manage support and help for people in terms of their rental 
income.  Many issues for HA’s crystallised around the core issues of rent 
arrears, anti-social behaviour (ASB) and mental health support.

“The big issue for providers apart from managing their own systems 
was how they used their capacity to support tenants, for example 
around supporting mental health”

Home education

Another key area where housing associations found themselves on 
the front-line in the national Covid-19 response was education. With 
schools closed to all but essential workers during both the first and 
third lockdowns, helping families connect their school-age children 
with online classes or courses was a huge issue.

Many housing associations stepped in to help combat digital exclusion, 
part of a trend which had begun prior to the pandemic but arguably 
accelerated during it. Along with providing technological hardware 
such as laptops, tables and mobile phones, some HA’s helped tenants 
become connected. 6

5   Supporting tenants with rent arrears - CIH
6   Supporting Home Schooling - CIH   

2   Moodys predicts pandemic will hit Housing Associaion income for 6 - Inside Housing
3  Pandemic huge setback for economy, what does that mean for social housing? - Inside Housing   

4  Social Housing rent arrears hit record 1bn - Inside Housing

https://www.cih.org/media/iihlh2ve/supporting-tenants-rent-arrears-covid-20jan21.pdf
https://www.cih.org/media/zxck5y1y/supporting-homeschooling-9feb21.pdf
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/pandemic-will-hit-housing-association-income-by-6-this-year-moodys-predicts-69762
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/the-pandemic-has-been-a-huge-setback-for-the-economy--what-does-that-mean-for-social-housing-69899
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/social-housing-rent-arrears-hit-record-1bn-69364
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Davis says that the CIH found a concerted effort by many HA’s to help 
families during the lockdown periods. She says: “Many HA’s found out 
that there were families trying to home school who were sharing a 
mobile phone and looked at how they could be supported either with 
equipment or low-cost internet access. For many HA’s it was about 
increasing the opportunity for people to access the internet.”

For many tenants digital exclusion is due to people being unable to 
afford fast internet access. There have been a few associations involved 
in academies but there is a debate long-term about what associations 
have around their tenancies.”

Glasgow-based HA Govan Homes fitted a truck with wifi so that when 
tenants came to get hot food they could also access free wifi once 
places such as libraries had closed. The vehicle followed a route around 
Govan every day so that people knew if they were in that area they 
would get an internet connection. 7

The shift to digital approaches has pre-dated Covid-19 by a number of 
years.

A 2018 CIH report titled “Going digital, gearing up for the future” found 
that 79% of the landlords surveyed were looking to realise better 
efficiencies through adopting digital innovation. However tenants 
needed to have confidence in the systems landlords used to ensure 
any new portals, apps or websites were taken up. The report also 
found that 71% of those we surveyed said they plan to increase the 
percentage of customer transactions involving some form of digital 
technology by 2020 and 77% plan to increase the proportion of services 
available for their customers via a self-serve during the same period.

The CIH report found that among HA’s the idea that work ‘isn’t where 
you go but it’s what you do’ had already become a more accepted 
approach to managing people. These trends have arguably been 
accelerated since the pandemic.

Despite the impact of the pandemic on the entire operation of most 
housing associations, across the sector many have managed to adapt 
to the changes wrought on operations and, by utilising or speeding 
up implementation of their digital plans or making changes to their 
physical space, have countered the challenge presented by Covid-19, 
often reaching out and engaging with their tenants more than pre-
Covid-19 levels despite restrictions.

Freeing up staff man-hours to focus on areas of need was vital for HA’s 
to cope with both any additional demand from customers and the 
extra burdens the pandemic would bring to their operations. 

Following the lockdown announcement in March extra safety 
measures were mandated on the occasions when home visits 
were unavoidable. Bolton has been particularly hard hit during the 
pandemic, with rates higher than most other parts of the UK for the 
majority of the past 14 months.

Statistics, surveys, results and best practice

7  The view from Govan HA - CECI   

Adopting Digital Innovation

of the landlords surveyed were looking to realise better 
efficiencies through adopting digital innovation.

- 2018 CIH report titled “Going digital, gearing up for the future”

79%

https://www.ceci.org.uk/the-view-from-govan-ha/
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Bolton at Home’s Lisa Charles explains how, when it came to visiting 
their tenants in their homes, the extra safety precautions meant 
checking off a tick list of onerous protocols for both tenants and staff.

“For a good while last year we were only doing emergency repairs that 
the government would allow us to do.” she says. “All of our operatives 
were offered full PPE and for those out doing repairs we couldn’t have 
two people in a van. We tried dividing the vehicles using perspex but 
that couldn’t be made to work.

“Some of the measures emerged during the course of the pandemic 
as we understood better what we needed to do. We would ring the 
customer 48 hours in advance to explain what they had to do [to meet 
Covid-19 guidelines] and ask if they had Covid-19 symptoms.

“All operatives had a five-point check and if any questions were a “yes” 
they had to say they couldn’t enter their home. Customers are required 
to wear PPE, and ventilate, and wear masks if they are in the same 
room as the person doing the work, but we ask them to leave the room 
when an operative is in their home.”

Moving many services online or expanding digital services was also key 
for many HA’s to free up resources.

According to the CIH, 96% of households in Great Britain had at 
least some form of access to the internet in February 2020, however 
the quality of that access varied considerably. Some individuals had 
limited data on a mobile device whilst others had unlimited superfast 
broadband. When it came to placing services onto  digital platforms 
HA’s had to think about the entire spectrum of tenants under their 
management. 8

Davis notes: “Digital is one of a stream of different ways to deliver 
services, and it might be a growing stream particularly amongst 
maybe general needs or amongst younger tenants but no means only 
amongst those cohorts. There is still a need for it to work well as part of 

8   Supporting Home Schooling - CIH

96% of households in Great Britain had at least some form of 
access to the internet in February 2020, however the quality 
of that access varied considerably

- CIH data

Tenant Internet Access

https://www.cih.org/media/zxck5y1y/supporting-homeschooling-9feb21.pdf
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a whole offer and knowing when to use it and rely on it, and knowing 
when to introduce the face to face, support is key.”

Real-time feedback
 
The response to the pandemic varied according to each housing 
association’s demographic need, the incidents of cases and individual 
circumstances, however another key issue for many HA’s was getting a 
real-time understanding of what the main problems were.

A series of sessions conducted by VerseOne with HA’s across the 
country found that many placed rolling out proactive customer 
engagement at the heart of their pandemic response.

This included organising and boosting their neighbourhood and 
tenancy processing teams, a community resolution team focussing on 
anti-social behaviour and domestic abuse and allowing staff to become 
experts in some areas to speed up enquiries. 

Believe Housing told VerseOne that the housing association 
redeployed their repairs teams during the pandemic to reach out to 
customers and advise them on self-repairs, the provider also rolled 
out self-help videos and repair diagnostics tools to assist customer self 
service. This allowed the HA to continue a level of service as close to 
pre-pandemic as possible without needing to put staff at additional 
risk.

The HA reported that customer satisfaction rose, a staff survey also 
found that for the year between December 2019 and December 2020 
culture had improved amongst staff despite the hurdles of office 
closures and home working.

Measuring KPI’s and staff and customers correctly

The first national lockdown coincided with Stonewater launching a 
version of it’s portal MyHome live to its tenants. The HA also changed 

the reporting cycle for a number of key metrics, with the digital system 
allowing issues that needed attention to be identified within hours, 
rather than days.

Ballard adds: “If we sent a survey on a Tuesday we can be responding to 
the issues that are raised (in the survey) by Wednesday. We managed 
to shorten the feedback loop to hours, from days and weeks.”

Stonewater also adapted their reporting into the provider’s executive 
team to give real-time feedback into HA’s top team.

He adds: “We bought some of the traditional KPI’s through to report 
weekly to the board so the exec had information they needed to 
respond.”

Real time feedback was also critical for HA’s to understand the 
changing needs of their tenants as the pandemic progressed. 

Research conducted by VerseOne found that 85% of housing 
associations agreed with the notion that the provider’s online portal 
should be “the primary communications tool with tenants”.

Ballard adds: “With regard to our portal, we were in a good position 
with our online offer, we had spent a long time trying to build a portal 
which was customer focussed and been designed with the customer 
in mind, and we’ve pushed things through there to help channel shift. 
It had always been an aim but was accelerated during the pandemic.”

Migration to digital onboarding

Onboarding via digital services was also a key requirement for many 
providers even though face-to-face meetings had been all but stopped.

Levin notes that the pandemic meant that Irwell Valley shifted to 
digital onboarding much quicker than previously anticipated. She says: 
“We had been thinking about it [digital onboarding] for a while but we 



Page 20

VerseOne - Social Housing - 2021 Whitepaper - How has technology helped Housing Associations during the pandemic?

just made it happen as soon as we could let properties after the first 
lockdown.

“The main difference is that digital onboarding made the process 
neater and freed up capacity as well. Instead of having paper copies 
having scanning into the system, that was waste which was taken out 
as it was all digitised.”

What could a fully digital housing association look like? 

While many housing associations aim to transform their existing 
systems into more digital-friendly portals, the process can be a 
struggle. 

What would a fully-digital housing association look like, and what kind 
of improvements could a completely digital process provide?

In Holland one experiment in digitising their business has seen housing 
provider Mitros setup a completely new HA as a “digital twin” to the 
established HA. Named Qlinker, which means ‘brick’ in Dutch, the new 
HA is accessed only via an app, and automated many of the tenancy 
processes and build a more tenant-centric organisation. 9

The results from the 134 pilot homes it had on its books found that the 
time it took to sign up a new tenant was reduced from six days to ten 
minutes.

Success Story - Sutton Housing Partnership

Sutton Housing Partnership using the VerseOne Tenancy Onboarding 
Process have been successfully managing 8-10 new tenants per week, 
since February 2020.

9   Double Dutch: how a housing association went completely digital - Inside Housing

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/insight/insight/double-dutch-how-a-housing-association-went-completely-digital-66837
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The key question for many housing associations is, as the UK heads 
into its recovery from the pandemic, what of the changes made during 
by necessity over the past 14-months could be here to stay.

According to Housing Digital, the sector spends approximately £600m 
a year on managing and implementing technology. 10 A collaborative 
effort may help drive efficiencies in the coming years.

Promoting the roll out and adoption of portals and apps may form a 
key aspect of many HA’s communication strategies in the next three 
years. Irwell Valley’s Levin noted that of the 7,000 households under the 
HA’s management, about 1,000 had signed up so far to use their App. 

She adds: “It is quite early days [on adoption] we are quite assertively 
marketing it now, really pushing it out and trying to incentivise it.”

Irwell are also looking to build on the current offerings to add 
functionality and further services. Levin adds: “On repairs, we are 
looking at a kind of Uber model, which will let people see where their 
maintenance representative is on a map and how far away from 
them they are. The aim again is to try and reduce demand on the call 
handlers so that we can focus on outbound calls.”

The post pandemic world for Housing 
Associations

10   What digital trends will emerge in social housing in 2021 - Housing Digital

There can be no doubt that digital adoption will rise 
faster post Covid-19 than it would have prior to the 
pandemic.

Digital Adoption

https://housingdigital.co.uk/the-year-ahead-what-digital-trends-will-emerge-in-social-housing-in-2021/
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Conclusions

The pandemic has led to both structural and strategic change among 
housing associations throughout the UK as staff stayed at home and 
services turned online. As the UK begins to emerge from Covid-19 the 
impacts of those changes will begin to be seen in the new strategic 
plans that many HA’s bring forward.

HA’s that adopted aspects of their digital strategy into their pandemic 
response are highly likely to adopt those policies across wider services 
post-pandemic especially when it comes to services that have been 
proven to be capable of being taken onto digital platforms such as 
tenancy onboarding.

The recovery from Covid-19 may also see many HA’s tie-in the online or 
digital changes into a wider remit expressed within the new Charter for 
Social Housing, which was published in November 2020.

The key tenets of the Charter, such as allowing tenants to understand 
how their landlord is performing, have their complaints dealt with 
promptly and fairly, and have their voice heard could see a mix of 
digital services launched to address these core principles while 
managing demand on staff. 

HA’s who may have only just begun to expand their digital offering 
could also expand or speed up their plans post-Covid-19. 

Davis adds: “It [Covid-19] has accelerated maybe a trend that was 
already happening, it will make organisations that might have been 
slow [on digital take-up] to follow the trends that others are taking up, 
they may follow a bit more quickly than they otherwise would have. I 
think different organisations will find different solutions, it depends on 
what’s right for their tenants and for their staff. 

“The pandemic might accelerate the wider digital support around 
health and care. Many [providers] will be looking at what office 
footprint they have and deciding what they either do with it - housing 
or communal facilities (including possibly work spaces). And in terms of 
support - Specialist housing might also accelerate.”

Housing Association’s who may have only just begun 
to expand their digital offering could also expand or 
speed up their plans post-Covid-19.

Speed of Digital Adoption
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www.verseone.com/contact-us

VerseOne was created 17 years ago, to make a difference to the Social Housing 
sector and same is true today . 

Our vision is to help our customers to realise the full value of their business content 
by transforming it into meanigful and personlaised information.

Our mission is to is to deliver highly personalised, functional and beautfully crafted 
web-based solutions that offer the best engagement and experiences for anyone 
that requires access to our customers buisness content.

We deliver amazing project everyday – it’s in our DNA 

All our solutions are designed for purpose, future proofed and expandable to support 
all of your digital needs as your business grows.  They are managed on the most 
secure Cloud solution - Microsoft Azure, and along with our ISO and Cyber Essentials 
accreditions, you can be confident that your data and you custoemers, will be 
protected. 

We are extremely proud of our long-term partnerships with over 80 Housing 
Customers. 

mailto:info%40verseone.com?subject=Enquiry%20from%20Intelligent%20Work%20Hub%20Whitepaper
http://www.verseone.com/contact-us
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