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Executive Summary 

Key findings 
• As a means of focusing attention on service quality, and facilitating inter-

organisational benchmarking, the positive contribution of the STATUS model is 
widely acknowledged by both national stakeholder organisations and housing 
associations  

• Over and above STATUS-type surveys, most associations engage in a wide range 
of activities around customer feedback research – employing both quantitative and 
qualitative techniques 

• However, the current regimes for tenant satisfaction measurement by local 
authorities and housing associations differ significantly in relation to scope, 
methodology and consistency 

• While there is a positive – though modest – relationship between a housing 
association’s tenant satisfaction rating and its housing management ‘performance 
score’, a range of factors outside a landlord’s control are also influential – these 
include the demographic profile and access channel of those housed 

• Housing associations’ tenant satisfaction survey practice appears to be somewhat 
more varied than is sometimes imagined – in certain cases resemblance to the 
prescribed framework is limited to just a few STATUS questions included in 
‘continuous’ or annual surveys 

• Although it is widely recognised that survey response rates vary substantially 
across demographic groups, calibration of such variations and consequent re-
weighting of raw data is far from standard practice. Equally, compliance with 
technical guidance on calculation of ‘satisfaction PIs’ is not universal 

• Because associations deviating from recommended practice here include landlords 
listed as 'top performers' in the existing national 'league table', some doubt is cast 
on the validity of such rankings 

• With the ever-growing weight being accorded to tenant satisfaction ‘ratings’, there 
is a case for a tighter and less permissive framework for housing associations in 
this respect 

• Reform of the regime should include the development of a common framework 
across social housing, possibly on a more centralised model than previously 
stipulated for associations. The scope for incorporating customer satisfaction 
measurement concepts from the private sector should also be investigated. 

Background and scope 
Part and parcel of the drive to ‘consumerise’ public services is the growing tendency 
to portray customer satisfaction scores as the ultimate measure of public service 
performance. One respected commentator even recently asserted that!‘The role of the 
Audit Commission [as ultimate arbiter of service quality via inspection] seems 
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unnecessary. Tenant satisfaction surveys, providing they are independently verified, 
should be sufficient as a service benchmark’1.!

In the social housing world, an obligation on providers to measure and report on 
tenant satisfaction is longstanding. As early as the start of the 1990s, the satisfaction 
survey was being heralded as an effective means of listening to consumers. The 
importance attached to such measures partly reflects the social housing context in that 
there is only very limited scope for users of a ‘rationed service’ to exercise ‘the power 
of exit’. Tenants unhappy with landlord failings are not in a strong position to exert 
pressure for better services by the threat of ‘taking their custom elsewhere’. 

Over time, growing significance has been attributed to tenant satisfaction ratings in 
social housing. Now, some 10 years after the inception of STATUS, the standard 
tenant survey model developed by the National Housing Federation, STATUS-
derived satisfaction ratings have come to play a major role in regulatory judgements 
of landlord effectiveness. With the Tenant Services Authority recently re-stating a 
commitment to ‘put tenants’ priorities first’, the significance attached to tenant 
satisfaction ratings appears set to grow still further. 

Research objectives and methods 
This research has been commissioned by London and Quadrant Housing Trust to 
investigate the robustness of the current regulatory regime for the measurement of 
resident satisfaction in social housing. In particular, the study has reviewed the 
official STATUS survey guidance and analysed national tenant satisfaction statistics. 
As well as appraising existing relevant research literature the study garnered the views 
of key national stakeholder organisations – the Audit Commission (AC), the 
Communities and Local Government Department (CLG), Consumer Focus (CF) and 
the National Housing Federation (NHF). It also included a telephone survey covering 
some 46 housing associations to gauge landlord perspectives on tenant satisfaction 
measurement and to investigate current practice in STATUS survey management. 

Current regulatory framework and guidance 
Both local authorities and housing associations are subject to very specific guidelines 
on measuring tenant satisfaction for the purpose of generating officially validated 
satisfaction ratings. Associations are required to submit three tenant satisfaction 
statistics within their annual Regulatory and Statistical Returns (RSRs) to the Tenant 
Services Authority (TSA). In generating these statistics they are required to undertake 
surveys using the prescribed STATUS questionnaire and associated fieldwork 
methodology. Although they must report STATUS-derived statistics on an annual 
basis, the minimum required frequency for the surveys themselves is three-yearly. 

While local authority (LA) landlords are also required to utilise the STATUS model, 
the regime for LAs differs in some significant ways. Unlike associations, authorities 
must use a postal approach, must undertake surveys every two years, must submit 
their raw data to central government, and must include in their surveys only tenants of 
‘general needs’ housing. 

                                                
1 Joseph, D. (2009) Bring back public interest regulation to restore faith in complex industries; Social 
Housing, March p19 
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Review of research literature 
Now-familiar approaches to tenant satisfaction measurement have their roots in the 
surveys developed in the 1960s and 1970s to assess resident views on architectural 
design of housing estates. During the 1980s and 1990s there was a growing sense that, 
in surveying ‘customer’ views about services and homes, landlords were 
demonstrating commitment to demand-responsiveness and accountability. Even at this 
stage, however, some critics argued that such exercises might become more of a ‘PR 
tool’ than an effective means of tenant empowerment2. 

Other critics have questioned the validity of the ‘satisfaction’ concept, partly on the 
grounds that expressed satisfaction is wholly dependent on the respondent’s 
expectations. A related view has been that housing ‘satisfaction’ is a construct which 
the researcher is imposing upon the interviewee…’3. Distinct from this is the critique 
that the degree of ‘satisfaction’ expressed by a tenant will be dependent on a range of 
factors, many of which are unconnected with the performance of the landlord in 
question4. 

Many commentators have advocated that social landlords place greater weight on 
qualitative research techniques to better identify and understand the sub-optimal 
aspects of their services, though the outputs from such methods can be less easily 
communicated to external stakeholders such as lenders and regulators. A recent study 
has advocated that such approaches should include ‘customer journey mapping’, that 
is: ‘tracking and describing all the experiences that customers have as they encounter 
a service or set of services…’5 

Looking to concepts of customer satisfaction measurement developed in the private 
sector, there could be arguments for incorporating within a STATUS-type approach, 
questions to facilitate calculation of an organisation’s ‘customer perceived value’ 
and/or its ‘net promoter score’. 

In seeking an alternative to customer survey measures as a direct yardstick for service 
rating, one approach is the development of accreditation frameworks where an 
independent agency, using a range of techniques, appraises service provision against a 
set of standards and determines whether the provider is worthy of certification. One 
such ‘kitemarking’ framework is operated by JD Power, a company famous for its 
customer satisfaction surveys for the US automotive industry. 

                                                
2 Pollitt (1988) p78 – cited in Conway, M. & Knox, C. (1990) ‘Measuring housing effectiveness: a case 
study in customer evaluation’ Housing Studies Vol 5(4) pp. 257–272 

3 Furbey, R. & Goodchild, B. (1986) ‘Method and methodology in housing user research’ Housing 
Studies Vol 1(3) pp166–181 

4 Satsangi, M. & Kearns, A. (1992) ‘The use and interpretation of tenant satisfaction surveys in British 
social housing’, Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy Vol 10 (3) pp317 – 331 
5 p36 in: Tetlow Associates (2008) Improving the Understanding of Customer Satisfaction and 
Experience in Scottish Local Government; Glasgow: Consumer Focus Scotland and the Improvement 
Service http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/news-2009/january-2009/measuring-customer-
satisfaction-and-experience/ 
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National stakeholder and expert perspectives 
The STATUS model is seen by key national stakeholder bodies as having proved 
highly beneficial in providing a framework for the production of essentially 
comparable satisfaction ratings which permit both benchmarking between 
organisations and tracking of trends over time.  

However, it is thought that survey results may be sensitive to the contact method, with 
self-completion questionnaires believed liable to evoke a somewhat higher incidence 
of critical responses. And, acknowledging that a postal self-completion approach is 
now obligatory for local authorities, it is recognised by both the AC and the NHF that 
there is a case for standardising the contact method used for surveying housing 
association tenants. Similarly, one route to achieving greater consistency might be to 
adopt a more centralised model. At the same time, however, this could risk 
undermining landlord ownership of the process. 

While STATUS-generated tenant satisfaction ratings are an important factor 
influencing inspection assessments, the Audit Commission acknowledges that that 
there is not always a direct correlation between such scores and a landlord’s housing 
management performance against national standards. This highlights the fact that 
expressed ‘satisfaction’ reflects a respondent’s experiences as calibrated against their 
expectations. It is also well-known that expressed ‘satisfaction with landlord services’ 
is affected by contextual factors outside a landlord’s control – e.g. in terms of the 
local incidence of poverty and deprivation, and the wider economic climate.  

The Audit Commission acknowledges that there are possible alternatives to the 
growing reliance on measured ‘satisfaction scores’ as the ultimate yardstick of 
landlord performance and sees service quality kitemarking accreditation as one 
alternative to be further explored. 

Tenant satisfaction data analysis 
Within the context of views about other public services, the services provided by 
social landlords are reasonably well-rated. A 2008 survey of housing association 
tenants in which 72% professed themselves satisfied with landlord services found that 
the comparable score for both ‘parks and open spaces’ and ‘your local authority, 
overall’ was only 59%. However, satisfaction ratings for certain privately provided 
services were somewhat higher – e.g. 85% for telephone company and 86% for bank. 

Within the social rented sector, housing associations continue to evoke higher tenant 
satisfaction rates than local authorities, although the gap has narrowed substantially in 
recent years. Within the housing association sector, stock transfer landlords and 
supported housing providers tend to score somewhat higher than traditional general 
needs associations. There is a slight inverse relationship between association size and 
satisfaction ratings in that associations with more than 10,000 homes do not fare quite 
as well as others. This is connected with the ratings in relation to portfolio geography, 
with slightly lower ratings recorded by the landlords with the most spatially disparate 
stock. A more marked disparity is seen in the significantly lower satisfaction values 
typically recorded by associations operating in London. 

In a national context L&Q Group tenant satisfaction ratings appear relatively modest, 
with ratings for overall satisfaction and participation opportunities in the lower 
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quartile of the distribution. In relation to other London-based associations, however, 
the picture is rather different, with L&Q scores above the median value for two of the 
three key indicators and only very narrowly below for the third. However, the Group’s 
geographical base (London), the high proportion of its stock made up by flats, and its 
relatively youthful tenant population are all factors which would be expected to 
present a substantial challenge in achieving ‘top-ranking’ satisfaction scores in the 
national league table. 

Using multiple regression it can be determined that the single factor most strongly 
related to an association’s overall landlord satisfaction score is the incidence of Black 
and Minority Ethnic (BME) tenants. As expected, the relationship here is inverse, so 
that the higher the proportion of BME tenants an organisation houses, the lower its 
recorded satisfaction rating. Other variables inversely related to satisfaction – albeit 
less strongly – include the proportion of lets to local authority nominees and the size 
of the association’s total housing stock. The only identified variable positively 
correlated with satisfaction – and, again, only to a modest extent – is a proxy for 
housing management performance derived from standard performance indicators. 

Tenant satisfaction assessment practice 

Most STATUS-type surveys implemented by housing associations are commissioned 
from external companies and involve a postal self-completion methodology. 
However, some surveys are conducted in-house and some of those outsourced are 
undertaken by telephone. In practice, virtually all associations adapt the STATUS 
model to some extent. Occasionally, resemblance to the standard framework is limited 
to just a few STATUS questions included in ‘continuous’ or annual surveys.  

Looking at the most recent cohort of STATUS-type surveys, response rates for tenants 
of general needs housing averaged 41% while the comparable figure for sheltered 
housing (where reported) was 63%. However, for only about half of all surveys had 
any attempt been made to re-weight the survey data to correct for differential non-
response. For the others, this is likely to have generated unduly flattering satisfaction 
ratings.  

While most associations had complied with guidance on the calculation of 
‘satisfaction PIs’, a significant minority appeared to have deviated from the guidance 
by excluding ‘No opinion/Don’t know’ responses from the denominator. Again, this 
will have produced higher satisfaction scores than those derived by associations 
complying with recommended practice. Among the landlords involved here were 
some listed in the upper quartile of the distribution of scores on 'overall satisfaction 
with landlord' in the national 'league table' derived from 2009 RSR returns. Full 
compliance with recommended practice could have led to such organisations 
recording significantly lower scores, leading to a re-ordering of the national rankings. 

The cost of the most recent round of surveys averaged £13k per landlord. The implicit 
sector-wide annual spend on such surveys is therefore around £2M although this does 
not include what are likely to be very substantial amounts now being spent on more 
frequently deployed service user surveys and other forms of customer feedback 
research now routine for many landlords (see below). 
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It was clear from survey responses that results derived from STATUS-type surveys 
are taken seriously by most housing associations and regarded as genuinely valuable 
in helping to inform operational and managerial priorities. Many respondents cited 
specific examples of ways that survey findings had triggered subsequent managerial 
action – often in the form of ‘raising an issue needing more detailed investigation’. 

For virtually all respondents, periodic STATUS-type surveys were only one of a range 
of methods for collecting customer feedback. Particularly common as an additional 
quantitative method were ‘continuous’ surveys targeted on tenants who had recently 
received services of one kind or another. In some instances, these were undertaken as 
telephone surveys commissioned externally and including some STATUS questions. 
Most associations also used one or more indepth or qualitative techniques to monitor 
tenant perceptions and service experiences. A number of landlords had signed up to 
the Quality Housing Services accreditation service, seeing this as a useful means of 
identifying any shortcomings and driving up service standards. 

Most associations saw the STATUS model and its standardised format as useful in 
facilitating inter-organisational benchmarking and in its capacity to generate 
respectable response rates. Perceived weaknesses as identified by some landlords 
included the length of the questionnaire and the format of some questions. A few 
organisations saw the value of the raw data for benchmarking as, in any case, highly 
compromised by the contrasting contexts within which different landlords operate.  

Nevertheless, most organisations would continue to commission or undertake 
STATUS surveys even if no longer required to do so under regulatory rules. And most 
would do so on a more frequent cycle than the current three-yearly official 
requirement. 

Conclusions 
Although it can be argued that the current STATUS framework has served the sector 
well, there is a need for a more robust and standardised approach to measuring 
resident satisfaction. While STATUS is already considered by many as a highly 
standardised format, research evidence suggests that in the housing association sector 
practical implementation is somewhat more variable than sometimes imagined. In 
reforming the current regime a range of possible options need to be considered. These 
include opting for a more centralised approach to survey design and management as 
already applicable to local authority landlords, experimenting with concepts of 
customer satisfaction measurement already used in the private sector, and defining 
peer groups within which inter-organisational tenant satisfaction comparisons could 
be made with greater validity. 

The inclusion of customer satisfaction ratings within social landlords’ future 
performance targets has become increasingly common. However, the effect of the 
post-2007 recession in depressing national scores for customer satisfaction with 
public services has provided a sharp reminder that such ratings are subject to 
influences outside a service provider organisation’s control. This development poses a 
challenge to the belief that simple longitudinal monitoring of customer satisfaction is 
the ultimate measure of an organisation’s performance.
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1. Introduction 

Background to the research 
Part and parcel of the drive to ‘consumerise’ public services is the growing tendency 
to portray customer satisfaction scores as the ultimate measure of public service 
performance. One respected commentator even recently asserted that!‘The role of the 
Audit Commission [as ultimate arbiter of service quality via inspection] seems 
unnecessary. Tenant satisfaction surveys, providing they are independently verified, 
should be sufficient as a service benchmark’6.!

In the social housing world, an obligation on providers to measure and report on 
tenant satisfaction is longstanding. As early as the start of the 1990s, the satisfaction 
survey was being heralded as an effective means of listening to consumers, and thus 
as a necessary component of organisations becoming more demand-responsive7. The 
importance nowadays attributed to this measure was emphasised by the significance 
attached by John Hills to the observation that – as demonstrated by national survey 
evidence – satisfaction rates were considerably higher among private tenants than 
social renters8. 

Consistent with the recommendations of the 2007 Cave report9 the TSA is committed 
to developing a regulatory regime incorporating ‘a standards framework that puts 
tenants’ priorities first’10. The aspiration to shape social landlord services in line with 
users’ needs and preferences is not entirely new. However, its recent re-statement 
reflects a growing emphasis on tenants’ status as consumers and the need for social 
landlords to be more ‘customer-focused’ in their operations.  

Following on from the Housing Corporation, its predecessor body, the TSA collects 
annual data on tenant satisfaction rates from all housing associations participating in 
its RSR (Regulatory and Statistical Return) survey. Local authority landlords are 
bound by a similar obligation. For both classes of social landlord, there is a regulatory 
stipulation that tenant satisfaction data collection must utilise the STATUS model – a 
standard tenants survey format originally developed by the National Housing 
Federation in 1997 and subsequently retained with only relatively minor 
modifications. 

                                                
6 Joseph, D. (2009) Bring back public interest regulation to restore faith in complex industries; Social 
Housing, March p19 

7 Satsangi, M. & Kearns, A. (1992) The use and interpretation of tenant satisfaction surveys in British 
social housing" Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy Vol 10 (3) pp317 – 331 

8 Hills, J. (2007) Ends and Means: The Future Roles of Social Housing in England (London: 
CASE/CLG http://sticerd.lse.ac.uk/dps/case/cr/CASEreport34.pdf 

9 Cave, M. (2007) Every Tenant Matters; A Review of Social Housing Regulation; London: CLG 
http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/housing/everytenantmatters  

10 p5 in: Tenant Services Authority (2008) Interim Corporate Plan 2008-2010: A Summary 
http://www.tenantservicesauthority.org/upload/pdf/Interim_corp_plan_summary_20090213121620.pdf  
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As collected in this way, tenant satisfaction ratings have taken on growing 
significance in their contribution to official judgements of landlord effectiveness. In 
particular, they are treated very seriously by the Audit Commission in the context of 
regulatory inspections and may, in some instances, make a tangible difference to the 
Commission’s ratings of an association’s current performance and future prospects11. 
Consequently, published tenant satisfaction scores have become subject to growing 
scrutiny by associations themselves.  

There is a growing awareness of linkages between social and demographic factors, on 
the one hand, and ‘raw’ resident satisfaction scores, on the other. For example, it is 
well documented that older people tend to be less critical of service providers12 and 
that there is a strong relationship between dissatisfaction and the incidence of poverty 
and disadvantage. In recognition of this latter connection, Ipsos MORI recently 
produced local authority tenant satisfaction scores adjusted to take account of the 
incidence of deprivation13. However, adapting such an approach to housing 
associations is challenging because of the spatially dispersed housing stock of most 
larger landlords (other than those established via stock transfers). While data on each 
association’s stock profile is easily available via the RSR dataset, sourcing data on the 
demographic profile of an association’s tenants is more problematic (other than 
through access to each landlord’s STATUS dataset). 

Research questions 
Increased scrutiny of satisfaction scores could cast doubt on whether the current 
framework for tenant satisfaction measurement is sufficiently robust and whether the 
prescribed approaches to survey management are, in fact, universally implemented 
across the sector. Wider issues are also raised on whether there is a need for a more 
fundamental review of conventional approaches to measuring tenant satisfaction in 
the social housing sector.  

Albeit on a limited scale, the research has therefore attempted to address the following 
questions: 

• What is the validity of the survey methodology recommended for the collection of 
resident satisfaction data and to what degree is survey practice, in fact, compliant 
with guidance? 

• How could greater reliability be introduced into resident satisfaction data 
collection and reporting? 

                                                
11 In a recent example, a ‘low tenant satisfaction rating’ was specifically cited by the Commission in 
explaining the ‘1-star, uncertain prospects rating’ awarded to Clapham Park Homes – See: 
http://www.audit-
commission.gov.uk/SiteCollectionDocuments/InspectionOutput/InspectionReports/2009/claphampark2
3april2009REP.pdf  

12 Heriot-Watt University and Ipsos MORI (2009) Tenant Perspectives on Social Landlord Services; 
London: Tenant Services Authority 
http://www.tenantservicesauthority.org/server/show/ConWebDoc.19412  

13 Ipsos MORI (2008) Housing Frontiers - An analysis of local authority tenant satisfaction data 
http://www.ipsos-mori.com/_assets/publications/pdf/housing-frontiers-2008.pdf 
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• What socio/demographic factors influence satisfaction and could 
increase/decrease satisfaction scores irrespective of the association’s actual 
performance? 

• What is the validity of inter-organisational comparisons in relation to published 
tenant satisfaction ratings? 

• How do the ‘satisfaction ratings’ generated in social housing compare with the 
private sector? 

Research methodology and report structure 
As reflected in the structure of this report, the research involved five components as 
briefly described below. 

Review of resident satisfaction survey guidance and research 
literature 
This element of the research investigated policy-oriented and academic literature 
about measurement of customer satisfaction, both in the social housing context and in 
the private sector. The literature review forms Chapter 3 of this report. 

Key actor interviews with NHF and other national experts 
The aim here was to tap into expert knowledge on housing association practice in 
collecting and analysing resident satisfaction data and to seek stakeholder views on 
some of the wider questions as outlined above. In the course of this part of the 
research we met with four ‘national stakeholder’ organisations: the Audit 
Commission, the Communities and Local Government Department, Consumer Focus 
and the National Housing Federation. In addition, we drew on Ipsos MORI’s 
extensive experience of running tenant satisfaction surveys. A summary of the 
material collated through these interviews forms Chapter 4. 

Analysis of housing association resident satisfaction data 
This analysis concentrated, in the main, on data collected by the TSA and the former 
Housing Corporation from housing associations via the annual RSR return, looking to 
identify relationships between reported satisfaction levels and a range of other factors 
including organisation size, type, area of operation and stock profile. Drawing on a 
wider range of sources, this component of the study also incorporated findings on 
customer satisfaction with other services, both public and private. The results of these 
analyses are set out in Chapter 5. 

Survey of housing associations 
This involved a sample of 50 associations identifiable from the 2009 RSR dataset as 
having undertaken their most recent tenant satisfaction survey in 2009. In practice, 
allowing for instances involving group structures, the number of contacts made was 
35. Contact was established with each of these associations to seek, in the first 
instance, the report generated by their latest survey. Having analysed the surveys 
received, we then contacted each consenting organisation by telephone and 
interviewed the officer responsible for managing the association’s 2009 survey.  
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The interviews, which averaged 30-40 minutes in duration, sought further technical 
details about each association’s most recent survey as well as asking about a range of 
related issues including: 

• Managerial action taken as a result of survey findings 

• Other techniques routinely used for collection of customer feedback 

• Plans for the next STATUS survey 

• Views about the utility of STATUS and other methods used for collecting 
customer feedback. 

Survey coverage: We were provided with 29 survey reports, covering 42 landlord 
entities (although a few of these were not on the original list of 50 RSLs – and two 
had less than 1,000 dwellings). In addition, four organisations agreed to take part in 
the research but had no STATUS survey report as such. Hence, the research covered 
46 landlord entities (see Tables 1.1(a-c)). In all, 24 telephone interviews were 
undertaken, covering 40 individual associations (in a few group structure instances, a 
single interviewee was able to respond on behalf of two or more landlord entities). Six 
landlords provided us with a report but could not be interviewed. 
  
Profile of participating housing associations: In total 46 associations participated in 
the study in the sense that they either submitted a survey report or were interviewed or 
both. As shown in Table 1.1 the survey was fairly representative of the sector as a 
whole in relation to organisational size and type. Regionally, however, northern-based 
organisations were somewhat over-represented, while those operating in London and 
the South East were under-represented. 

Table 1.1 – Profile of participating housing associations 

(a) Size 
 >10,000 homes 5,000-9,999 

homes 
1,000-4,999 

homes 
<1,000 homes 

Participating - no 6 11 27 2 
Participating - % 13 24 59 4 
Sector profile* - % 13 27 60 0 

(b) Provider type 
 Supported housing General needs – 

traditional 
General needs – stock 

transfer 
Participating - no 3 20 23 
Participating - % 7 43 50 
Sector profile* - % 5 46 49 

(c) Region 
 London South East South West Central North 
Participating - no 5 2 5 13 21 
Participating - % 11 4 11 28 46 
Sector profile* - % 18 14 10 26 31 
*Excluding associations owning less than 1,000 dwellings 
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The results from the survey are written up as Chapter 6 of this report. 

Investigating the practicality of a model for housing association 
resident satisfaction data 
As part of this programme of research, Ipsos MORI are investigating a series of 
approaches to derive a predicted satisfaction score that is sensitive to the environment 
in which L&Q operates. Results of this analysis are presented in a separate report. 
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2. Current Regulatory Framework and Guidance 

General expectations 
Both local authorities and housing associations are subject to very specific guidelines 
on measuring tenant satisfaction for the purpose of generating officially validated 
satisfaction ratings. These guidelines are examined in some detail below. Before we 
do so, however, it is worth mentioning the emphasis placed on customer feedback 
measurement in the Audit Commission’s Key Lines of Enquiry (KLoE) criteria – 
effectively a set of performance standards for social landlords. For example, the 
Commission would consider ‘excellent’ performance as applicable to an organisation 
which: 

• Has high levels of service user satisfaction for tenancy and estate management 
services and uses customer feedback to improve services 

• Can evidence a high level of customer satisfaction with the complaints service 
including outcomes 

• Has a high level of tenant satisfaction with the standard at which homes are re-let 

• Has service users who report a high level of satisfaction with the way the 
organisation manages ASB 

• Has service users who report a high level of satisfaction with their ability to 
contact and use the allocations and lettings service. 

Notably, some of these criteria imply the need for data collection which goes beyond 
what could be collected via the standard version of the STATUS questionnaire as 
described below. The first bullet point is also important because of the stress laid on a 
landlord being able to demonstrate organizational learning from customer feedback 
data. A fuller listing of KLoE clauses relating to measurement of customer feedback 
is set out in Appendix 1. 

Specific regulatory requirements 
For a number of years both housing associations and local authority landlords have 
been required to report ‘tenant satisfaction’ figures on an annual basis. For 
associations, such statistics need to be reported within their annual Regulatory and 
Statistical Returns (RSRs). Every registered association owning more than 1,000 
dwellings is thus required to submit, via its RSR, figures showing the percentage of 
tenants ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with: 

• Overall landlord services 

• Opportunities to participate 

• The way that the landlord deals with repairs and maintenance. 

In addition, the 2009 RSR form seeks similar satisfaction statistics in relation to 
shared ownership and leaseholder resident satisfaction on: 

• Services provided by the RSL (separately for shared owners and leaseholders) 
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• (for shared owners) the sales process when buying the current home. 

The latter question is voluntary. Similarly, the 2009 pro forma includes a voluntary 
question relating to tenants who have moved into their homes in the past three years in 
relation to their views on ‘the quality of their new home’. Regulatory guidance 
stipulates that, in generating resident satisfaction statistics as defined above, 
associations must use the STATUS methodology (see below). Such surveys must be 
undertaken at least every three years. 

Landlord local authorities (those which have retained ownership of council housing) 
have, for many years, been required to submit tenant satisfaction figures to the Audit 
Commission on an annual basis. Until 2007/08 this was part of the Best Value 
Performance Indicator (BVPI) framework under which relevant authorities were 
required to report the percentage of council tenants ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with 
the overall landlord service – with a separate figure being published for Black and 
Minority Ethnic (BME) tenants. 

From 2008/09, a new comprehensive performance measurement framework has been 
introduced for local authorities14. Incorporated within this framework is National 
Indicator 160 – local authority tenants’ satisfaction with landlord services. Under the 
specific guidance on NI 16015, landlord authorities must commission surveys (of 
tenants of general needs housing only) on a two-yearly cycle, with the raw data being 
submitted to the Audit Commission for central analysis and publication of results. 
Authorities are required to adopt the STATUS survey methodology (see below) and to 
ensure that fieldwork is undertaken within a specified timeslot. The first round of such 
surveys – stipulated as adopting a postal, self-completion, approach – were to be 
undertaken within the five months from 1 June 2008. 

Guidance on use of STATUS survey methodology 
The original STATUS questionnaire was developed for housing associations by the 
National Housing Federation (NHF) in the late 1990s, and the use of the model by 
local authority landlords commenced shortly thereafter. There have been some minor 
updates introduced since then but it was not until 2007 that the first major review of 
the model took place. The second edition of the questionnaire saw it being split into 
five variants with separate versions for HA general needs housing, for sheltered 
housing, for supported housing, for affordable home ownership housing and for local 
authorities/ALMOs.     

In generating tenant satisfaction statistics for submission within national returns, both 
housing associations and local authorities have been required to use the STATUS 
methodology. For associations, this message is conveyed in the RSR guidance notes 
which also state that such surveys are to be undertaken at least once every three years. 

                                                
14 CLG (2007); The New Performance Framework for Local Authorities & Local Authority 
Partnerships: Single Set of National Indicators London: CLG 
http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/pdf/505713.pdf  

15 NHF (2007) Carrying out STATUS for Local Authorities and ALMOs – Short Guidance; 
http://www.housing.org.uk/Uploads/File/PolicyBriefings/LA-ALMO_guidance.pdf  
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As noted above, housing associations are currently required to report five ‘resident 
satisfaction’ statistics in annual Regulatory and Statistical Returns (RSRs). The 
revised STATUS questionnaire has been designed to facilitate reporting on all these 
indicators. The official guide on STATUS surveys contains instructions on survey 
fieldwork, as well as explaining basic statistical concepts and techniques16.  

The Guide emphasises the need to retain the standard questionnaire. While additional 
questions may be included to address specific organisational priorities, users are 
advised that such additions should not exceed five in number. Similarly, the Guide 
allows that the wording of some questions may be altered provided that this ‘does not 
remove the ability to make comparisons with other landlords…’ (Guide – p7). 

A postal self-completion approach is mandatory for local authorities. The Guide also 
states (p90) that ‘the housing association general needs and home owner surveys 
…should continue to be conducted as a postal self-completion survey’. Earlier in the 
document, however, the emphasis is slightly different. Here, after pointing out that the 
questionnaire is designed on the basis of a postal self-completion contact method, the 
Guide states that ‘It is recognised that on some occasions landlords may wish to 
consult tenants more widely and in greater detail, and other survey methods may be 
appropriate’ (p8). In practice, a number of associations have interpreted this slightly 
ambiguous message as allowing for STATUS-compliant surveys to be undertaken by 
telephone or even by face to face interview (see Chapter 6). 

The Guide stresses the need for representativeness, both in the initial sampling and in 
relation to the achieved sample (i.e. responses received). Tenants for whom the survey 
is not intended must be excluded from sample frame. In calculating the target sample 
size it is recommended that a target response rate of 40% be assumed. A statistical 
confidence level of 95% is required. Sampling error is set at +/-4 per cent when no 
sub-group analysis is intended and +/-10 per cent when such analysis is planned.  

Even if sampling is based on a ‘census’ approach, representativeness of the achieved 
sample cannot be assumed; it must be checked (Guide – p101). The Guide suggests 
that users validate the achieved sample against the profile of the landlord’s tenanted 
dwelling stock in terms of house type, number of bedrooms or sub-area location. The 
findings of this check should determine whether and how weighting should be used to 
correct the effects of over- or under-representation of certain groups of respondents. 
However, while this guidance is practical the method advocated is far from ideal 
because differential response rates are likely to be associated with demographic rather 
than property characteristics. Ideally, therefore, validation and re-weighting would be 
undertaken in relation to, say, the age or household type profile of the tenant 
population. The problem here, of course, is that few social landlords will have reliable 
and comprehensive data on the family circumstances of their tenant population. 

The local authority guidance stipulates that the achieved sample must amount to at 
least 625 responses. For housing associations, the Guide advises simply that ‘the 
sample size you generate will be a compromise based on cost versus accuracy’ (p73). 

                                                
16 National Housing Federation (2008) Running STATUS: a guide to undertaking the standardised 
tenant satisfaction survey (2nd edition); London: NHF 
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In practice, however, associations with less than about 1,500 tenants need to adopt a 
‘census’ approach – i.e. survey all their tenants. 

When drawing on STATUS data to inform ‘tenant satisfaction’ figures for citation in 
RSRs, users are instructed that invalid responses (e.g. where none of the response 
options are ticked) should be excluded for the denominator while neutral responses 
should be included. On this point, the TSA’s RSR 2009 Guidance Notes mention 
(p34) that ‘some RSLs have in the past [erroneously] excluded neutral responses’, 
which will have increased their percentage of satisfied tenants reported for the PI17. As 
the NHF guidance makes clear, the term ‘neutral response’ refers to ‘No opinion/don’t 
know’. It is implicit that ‘Neither [satisfied nor dissatisfied]’ responses must also be 
included in denominators for PI calculations. A major difference in the framework for 
STATUS surveys involving local authorities and housing associations is that LAs 
must submit their entire STATUS dataset to CLG for aggregation within a national 
dataset. While smaller scale datasets are assembled by certain survey contractors 
(including the NHF’s ‘Feedback’ team) there is no equivalent requirement for 
associations to submit their survey data to the TSA such that it could feed into a 
national repository. 

‘Localist’ critique of STATUS methodology 
The existing STATUS methodology guidance has been scrutinised by a team from 
HouseMark18. They argue that the existing regulatory and guidance framework here 
incorporated a number of shortcomings, including insufficient frequency of the survey 
(every three years), the lack of requirement to employ a professional survey company, 
excessive length of the questionnaire and an over generous margin of error for sub-
group analysis.  

Housemark’s main objection, however, concerns the limitations of the STATUS 
model in relation to the ‘localist’ agenda. The framework cannot meet the perceived 
need for robust comparative data at a local level for areas containing housing 
association stock split across numerous associations. At present no mechanism exists 
to facilitate aggregating STATUS data for different associations operating in a given 
locality; one obstacle here being the lack of any survey fieldwork synchronisation 
between HAs. 

Implications for the research 
The above review suggests that, in exploring associations’ current practice on tenant 
satisfaction measurement, the following issues need investigation: 

• was the survey conducted in-house or commissioned externally? 

• what method was used to implement the survey (postal, telephone, other)? 

• were changes made to the standard questionnaire?         

                                                
17 Tenant Services Authority (2009) RSR 2009 – Guidance Notes 
http://www.rsrsurvey.co.uk/index.cfm?task=survey&year=2009  

18 Lupton, M., Fraser, R. & Green, H. (2009) Driving up Performance: Producing effective local 
information Coventry: HouseMark 
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• how was the sample selected? 

• was sub-group satisfaction separately analysed? 

• how were neutral responses and non-responses treated? 

• what are the pros and cons of current requirements on survey frequency?  
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3. Review of Research Literature  

Review scope and sources 

As well as being of interest in its own right, this literature review has played an 
important part in the research by helping to inform the agenda for interviews with key 
actors/experts and housing associations.    

The literature has been identified primarily through the Web of Knowledge 
bibliography search engine. The scope of search has been broad to include both 
‘policy’ and ‘academic’ literature. While it has focused primarily on UK literature on 
measuring resident satisfaction in social housing, it has also investigated approaches 
to assessing customer views on products and services in other sectors both 
domestically and internationally. 

The research literature relevant to measuring resident satisfaction can be divided into 
three categories. The first category is academic critiques of resident satisfaction 
measurement techniques. The second, and by far the largest, category consists of 
academic studies of factors influencing resident satisfaction. The last category 
concentrates on the relationship between residential satisfaction and residential 
mobility. This last group, therefore, treats residential satisfaction as an independent 
variable while ‘category two’ literature treats it as a dependent variable19. Given the 
remit of this project, our review focuses on the first of the three categories.  

The chapter is structured in two main sections. First, we delve into the research 
literature on this subject. Included here are previously unpublished findings from an 
omnibus survey commissioned by the Housing Corporation which collected data on 
customer satisfaction with a range of public and private services in an attempt to make 
a direct comparison with public views about social housing. Broadening our coverage, 
the second and main section looks at approaches to measuring customer satisfaction 
as used by private companies. 

A number of important references cited in our review date from the 1985-1995 period. 
This reflects the fact that the subject attracted considerable attention in that era and 
that academic interest in measurement of resident satisfaction in social housing has 
subsequently been more limited.  

The emergence of resident satisfaction measurement 

Measuring resident satisfaction has quite a long history, comprising two very distinct 
phases. In the 1960s and 1970s residential satisfaction was measured in the context of 
optimising the architectural design of the built environment, particularly large housing 
estates20. From 1980s to present day residential satisfaction has been measured in 

                                                
19 Amerigo, M. & Aragones, J. M. (1997) ‘A theoretical and methodological approach to the study of 
residential satisfaction’.Journal of Environmental Psychology Vol 17 pp47–57 

20 Furbey, R. & Goodchild, B. (1986) ‘Method and methodology in housing user research’ Housing 
Studies Vol 1(3), pp. 166–181 
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order to assess and improve landlord performance in relation to day-to-day housing 
management activities. 

Design-oriented residential satisfaction measurement was intended to inform the 
process of designing housing estates by gathering tenants’ views on their architectural 
likes and dislikes and then feeding those views back into the design process. This kind 
of housing user research was therefore named ‘feedback research’21. While such 
studies were not directly related to landlord performance, they are relevant to this 
literature review because measurement instruments developed in this context appear 
to have been subsequently adapted to measure landlord performance.   

What became a method of choice for assessing resident satisfaction was the structured 
survey followed by statistical correlation of variables. This reflects the positivist 
paradigm dominant in social sciences in the 1960s, while the functionalist style of 
architecture characteristic of this era was also very positivistic (emphasising the 
behaviour of dwellers rather than their feelings about the built environment)22. Some 
authors (e.g. Franklin23) have argued that the continuing dominance of structured 
surveys in the measurement of tenant satisfaction is inconsistent with the anti-
positivist turn in social theory that occurred in the 1970s. 

As for the second context in which resident satisfaction was measured, the 
Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s emphasized a need to reshape 
public services to incorporate the concepts of ‘commercialisation’ and ‘consumerism’. 
In brief, this meant, firstly, adoption of private sector management techniques and, 
secondly, an attempt to make services more responsive to customers’ wants and 
preferences – as opposed to their needs. Citizens began to be seen as customers of 
public services, with the right to expect high-quality provision24. Consequently, 
provider organisations faced new demands to demonstrate the effectiveness and 
accountability of their services. In the social housing context, the tenant satisfaction 
score became a central element of this new approach. Surveying customers also 
indicates that the landlord is willing to listen to them, is demand-responsive and wants 
to be accountable. More specifically, housing associations perceived that a ‘good’ 
satisfaction score would strengthen their case for public and private funding or to be 
approved as a potential purchaser of council stock25.  

However, Conway & Knox contended that while market organisations can increase 
their own resources by increasing customer satisfaction, non-profit organisations do 
not create resources by satisfying needs – if anything, they create a problem for 
themselves because more customers want to use their services but they lack the 

                                                
21 Ibid 

22 Ibid 

23 Franklin, A. (1989) ‘Ethnography and housing studies’ Housing Studies, 5(2), pp. 92–111 

24 Satsangi, M. and Kearns, A. (1992) ‘The use and interpretation of tenant satisfaction surveys in 
British social housing’, Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy Vol 10 (3) pp317 – 331 
25 Ibid 
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additional resources which would be required to expand provision26. It was also 
argued that there was a danger that measurement of tenant satisfaction could become a 
PR tool rather than “empowerment which comes with the possession of information 
about effectiveness, quality, cost and availability of alternatives”27. 

Improving the survey method in housing user research 
Having outlined the two contexts in which measuring residential satisfaction in social 
housing has been undertaken we now look at proposals for enhancing this method (as 
opposed to discarding it or supplementing it with other methods). We then report 
voices critical of the ways social landlords have made use of resident surveys.  

Varady & Carrozza noted that satisfaction is a dynamic process and therefore 
emphasised the importance of using periodic surveys to record trends over time28.  
Others have noted that surveys which ask directly about satisfaction with residential 
environment (but also with other domains of life) most often obtain high scores29. This 
might be, for example, because of a tendency of respondents to select what is believed 
to be the ‘desired response’, or even because of a perception that a negative response 
could be more likely to trigger further questions about the cause of dissatisfaction. 
Arguably, this effect could be neutralised by generating and employing ‘indirect’ 
scales – i.e. scales comprising items that do not use the word ‘satisfaction’ but only 
equivalents to it. As hypothesized, such an approach was found to reduce measured 
levels of tenant satisfaction. The main drawback of indirect scales lies in their 
validity: do chosen ‘equivalents’ of satisfaction measure satisfaction or something 
more or less different to it?   

Varady & Carrozza suggested that measuring satisfaction should include the 
measurement of a respondent’s expectations. A ‘high’ expressed level of tenant 
satisfaction may reflect the dominance of low expectations more than the quality of 
the service or dwelling in any objective sense. The authors also suggested using large, 
stratified samples which allow for examining differences in satisfaction among tenant 
subgroups – e.g. those inhabiting different developments or different development 
types.    

Critiques of conventional tenants survey methodology  
Two major kinds of criticism have been wielded against measuring tenant satisfaction 
through surveys. Firstly, there is the contention that ‘satisfaction’ can have a different 
meaning for the landlord and for the tenant (in the sense of what elements contribute 
to ‘satisfaction’). Nevertheless, it is the landlord view of what amounts to residential 
satisfaction that is imposed upon the tenant (as questionnaires are designed by 

                                                
26 Conway, M. & Knox, C. (1990) ‘Measuring housing effectiveness: a case study in customer 
evaluation’ Housing Studies Vol 5(4) pp. 257–272 
27 Pollitt (1988) p78 – cited in Conway & Knox 1990 – see above 

28Varady, D. P. & Carrozza, M. A. (2000) ‘Toward a better way to measure customer satisfaction levels 
in public housing: A report from Cincinnati’ Housing Studies Vol 15(6) pp 797–825 

29Amerigo, M. & Aragones, J. M. (1997) ‘A theoretical and methodological approach to the study of 
residential satisfaction’. Journal of Environmental Psychology Vol 17 pp 47–57 
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landlords or their representatives, not tenants)30. For example, Furbey & Goodchild 
argued that:  

“Housing ‘satisfaction’ is a construct which the researcher is imposing upon the 
interviewee which may or may not form a significant part in the latter’s system 
of meanings” (p173). 

In particular, as argued by Varady & Carrozza, expressed tenant satisfaction may be 
affected by many background personal and housing experiences are undetected by a 
typical satisfaction survey. 

In the way that such surveys are typically designed, satisfaction is also seen as 
unambiguous to the respondent. However, as Birks & Southan observed, in reality the 
‘satisfaction’ concept can be both inconceivable and inexpressible to the tenant. 
Hence, the results generated by a typical satisfaction survey are of questionable 
validity: the survey may simply not be measuring what it is intended to measure31.   

The second major critique of satisfaction surveys argues that expressed residential 
satisfaction is affected by a range of factors, many of which are unconnected with the 
performance of the landlord in question. Surveys do not (and practically cannot) do 
justice to all of the relevant factors. Hence, simple comparisons between the results 
for different landlords cannot be properly made32. This argument convinced Satsangi 
& Kearns that ‘it is at best a shot in the dark but at worst highly misleading to use the 
satisfaction-with-service score as an indication of the effectiveness of service 
delivery’ (p329). 

Proposed remedies for flaws in conventional frameworks for 
assessing resident satisfaction 
Considering the arguments above, it is not surprising that a number of the analysts 
cited have called for complementing data drawn from structured surveys with 
information derived from more qualitative approaches. 

Franklin arrived at this position after discussing the developments in social theory 
taking place in the 1970s and 1980s33. Of key relevance here was the attempt initiated 
by Anthony Giddens to bridge two antagonistic paradigms – positivism and 
interpretivism – under the name of ‘structuration’ or the ‘duality of structure’. 
According to Franklin, however, even when the theory of structuration became widely 

                                                
30 Furbey, R. & Goodchild, B. (1986) ‘Method and methodology in housing user research’. Housing 
Studies Vol 1(3) pp166–181 

Birks, D.F. & Southan, J.M. (1992) ‘An evaluation of the rationale of tenant satisfaction surveys’. 
Housing Studies Vol 7(4) pp. 299–308 

31 Birks, D.F. & Southan, J.M. (1992) ‘An evaluation of the rationale of tenant satisfaction surveys’. 
Housing Studies Vol 7(4) pp. 299–308 

32 Satsangi, M. & Kearns, A. (1992) ‘The use and interpretation of tenant satisfaction surveys in British 
social housing’, Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy Vol 10 (3) pp317 – 331 
33 Franklin, A. (1989) ‘Ethnography and housing studies’ Housing Studies Vol 5(2) pp. 92–111 
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accepted by social theorists, practitioners of housing user research remained bound by 
old epistemological and methodological assumptions. In particular, while the theory 
of structuration underlines a central role for qualitative enquiry into meanings held by 
people under study (although it does not give priority to any research method), 
qualitative research methods were not adopted for exploring tenant satisfaction. 
Franklin argued that they should be routinely incorporated within such research.  

Satsangi & Kearns encouraged landlords genuinely wanting to improve their services 
to employ ‘more speculative’ methods of enquiry, such as group discussions with 
tenants, fact-finding exercises involving observation of the service in use, and 
experimental changes to the service. It was, however, acknowledged that such 
methods are potentially more time-consuming and less straightforward than the 
satisfaction survey.  

Birks & Southan noted that many commercial organisations had already identified the 
weaknesses of satisfaction surveys and consequently employed a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative techniques, the latter including focus group discussions, 
one-to-one depth interviews, role playing, and observation studies. The objective was 
to collect ‘rich’ data providing insight into the ‘whole process’ that the consumer 
experiences in planning purchases, purchasing, consuming and evaluating the product, 
rather than just to learn whether he or she is ‘satisfied’ at an arbitrarily determined 
point in time. Birks & Southan nevertheless recognised that recommended qualitative 
techniques can be less favoured by landlords because (in contrast to the structured 
survey approach) they do not facilitate the easy generation of ‘hard facts’ which can 
be simply communicated to lenders and regulatory bodies.    

In a similar manner, the final criticism of excessive reliance on satisfaction survey 
data comes from Satsangi & Kearns in their assertion that ‘It is apparent that the 
finding that the majority of one’s customers are fairly happy with their service is an 
ideal recipe for inaction by the landlord in question’ (p329, original emphasis).  

In common with some of the commentators cited in the previous section, a more 
recent study has argued that ‘Satisfaction…is a difficult term to work with from a 
research perspective …[mainly because] it is inherently subjective’34. Echoing 
Satsangi & Kearns, the authors argue that variations in the satisfaction rates expressed 
by different social groups makes such statistics difficult to interpret. Hence, 
‘Measuring satisfaction on its own does not necessarily lead to a better understanding 
of the customer’s experience’ (Ibid p7). Therefore, service provider organisations 
need to measure this experience as well as satisfaction. One technique for doing so – 
and promoted by the Cabinet Office – is ‘customer journey mapping’. This is the 
process of ‘tracking and describing all the experiences that customers have as they 
encounter a service or set of services, taking account not only of what happens to 
them but also their responses to their experiences’ (Ibid, p36). A service user’s 
experience of engagement with a given service is broken down into its constituent 

                                                
34 p7 in: Tetlow Associates (2008) Improving the Understanding of Customer Satisfaction and 
Experience in Scottish Local Government; Glasgow: Consumer Focus Scotland and the Improvement 
Service http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/news-2009/january-2009/measuring-customer-
satisfaction-and-experience/  
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parts, with the customer’s opinion of each element of the process being specifically 
recorded. 

Measurement of customer satisfaction in the private sector 

Approaches to measuring customer satisfaction 
The literature on this subject unequivocally shows that structured surveys retain a 
central role in the measurement of customer satisfaction with products and services 
marketed by private companies. Only occasionally are focus groups and in-depth 
interviews employed. Many large companies have in-house teams responsible for 
such functions although some prefer to contract out this function to external firms.  

An example of a market research company specialising in surveying customer 
satisfaction is JD Power and Associates, famous for its customer satisfaction surveys 
for the automotive industry. JD Power operates an ‘awards program’ and ‘certification 
programs’. The former provides consumers with product quality and customer 
satisfaction data that enables them to make more informed purchasing decisions. 

The program rests upon surveying consumers and business-to-business customers 
who have used the products and services being rated (the company does not reveal 
whether those surveys are commissioned or self-initiated). JD Power Awards then 
may be used (upon payment of a licence fee) by companies that received awards for 
marketing purposes. The ‘performance-improvement driven certification programs’ 
are offered to businesses wishing to contract out JD Power (for a fee) to carry out an 
independent survey of their customers. If the applying business meets or exceeds the 
customer satisfaction benchmark established by JD Power, it receives a certificate that 
can be used for promoting the business. If the business does not qualify, it still 
benefits from the research report35.  

The JD Power framework appears to have some similarities with the ‘kitemarking’ 
practice quite familiar in UK public services – e.g. in relation to having an 
organization’s customer care practice validated through achievement of ‘Chartermark’ 
status. More recently, the Quality Housing Services organization, originally grant-
funded by the Housing Corporation, has established itself as a body from which 
landlords may seek certification as high quality service providers. 

The theory behind customer satisfaction measurement developed significantly in the 
1980s and 90s. Many studies suggest there is a fundamental difference between 
products, on the one hand, and services, on the other. This entails that customers 
evaluate quality and attributes of material goods and non-material services in different 
ways. Therefore diverse frameworks have been developed to suit these two types of 
evaluation36.  

Frameworks for evaluating customer satisfaction with products include, to cite an 
influential example, Kano’s model of customer satisfaction. The model introduced an 

                                                
 

36 Mont, O. & Plepys, A. (2003) Customer Satisfaction: review of literature and application to the 
product-service systems; Lund University  
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all-important distinction between ‘must-be quality’ and ‘attractive quality’37. ‘Must-be 
quality’ refers to basic product features that cannot be defective if customers are to be 
satisfied.. The extent to which ‘must-be quality’ is present can be measured via the 
level and content of customer dissatisfaction and complaints. ‘Attractive quality’, on 
the other hand, refers to any extra, non-essential qualities that are present in the 
product and which customers do not automatically expect. Comments on features of 
this kind are usually not voluntarily fed back by customers to the product maker and 
thus its measurement needs to be undertaken proactively via structured research38. 

The most commonly used framework for evaluating customer satisfaction with 
services is the SERVQUAL model39 and its modified forms, such as SERVPERF40 or 
SERPVAL41. The original model defines customer satisfaction as perceived service 
quality, which is the gap between expected service and perception of service actually 
received. It uses a set of service quality determinants measured by a 22-point scale. 
The model measures the difference between customers’ expectations about general 
quality of a certain group of service providers and their perceptions about the actual 
performance of a service provider from that group42. Ten aspects of service quality are 
typically measured: reliability, responsiveness, competence, access, courtesy, 
communication, credibility, security, understanding or knowing the customer and 
tangibles. By the early 1990s the model began to be referred to under the acronym 
RATER: Reliability, Assurance, Tangibles, Empathy and Responsiveness43. 

Finally, in this section it needs to be mentioned that since the 1980s measuring 
customer satisfaction appears also in the context of national customer satisfaction 
indices. The American Customer Satisfaction Index, ACSI, is probably the most 
important and influential such framework. National indices measure customers’ 
satisfaction with products and services of certain companies (ACSI covers more than 
200 firms from seven major economic sectors). The Institute of Customer Service is 
developing a similar approach (http://ukcsi.com/Methodology.aspx), covering a range 
of sectors and deriving data from a survey of 25,000 adults. The survey questions are 
based on an initial 2006 research study44. 

                                                
37 Kondo, Y. (2001) ‘Customer satisfaction: How can I measure it?’ Total Quality Management, Vol. 
12, Issue 7-8, p867-872 

38 Ibid 

39 Parasuraman, A.; Zeithaml, Valarie A.; Berry, Leonard L. (1988) ‘SERVQUAL: A multiple-item 
scale for measuring consumer perceptions of service quality’ Journal of Retailing, Vol. 64 (1) p12-40 
40 Cronin, J.J. & Taylor, S.A. (1994) ‘SERVPERF versus SERVQUAL: Reconciling performance-
based and perceptions-minus-expectations’. Journal of Marketing, Vol. 58, Nº 1 

41 Lages, L.F. & Fernandes, J.C. (2005) ‘The SERPVAL scale: A multi-item instrument for measuring 
service personal values’. Journal of Business Research, Vol.58, Issue 11 

42 Mont, O. & Plepys, A. (2003) Customer Satisfaction: review of literature and application to the 
product-service systems; Lund University 

43 Zeithaml, V.A., Parasuraman A. & Berry, L.L. (1990) Delivering Quality Service; Balancing 
Customer Perceptions and Expectations; Free Press 

44 Institute of Customer Service (2006) Customer priorities: what customers really want 
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Similarly to customer satisfaction surveys carried out by individual market 
companies, ACSI and other national indices are tools to measure the quality of the 
goods and services as experienced by customers. The purpose of doing this on 
national scale is, however, significantly different from the purpose of carrying out 
such measurement by individual players in the market. The philosophy behind 
national indices is that because we live now in the era of ‘new economy’, where 
services are more important than goods, the traditional reliance on calibrating 
economic performance according to simple GDP measures is no longer adequate. We 
cannot rely any longer on simply measuring the quantity of economic output: we need 
to measure its quality as well45.  

Criticism of measuring customer satisfaction using surveys 
Five kinds of critical arguments have been levelled at the conventional way in which 
customer satisfaction is measured by private companies providing goods and services 
in a market context. In no particular order, they are the following: 

(i) Implicit assumption about the nature of economic systems: Those who carry out 
customer satisfaction surveys make an unconscious (in most cases) assumption about 
the nature of economic systems46. The assumption is that customers behave in a 
predictable manner that is stable over time (which results in average outcomes, i.e. 
outcomes that can be described by ‘normal distribution’, and macrostability). As a 
corollary, it is assumed that classical management theory is valid: decision-making 
improves with the quantity of information available to decision-maker. There have 
been, however, many arguments made (under the name of the Complex Adaptive 
Systems Theory) that customers behaviour is ‘microdiverse’ and interdependent (or 
path dependent), resulting in outcomes that that are not normally distributed. The 
CAS theory also allows for worse decision-making with increasing knowledge. If this 
theory has a point, the measurement of current or past behaviour is a futile exercise.   

(ii) Ignorance of methodological predicaments: The same pair of authors (McColl-
Kennedy & Schneider) also saw conventional customer satisfaction survey models as 
systematically ignoring well-known hazards of empirical research, such as problems 
with sampling, choice of indicators and generalising. In particular, McColl-Kennedy 
and Schneider find the ‘fit’ between constructs, indicators and reality challenging. 
When constructs such as ‘service quality’ or ’customer satisfaction’ are 
operationalised, to what extent chosen indicators fit the reality? Also, it is tacitly 
assumed that customer satisfaction is important in securing ‘repeat business’. 
However, this is challenged by Swaddling & Miller, who state that neither 

                                                
45 Fornell, C., Johnson, M.D., Anderson, E.W., Cha, J. and Bryant, B.A. (1996) ‘The American 
Customer Satisfaction Index: Nature, purpose, and findings’. Journal of Marketing; Vol. 60 Issue 4 
46 McColl-Kennedy, J; Schneider, U. (2000) Measuring customer satisfaction: why, what and how’. 
Total Quality Management  Vol.11 (7) p883-896 
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businesspeople nor academics have not found a correlation between satisfaction and 
loyalty47.  

(iii) Quality of decisions based on survey results: Another criticism of survey-based 
customer satisfaction measurement relates to the weight accorded to such data in 
managerial decision-making. Swaddling & Miller observed that ‘most managers now 
consciously ignore them [survey results]’ (p 62). While the importance of customer 
satisfaction measurement is taken for granted at Research & Development 
departments of big companies, ‘few managers find much practical use for customer 
satisfaction measurements’ (ibid 62). Similarly, McColl-Kennedy & Schneider stated 
that ‘Standardised surveys are often without consequences’ (p83). Information rarely 
reaches the right people in the right time, which means that the quantity of 
information does not translate into the quality of decisions. Overall, business 
organisations face a dilemma: information and knowledge is useful for making 
decisions, but measures tend to be misunderstood, underused or misused in such 
organisations. Finally, when satisfaction measurement is undertaken in a business 
context (rather than in a pure research context) it suffers from minimising costs by 
standardisation and synergy in data collection48.  

(iv) Retrospectiveness: Swaddling & Miller argued that customer satisfaction surveys 
suffer from a weakness in that questions usually focus on customer’s reactions to a 
specific event or past experience. The problem is that such surveys probe how 
customers felt the last time they bought (or consumed) the item, while managers want 
to understand what will make them buy next time. Customers’ future choices, 
however, are not determined by past ones. McColl-Kennedy & Schneider similarly 
criticised standardised surveys as ‘rather backward-oriented’ (p883). Because of their 
retrospectiveness, customer satisfaction surveys never include potential customers49. 
From a managerial perspective, however, information about potential customers’ 
preferences is of crucial importance.    

(v) Features vs benefits: Finally, Swaddling & Miller criticised customer satisfaction 
surveys for asking about ‘features’ rather than ’benefits’. The former are attributes of 
a given product or service as seen by the manufacturer/provider, while the latter are 
what utility the buyer or user can derive from the service. For example, most 
customers would have difficulty choosing between a drill bit made of tungsten and a 
one made of steel, but they would find it easy to chose if they are told that one would 
last much longer than the other. Features are easier for sellers to relate to 
manufacturing and service delivery processes, but benefits are easier for buyers to 
evaluate meaningfully. While it may be less straightforward to obtain feedback using 
customers’ terms and perspectives, such information is much more helpful in 

                                                
47 Swaddling, DC; Miller, C. (2002) ‘Don't measure customer satisfaction - Customer perceived value 
is a better alternative to traditional customer satisfaction measurements’ Quality Progress Vol. 35 (5) 
pp62-67 
48 McColl-Kennedy, J & Schneider, U. (2000) Measuring customer satisfaction: why, what and how’. 
Total Quality Management  Vol 11 (7) p883-896 
49 Swaddling, D.C. & Miller, C. (2002) ‘Don't measure customer satisfaction - Customer perceived 
value is a better alternative to traditional customer satisfaction measurements’ Quality Progress Vol. 35 
(5) pp62-67 
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developing strategic decisions. This point closely resembles criticism made in the 
context of measuring resident satisfaction, the one that surveys tend to impose 
meanings held by surveyor on the surveyed. It could be said that while landlords tend 
to think about ‘features’ of their service delivery, residents think about ‘benefits’ that 
services offer to them. 

Alternatives to conventional methods of customer satisfaction 
measurement 
Swaddling & Miller proposed an idea which they call the ‘customer perceived value’ 
(CPV). In a nutshell, CPV measures the factors on which prospective customers base 
future purchase decisions. It is an alternative to measuring customer satisfaction 
because the sample includes both current and prospective customers; enquiries are 
about current perception of future value (not retrospective questions about past value); 
and the focus is on perceived benefits and costs rather than features. The reference 
point is the customer’s alternatives, not customer satisfaction.    

The authors claimed that CPV is a more credible indicator of customer behaviour than 
a customer satisfaction score.  

Importantly, in order to identify whatever CPV attribute the prospective customer 
chooses to use, one needs to employ exploratory research technique such as in-depth 
interviews, focus groups and contextual inquiry.  

Another concept which has become popular in the business world as an alternative to 
conventional customer satisfaction measurement is that of Net Promoter Score (NPS). 
Devised by business strategist, Fred Reichheld, this is a metric derived from survey 
responses to a ‘how likely are you to recommend...’ question. Respondents who 
provide a rating of nine-10 are ‘promoters’; those who give ratings of six or lower are 
'detractors’50. The NPS is found by subtracting the proportion of detractors from the 
proportion of promoters. Reichheld reported research evidence that NPS was highly 
accurate in indicating whether a firm would grow (where more consumers 
championed its service or product) or shrink (where more were denigrating it). Again, 
however, the applicability of such a measure to social housing seems questionable, 
given that this is a rationed rather than a market product. 

Chapter conclusions 
This literature review has highlighted that social landlords taking part in the study 
need to be questioned on their views about the range of methods potentially applicable 
to measuring tenant satisfaction. How do they see the advantages and disadvantages 
of STATUS as a form of highly structured survey? If they use (or would like to use) 
qualitative techniques, is it because such methods help them to improve services 
better than quantitative methods? Also, do they genuinely make use of STATUS-
derived results to inform service improvement priorities or mainly to satisfy lenders 
and regulators? Have social landlords experimented with ‘indirect scales’ of 
satisfaction in their own, non-STATUS tenant satisfaction research? What is their 
perception of changing tenant expectations?     

                                                
50 Reichheld, F. (2003) The One Number You Need to Grow; Harvard Business Review On Point article 
http://www.netzkobold.com/uploads/pdfs/the_one_number_you_need_to_grow_reichheld.pdf  
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Importantly, the review suggests that it might be preferable to drop the very general 
(and, arguably, rather hypothetical) question about tenants’ ‘overall satisfaction with 
landlord services’ in favour of a composite PI that would combine in a single index 
several specific satisfaction PIs, such as ‘satisfaction with repairs services’, 
‘satisfaction with opportunities for participation’, ‘satisfaction with communication 
with landlord’, etc. Such index PI would obviously be calculated post-survey. The 
proposed PI would address the problem of a potential mismatch in the meaning of 
‘satisfaction’ held by the landlord and the tenant. There would be a better chance of 
the landlord’s meaning and the tenant’s meaning overlapping when the question asks 
about a specific aspect of the service, such as repairs. Additionally, this approach 
should limit the problem of landlords being assessed negatively by respondents for 
reasons that are outside the landlord’s control.   

Finally, the review of literature on measuring customer satisfaction by private 
companies has been beneficial in illuminating the fact that STATUS results do not 
reveal what tenants would specifically like to see in the future – only what they would 
not like to see (if they expressed dissatisfaction with an aspect of the service). The 
idea of ‘customer perceived value’ suggests that it could be helpful to complement 
traditional ‘customer satisfaction’ questions with future-directed, hypothetical queries 
such as ‘if you had a choice of social landlords to rent from and decided to leave us, 
what would the housing association that you chose over us be like?’. Another 
possibility is the use of STATUS-type surveys as a vehicle for questions to facilitate 
calculation of an organisation’s net promoter score. 

It also appears that the idea of using the JD Power-type framework (where well-rated 
firms receive ‘awards’ and ‘certificates’ that can be used to attract new customers) is 
of limited direct applicability in the English social housing sector in its current shape. 
The shortage of social housing is such that it is hard to imagine a prospective tenant 
turning down an offer from one HA/LA because he or she would rather prefer to rent 
from an ‘award-winning’ or ‘certified’ landlord.  
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4. National Stakeholder and Expert Perspectives 

Chapter scope and structure 
This short chapter analyses current approaches to assessing resident satisfaction as 
seen from the perspective of key national stakeholder organisations and experts. In the 
course of this part of the research we met with four ‘national stakeholder’ 
organisations: the Audit Commission (AC), the Communities and Local Government 
Department (CLG), Consumer Focus and the National Housing Federation (NHF). In 
addition, we drew on Ipsos MORI’s extensive experience of running tenant 
satisfaction surveys. 

First we review the origins of the STATUS model and its perceived utility. Next, we 
discuss survey methodology issues. Thirdly, we summarise views about the 
interpretation of ‘satisfaction scores’ derived from STATUS and similar surveys. 
Finally, we discuss alternative approaches to measuring customer views about the 
quality of social landlord services. 

STATUS origins and utility 
STATUS was developed by the NHF in association with MORI around 1997, making 
use of Housing Corporation IGP (Innovation and Good Practice) funding. This took 
place within the context of a situation where not many associations were undertaking 
regular tenant satisfaction surveys. In developing the model a priority was placed on a 
framework practicable for associations of all types and sizes. The postal, self-
completion approach was considered desirable partly for reasons of cost but also 
because such a method could be implemented as an ‘in house’ exercise and did not 
necessarily call for the commissioning of a specialist contractor.  

For all three key housing policy stakeholders (AC, CLG, NHF), the STATUS model 
is seen as having proved highly beneficial in providing a framework for the 
production of essentially comparable satisfaction ratings which permit both 
benchmarking between organisations and tracking of trends over time. Critical here is 
the long-term regulatory commitment to retention of a stable framework both in terms 
of survey questions and in terms of fieldwork methodology.  

The NHF has some concerns that the utility of the STATUS model has placed at risk 
by what is seen as the somewhat arbitrary imposition of questions in response to 
ephemeral Ministerial and/or regulatory priorities. The resulting extended 
questionnaire length threatens to compromise response rates and data quality. Ipsos 
MORI believes that in its current format the interview schedule has pushed the survey 
close to the limits of what is tenable for a telephone contact approach. It is, however, 
recognised that the TSA faces a challenge in limiting standard questions to those 
accepted by all relevant stakeholders as ‘strictly essential’. Nevertheless, as seen by 
the NHF, the existing questionnaire could – and should – be substantially stripped 
down. 

As already noted in Chapter 1, STATUS-generated satisfaction trend data informs the 
AC ‘direction of travel’ judgement which assesses an organisation’s ‘prospects for 
improvement’. Similarly, the AC’s assessment of a landlord’s existing performance is 
influenced by the organisation’s most recent STATUS-generated satisfaction ratings 
benchmarked against other landlords. Given the importance attributed to these ratings, 
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the Commission would be very reluctant to endorse any proposal for radical change to 
the existing framework.  

It is clear that STATUS surveys consume considerable resources – both in terms of 
landlord staff time and in terms of the cost of commissioning external contractors to 
undertake fieldwork and reporting. Nevertheless, the NHF believes that if housing 
associations were relieved of current regulatory obligation to undertake such surveys 
on a regular basis, most would still continue to do so. On the contrary, with the 
benchmarking ethic now considered firmly embedded in the sector, it is thought likely 
that landlords would consider favourably any proposals aimed at establishing greater 
consistency in survey methodology and analysis. 

Both the NHF and Ipsos MORI believe that landlords find the STATUS model very 
useful in terms of the flexibility to add customised questions (with the agreement of 
the TSA lead regulator). In practice, the extra questions usually requested tend to 
follow well-established themes. Any proposal to disallow any departure from the 
standard questionnaire would therefore be unpopular. 

Views on survey methodology 

Postal or telephone? 
The STATUS guidance advocates a postal survey approach. However, under current 
regulatory guidance, telephone interviews are allowed and the NHF believes that a 
majority of housing associations now use this latter approach. This is despite the fact 
that such a survey is likely to cost more than twice as much as its postal equivalent. It 
is believed that associations opting for a telephone contact approach do so in 
recognition that the data generated is likely to be more robust. However, it might also 
reflect a belief that a higher satisfaction rating could be generated by this approach 
(see below). 

The Federation accepts that it would be reasonable to propose that the guidance on 
contact method should be tightened up since results could be affected by 
methodology. It has been argued that postal surveys tend to generate more critical 
findings – possibly because respondents interviewed face to face or by telephone may 
be more inclined to respond ‘politely’ rather than necessarily giving full vent to their 
critical views. The Audit Commission believes that, by comparison with a telephone 
survey, a self-completion approach is likely to generate lower satisfaction ratings. 
Hence, continuing to allow associations to choose between a postal or telephone 
approach is questionable. 

As noted in Chapter 2, this issue has already been confronted with respect to local 
authority landlords who are now required to use a postal-only approach. While postal 
surveys are vulnerable to criticism in terms of the lower response rates usually 
achieved and the consequently larger scope for differential non-response, this is being 
addressed with respect to council housing via the centralised approach to data analysis 
incorporated within the new ‘National Indicator 160’ approach (see Chapter 2).  

However, whether differential non-response is always calibrated and corrected 
through appropriate weighting in relation to postal STATUS surveys of housing 
association tenants is uncertain. While the NHF is confident that suitable attention is 
given to this issue by the more reputable contractors, there is a concern that others 
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may be cutting corners – as reflected by the extremely low prices sometimes cited 
(postal surveys for as little as £3,000 including a report). As in the context of any 
contracted out service, there are wider questions about professionalism and 
professional ethics – e.g. in relation to the possibility that records may be duplicated 
in the interests of achieving an ‘achieved sample’ target. 

If, in future, a postal approach was made obligatory, guidance would need to address 
whether it would remain acceptable for a contractor to ‘top up’ with telephone 
interviews to achieve an acceptable number of successful contacts with specific 
groups – e.g. BME tenants not literate in English. 

Survey frequency and timing 
The existing requirement to conduct a survey at least three yearly is seen by the NHF 
as realistic in that it would be hard to justify greater frequency in cost-benefit terms. 
However, Consumer Focus believes the three-yearly cycle is not ideal. Related to this 
point, both CF and the Audit Commission point to the continuous monitoring ethic 
commonly espoused among private companies. 

A related issue is whether survey fieldwork should be scheduled to take place within a 
limited timeframe. Whether fieldwork happens every two or every three years, for 
example, there could be a stipulation that – as in the local authority sector – this takes 
place in a given slot. However, the NHF would oppose any proposal for such an 
approach to be applied to the housing association sector because of the possible 
consequences in terms of research contractor capacity and the risk that this could 
threaten the viability of smaller companies. 

This concern connects with larger issues around the proper balance between  
centralised and decentralised models of survey administration. While a more 
centralised approach might be one way of addressing anxieties over inconsistent 
practice, this could risk undercutting landlord ownership of the process. An important 
issue here is the extent to which individual landlords can opt for survey 
‘customisation’. This was accommodated within the framework used for the initial 
round of National Indicator 160 surveys for council tenants. 

Interpretation of tenant satisfaction ratings 
While it takes seriously STATUS-generated tenant satisfaction ratings, the Audit 
Commission acknowledges that that there is not always a direct correlation between 
such scores and a landlord’s housing management performance. A case in point was 
the Chester-le-Street DC inspection (2006) which resulted in the council being 
awarded a low grade despite its citation of high tenant satisfaction scores. Rather than 
pointing to any possible flaws in the way that landlords implement the STATUS 
model, the Commission sees this inconsistency as sometimes resulting from low 
tenant expectations – especially in more ‘remote’ areas.  

A contrary example concerned the 3-star rating awarded to Brent’s ALMO (2003) 
despite the fact that the organisation’s most recent tenant satisfaction score was 
relatively low. In interpreting such results it needs to be borne in mind that the areas 
in which Brent Housing Partnership operates are highly problematic in relation to 
‘quality of life’ issues such as crime.  
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This raises a broader point about the range of factors which impact on expressed 
satisfaction with services. The Commission believes that trends over time can be 
substantially affected by changes in the economic climate. For example, the 
Commission’s 2008 Place Survey recorded a recent decline in satisfaction across a 
whole range of services by comparison with 2006/07 values (see Figure 3.1) and there 
is a plausible hypothesis that this results largely from the more pessimistic public 
mood associated with the post-2007 economic recession, as well as from the personal 
consequences of the downturn for a significant proportion of survey respondents.  

Figure 3.1 – Satisfaction with ‘the way your local council runs 
things’ 

 

The Commission recognises that, in interpreting tenant satisfaction ratings, there is a 
need to take account of the geographical and socio-economic context within which a 
landlord operates. Hence, inspection reports tend to benchmark a landlord’s ratings 
with a regional, rather than a national, norm. The NHF sees a possible case for 
calculating ‘adjusted’ tenant satisfaction scores which take account of contextual 
factors such as a landlord’s tenant or property type profile. Alternatively, peer groups 
could be officially defined to facilitate ‘fair’ comparisons of unadjusted satisfaction 
figures. 

Broader critique 
While it might be regarded as nebulous by some, the NHF believes that the concept of 
‘satisfaction’ remains valid; suggestions for replacing the word satisfied with 
‘delighted’ are considered ‘no more than meaningless semantics’. A more specific 
critique is that the concept of ‘overall satisfaction with landlord’ is too vague. Hence, 
there could be logic in developing an index where landlords are rated on an indicator 
derived from responses relating to experience of particular services – e.g. repairs, 
tackling anti-social behaviour). 

More broadly, the Audit Commission acknowledges that there are possible 
alternatives to the growing reliance on measured ‘satisfaction scores’ as the ultimate 
yardstick of landlord performance. For example, it is noted that service quality 
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kitemarking has received recent TSA endorsement. Such approaches are more about 
calibrating service quality directly (e.g. through various kinds of ‘reality checking’ 
such as mystery shopping) rather than measuring customer views about services. The 
Commission is currently revisiting the ‘kitemarking’ approach to decide how much 
weight should be accorded to such accreditation – e.g. under the Chartermark or 
Quality Housing Services frameworks. The Commission is in discussions with the 
TSA on the possibility of validating the methods used within such systems. 
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5. Tenant Satisfaction Data Analysis 

Chapter scope and structure 
This chapter analyses housing association tenant satisfaction ratings to identify the 
factors associated with an association’s ‘score’ in this measure. It focuses mainly on 
satisfaction ratings for 2008/09 as recorded in 2009 RSR returns. The detailed 
analysis is limited to the 351 associations owning more at least 1,000 homes and 
which included tenant satisfaction scores within their 2009 return.  

The structure of the chapter is as follows. First, to set our detailed analysis within a 
broader context, we review recent national statistics on tenant satisfaction ratings 
across social rented housing. These are set within the context of satisfaction statistics 
in relation to users of other public services. Also for ground-clearing purposes, we set 
out L&Q Group tenant satisfaction scores alongside regional and national norms.  

Having explained our analytical framework we come to the main body of the chapter - 
a series of analyses focusing on the ‘headline indicator’ – namely, satisfaction with 
landlord services. The national ranking on this measure is analysed within the context 
of a number of other variables. These are drawn variously from the RSR itself (e.g. 
stock size, geographical spread of operation, association region), from the Housing 
Corporation’s performance indicators dataset (relet intervals and rent arrears) and 
from the CORE system (proportion of 2008/09 lettings involving flats, welfare-
dependent households and pensioner-only households). 

The chapter concludes with the findings from regression analysis incorporating a 
range of individual variables and looking to identify the independent effects of each 
on recorded satisfaction scores. 

National overview 

Setting social tenant views within a broader context 
To contextualise tenant satisfaction statistics within the broadest setting there is some 
scope for comparing customer ratings of social landlord services with user satisfaction 
figures for other public services. Two sources are particularly relevant here. First, 
there is the CLG Place Survey, an annual exercise undertaken as part of the official 
framework for measuring local government performance. Based on a sample size of 
over 500,000 the Place Survey seeks citizen views on a range of public services. A 
second source relevant here is an unpublished survey of social housing tenants 
commissioned by the Housing Corporation and undertaken in 2008. The survey 
(sample size 1,205) recorded tenants’ satisfaction ratings in relation to a range of 
public services. 

Table 5.1 shows that, within the context of tenant views about other public services, 
the services provided by social landlords are reasonably well-rated. The proportion of 
tenants reporting themselves ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with what they get from 
their landlord is close to the middle of the ranking shown here. It is also notable that, 
while the table draws on two different surveys, the values recorded for social housing 
tenants are in most cases remarkably similar to those for the population, as a whole. 
The only marked difference relates to parks and open spaces – perhaps raising 
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questions about the relative standard of upkeep of parks in areas where the rate of 
social renting is higher. 

Table 5.1 – Public views about public services - % of survey 
respondents satisfied with specific services, 2008 

All citizens Social housing tenants Service 
(Col 1) (Col 2) 

Your GP or clinic NAv 85 
Your local area as a place to live NAv 79 
Refuse collection 78 75 
Doorstep recycling 70 72 
Landlord services NAp 72 
Hospitals in your local area NAv 71 
Schools in your local area NAv 67 
Keeping public land tidy 57 59 
Parks and open spaces 69 59 
Your local authority, overall NAv 59 
(Public) sport/leisure facilities 46 45 
Libraries 69 NAv 

Sources: Col 1 – CLG Place Survey 200851; Col 2 – Housing Corporation social housing tenants 
survey, 2008 (unpublished). 

Figure 5.1 – Social housing tenant views about landlord services 
as compared with ratings for privately provided services, 2008 

 

In comparison to views about the quality of privately provided services the 
satisfaction rating for social landlord services appears less strong – see Figure 1. It is, 
however, important to bear in mind that the social landlord remit encompasses a 
complex array of tasks which is likely to make it more difficult to achieve the 
customer approval levels recorded for services such as telecommunications. 

                                                
51 CLG (2009) Place Survey 2008 
http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/corporate/statistics/placesurvey2008  
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Social tenant views on landlord services – national norms 
Having looked at the broader picture, we now focus specifically on tenant views about 
social landlord services. A number of observations can be made on the national 
overview set out in Table 5.2. First, as shown in Table 5.2(a) the overall satisfaction 
rating attributable to housing association tenants is appreciably higher than for local 
authorities although the difference is mainly at the ‘high satisfaction’ end of the scale. 
The full Survey of English Housing table from which these figures are drawn shows a 
converging trend over the past few years, with the gap between the ‘satisfied with 
landlord’ figures for housing associations and local authorities reduced from 12 
percentage points in 2001/02 to only 4 percentage points in 2007/08. In part, this 
might reflect impacts of the ongoing stock transfer process whereby the housing 
association sector has increasingly incorporated former local authority housing stock 
(and tenants). 

Table 5.2 – Satisfaction ratings – national overview 

(a) Overall satisfaction with landlord 2007/08 (national survey data) 
 Satisfied Dissatisfied Total 
 Very Fairly All  

Neutral 
Slightly Very All    

Local authority 31 40 71 12 10 8 18 100 
Housing association 36 39 75 9 9 8 16 100 

Source: Adapted from Survey of English Housing Table S821 

(b) Overall satisfaction with landlord 2007/08: ALMO performance 
in LA sector context (local survey data) 

 % of tenants satisfied with overall landlord service  
 London South Midlands North England 
      
All LAs 68 81 78 77 78 
ALMOs 68 81 77 75 74 

Source: Drawn from Audit Commission BVPI database 

(c) Satisfaction ratings for housing associations by HA type and 
region 2008/09 (local survey data) 
 Traditional HAs Transfer HAs 
 % of tenants very or fairly satisfied …   
 with 

landlord 
service 

that their 
views are 
taken into 
account 

with the 
repairs 
service 

with 
landlord 
service 

that their 
views are 
taken into 
account 

with the 
repairs 
service 

London  72 52 67 79 61 77 
South East 77 56 69 81 61 76 
South West 82 65 77 84 64 82 
Central 82 66 77 84 65 80 
North 84 59 79 87 66 82 
       
England 79 59 74 83 64 80 

Source: Analysis of RSR 2009 

The second notable feature of Table 5.2 is that there are slight differences within both 
the local authority and housing association tenures. In the former, there is a tendency 
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for ALMOs to record figures marginally below the norm for the local authority sector 
as a whole (see Table 5.2(b)). This is less marked when the figures are examined 
region by region. Nevertheless, the figures certainly provide no obvious support for 
the belief that, because ALMOs are generally ‘high performing’ landlords, ALMO 
satisfaction rates are liable to be higher than for council tenants more generally. As 
suggested by analysis reported later in this chapter, the answer to this apparent 
conundrum may lie in the geographical contexts within which ALMOs are working, 
and in the profile of ALMO tenants and ALMO housing stock. Within the housing 
association sector, stock transfer landlords evoke higher satisfaction ratings than their 
‘traditional association’ counterparts – both at the national level and in most regions 
(see Table 5.2(c)). 

Finally, Table 5.2 also shows a tendency for lower satisfaction ratings to be recorded 
by landlords operating primarily or entirely in London (see Tables 2(b) and 2(c)). The 
way that ‘regional’ labels were attributed to associations is explained below. 

L&Q Group performance in a national and regional context 
Both nationally and in London, the measure evoking highest satisfaction ratings is that 
relating to overall satisfaction with landlord services (see Tables 5.3(a) and (b)). As 
well as tending to be lower in absolute terms, ratings on ‘opportunities for 
participation’ are somewhat more disparate. Nationally, for example, the inter-quartile 
range is only 10% for overall satisfaction while the comparable figure for 
participation opportunities is 15%. The London distribution also exhibits a relatively 
large inter-quartile spread for repairs services (15% as compared with only 12 in the 
national distribution). 

Table 5.3 – L&Q Group performance in context 

(a) L&Q Group performance in the national context 
 % of tenants very or fairly satisfied with… 
 with landlord 

service 
that their views 

were being taken 
into account 

with the repairs 
service 

National distribution - upper quartile 86 70 83 
National distribution - median 82 63 78 
National distribution - lower quartile 76 55 71 
    
L&Q 73.0 52.1 74.5 

(b) L&Q Group performance in London context  
 % of tenants very or fairly satisfied … 
 with landlord 

service 
that their views 
are taken into 

account 

with the repairs 
service 

London-wide distribution - upper quartile 79 63 77 
London-wide distribution - median 72 53 67 
London-wide distribution - lower quartile 68 48 62 
    
L&Q 73.0 52.1 74.5 

Source: Analysis of 2009 RSR dataset  
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In a national context L&Q Group tenant satisfaction ratings appear relatively modest, 
with ratings for overall satisfaction and participation opportunities in the lower 
quartile of the distribution. In relation to other London-based associations, however, 
the picture is rather different, with L&Q scores above the median value for two of the 
three indicators and only very narrowly below for the third. 

Analytical framework for original analysis 
Before proceeding to our original analysis of RSR data some comments are needed to 
explain the variables included to contextualise each association’s satisfaction score. 
The region variable comes from the former Housing Corporation’s 2007/08 
performance indicators dataset and relates to the Corporation regional office assigned 
lead responsibility for regulating each association (see Table 5.4). For associations 
operating primarily or exclusive in a limited area of the country this will usually be 
unproblematic. For landlords operating at the national scale, however, it is recognised 
that this may involve a somewhat artificial regional designation. There are also a few 
instances where, presumably for administrative reasons, associations have been 
designated as ‘belonging’ to a certain regional office despite their stock being located 
primarily in another (usually adjacent) part of the country. 

Table 5.4 – Collated dataset: Association type by region 
All Region Traditional Transfer Supported 

housing No % 
      
London 43 18 3 64 18 
South East 15 30 4 49 14 
South West 11 23 1 35 10 
Central 40 48 2 90 26 
North 51 53 5 109 31 
      
All - no 160 172 15 347 100 
All - % 46 50 4 100  

Note: Table excludes Abbeyfield UK since this is unclassified by region 

In classifying housing association type, reliance has again been placed on the Housing 
Corporation’s identification of certain associations as ‘stock transfer’ landlords (see 
Table 5.4). It is recognised that a relevant distinction could also be drawn between 
associations established through ‘whole stock’ transfers and those originating from 
‘partial transfers’. This would reflect the fact that partial transfer landlords have, in 
the main, been established to receive the most problematic ex-local authority housing, 
usually consisting solely of run-down inner city estates.  

Organisations not established as stock transfer vehicles are termed ‘traditional’ 
associations except for those defined as supported housing (SH) landlords. This latter 
designation is applied to organisations reporting more than 50% of their housing stock 
as supported housing (or otherwise designated for occupation by older people). 

It can be hypothesized that resident satisfaction ratings will be influenced by (a) the 
proportion of an association’s stock involving flats, (b) the proportion of tenants in 
poverty and (c) the representation of older people among the tenant population. Flat 
dwellers may be harder to please because the scope for ‘landlord failure’ is greater 
where blocks with shared entrances and common areas call for active management not 
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required by tenants living in houses. Similarly, because flat dwellers are more 
susceptible to neighbour noise or other nuisance they are liable to place greater 
demands on their landlord which again increase the risk that landlord service will be 
seen as unsatisfactory. Similarly, a larger proportion of tenants subject to poverty and 
deprivation is liable to create housing management challenges potentially giving rise 
to dissatisfaction. Finally, there is well-established evidence that older people tend to 
have lower expectations and are consequently inclined to be less critical of service 
provider performance52. 

Because actual data on these measures is not available we have derived proxy values 
by drawing on CORE data for general needs lettings in 2008/09. In relation to the 
proportion of flats the proxy measure in fact relates solely to properties being relet 
(because the representation of flats among homes being let for the first time might be 
wholly unrelated to an association’s existing stock). The ‘poverty’ indicator used here 
relates to the proportion of 2008/09 general needs lets involving households recorded 
as wholly dependent on income from welfare benefits. 

Table 5.5 – Association performance ratings, 2007/08 
Performance rating in national context Region 
Top Middle Bottom 

Performance 
data not 
available 

All 

      
London 1 47 11 5 64 
South East 5 36 2 6 49 
South West 3 28  4 35 
Central 7 68 3 12 90 
North 5 85 12 7 109 
      
All - no 21 264 28 34 347 
All - % 6 76 8 10 100 
Source: Housing Corporation 2007/08 performance indicator dataset 

In classifying associations in relation to housing management performance we have 
drawn on Housing Corporation performance indicator data for 2007/08 (2008/09 data 
not yet available at the time of writing). A crude proxy for ‘overall performance’ has 
been created by combining two variables: current tenants arrears and average relet 
interval. All associations have been ranked according to their performance on these 
two measures, in relation to the national upper and lower quartile values for the two 
distributions. Associations classed as in the upper quartile on both indicators have 
been labelled as ‘top’, while those in the lower quartile on both measures are labelled 
‘bottom’. As shown in Table 5.5, most associations are therefore classed as ‘middle’. 
Also notable is that the regional dimension of the distribution – in particular the 
relatively poor showing of London associations as ranked in this way. 

                                                
52 See for example: Heriot-Watt University. and Ipsos MORI (2009) Giving Tenants Choice; Report 3, 
Existing Tenants Survey 2008; Tenant Services Authority 
http://www.tenantservicesauthority.org/server/show/nav.14348  
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Associations recording highest and lowest overall 
satisfaction ratings 
Before moving to a detailed examination of relationships between resident satisfaction 
and other indicators, this section examines the characteristics of associations at the top 
and the bottom of the national distribution. The relevant rankings are set out in Tables 
5.6 (a) and (b).  

Perhaps the most immediately striking feature of the tables is the regional dimension. 
One aspect of this is that associations labelled as South East and South West are 
virtually absent. While they account for a quarter of all associations, they make up 
only five per cent of those ranked at the two extremes of the national distribution. 
London, on the other hand, is very strongly represented among associations in the 
‘bottom 20’ but not at all in the ‘top 20’.  

In terms of association type, it is notable that supported housing landlords are strongly 
over-represented in the top 20, accounting for 20 per cent of this group as compared 
with only 4% of all associations (see Table 5.4). There are no supported housing 
landlords in the ‘bottom 20’ cohort. 

As regards the distinction between transfer and traditional associations, Tables 5.6(a) 
and (b) create an initial impression that there is no clear relationship with tenant 
satisfaction rankings. Transfer landlords are proportionately represented in both the 
tables, a slightly surprising finding given the distribution shown in Table 5.2(c) which 
indicates that transfer landlords tend to record relatively high satisfaction ratings. 
However, closer inspection of Table 5.6(b) reveals that all of the transfer associations 
in the ‘bottom 20’ are organisations established through London borough partial 
transfers, mostly in the relatively recent past. In other words, they are a special form 
of transfer landlord, probably atypical in relation to their stock profile (dominated by 
flats), their location (densely built-up inner city areas) and their tenant profile 
(relatively high incidence of multiple deprivation). 

The analysis set out in Table 5.6 suggests no relationship between overall size and 
satisfaction scores. The median sizes of associations in the top and bottom 20 cohorts 
are very similar to the national median. Similarly, there is no sign here that the 
number of local authority areas in which an association operates has any simple 
implication for satisfaction ratings. 

Table 5.6 supports the already well-known inverse relationship between poverty and 
satisfaction with landlord services – although only to a modest extent. At 46%, the 
median ‘welfare dependent’ value for ‘top 20’ associations is slightly below the 
national norm (see Table 5.6(a)). Conversely, at 53%, the comparable figure for the 
‘bottom 20’ cohort is a little higher. A stronger relationship is suggested for the 
proportion of flats and for the incidence of lets to older people. The median proportion 
of flats is above the national norm in both ‘top 20’ and ‘bottom 20’ cohorts. However, 
the difference is much higher in relation to the latter group. Indeed, if figures were 
available for all associations in this table the point would probably be made even 
more starkly. 

 
















































