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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

This report provides an overview of findings from the 2021/22 programme of National
Panel engagement commissioned by the Scottish Housing Regulator.

Background

The National Panel was establishedin 2013 as a way for the Scottish Housing
Regulator (SHR) to engage with tenants and other users of social landlord services. The
Panelis usedto gauge service user priorities and experiences, and findings help to
shape SHR’s focus in itsrole as regulator of social landlords.

The Panel seeks to engage with a good cross-section of service users. Members
include social tenants, people who have used homelessness services, tenants of social
rented Gypsy/Travellersites and owners usingsocial landlord factoring services.
Ongoing recruitment ensures that the membership continues to include a mix of
members across key groups, with Panel membership reachinga peak of 469 members
by March 2022. The Panelisalso widely promoted to reach those who do not normally
engage with social landlords; for example, more than three quarters of Panel
members are not involvedin RTOs.

The 2021/22 programme

The 2021/22 Panel programme was developed inthe context of the COVID-19
pandemiccontinuing to impact landlord services and service users. In terms of the
main themes addressed, thisyear we asked Panel members about:

= Their current financial circumstances, how these have been affected by the
pandemic, and views whethertheirrent represents good value for money;

= Their experience of heatingtheirhome;

= Experience of accessing landlord services digitally, and their interestin making
more use of digital contact options to get in touch with theirlandlord; and

= How they feltthe pandemichas affected their landlord’s services during 2021.

This year the Panel engagement approach returnedto a combined quantitative and
qualitative research after beinglimited to a survey-only approach in 2020/21. A survey
was issued to all Panel membersin January 2022, followed by in-depth qualitative
engagement during February and March 2022 to explore the surveythemesin more
depth. The survey included questions across each of the five themeslisted above,
while qualitative engagementfocused onviews on how landlord services had
recovered from the COVID-19 pandemic, and about their current and likely future
financial circumstances (including any difficulty heatingtheirhome).

This report combines quantitative survey results with qualitative findings, based on
responsesto the full Panel survey (45% response, 212 respondents) and qualitative
engagementwith 78 Panel members. We refer to those taking part as ‘respondents’
where this was via the survey, and ‘participants’ where this was via semi-structured
qualitative interview. Direct quotes have beenincluded from qualitative participants
to illustrate key points. These comments have beenlightly edited for brevity.
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FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND AFFORDABILITY

2. FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND AFFORDABILITY

Most (61%) feel that their financial circumstances are worse now than prior to the
pandemic, including a quarter (25%) who feel significantly worse off. Increased cost of
living and rents were seen as the biggest contributors to financial difficulties.

A quarter (25%) are not currently managing well financially, including 14% in financial
difficulty. A similar proportion (28%) are not managing well with their housing costs.

Most (62%) struggle with unexpected expenses and a third (32%) often have to
delay/miss paying a bill (up from 21% in the 2020/21 survey).

Around half (48%) feel their rent is good value for money, but more than a quarter (27%)
feel their rentis poor value.

More than a quarter (28%) have experienced difficulties affording their rent in the last
year, an 11-point increase on the 2020/21 survey. Feedback linked these difficulties to
rent levels, heating costs and other living costs.

More than two thirds (71%) were concerned about future affordability of their rent, with
these concerns most commonly related to future rent increases.

2.1. This section considersviewsand experienced around respondents’ financial
circumstances, and how these had been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Views on current financial circumstances
2.2. The survey first asked about Panel members’ current financial circumstances.

2.3. AsFigures1and 2 show, a quarter (25%) of respondentsindicated that they are not
managing well with theirfinancesas a whole, including 14% who are in financial
difficulties. Thisis broadly similarto the 2020/21 survey, but representsa small
improvementon the 2019/20 and 2018/19 surveys which found that around a fifth of
respondents were having financial difficulties.

2.4. Asimilarproportion of respondents (28%) indicated that they are not managing well
with their current housing costs (includingrent, energy billsand other housing-related
costs). This isalso similarto the 2020/21 survey.

2.5. These findings were broadly consistentacross key service user groups. However,
under 60s were more likely than olderrespondentsto be struggling financially; around
half of those aged under 60 indicated that they were not managing well financially,
both in terms of theirgeneral finances and specificallyin relation to housing costs.
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FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND AFFORDABILITY

Figure 1: How managing financially at the moment

2021/22 18% 42% 11% 14%
2020/21 19% 38% 9% 13%
2019/20 23% 40% 11% 20%
2018/19 18% 41% 9% 22%

B Managing very well Managing quite well Get by alright Don’t manage very well In financial difficulties

Figure 2: How managing to afford home at the moment

2021/22 17% 44% 16% 12%
2020/21 25% 35% 8% 14%
2019/20 21% 43% 11% 20%
201819 16% 52% 6% 16%
BManaging very well Managing quite well Get by alright Don’t manage very well In financial difficulties

2.6. Figure 3 summarises views onspecificaspects of respondents’ current financial
circumstances. Consistent with findings noted above, thisindicates that financial
worries affect a relatively substantial proportion of respondents:

= Around athird (32%) of respondents often have to delay or miss payinga bill -
up from a fifth (21%) in the 2020/21 survey;

= Nearlytwo thirds (63%) are not able to save money most months;

= Unexpected household expensesoften cause difficulty orstress for the majority
(62%) of respondents; and

= Money worries have a bad effect on relationshipsfor more than a third (37%).

2.7. Alsoconsistentwith findings noted earlierin this section, those aged under60 were
most likely to have experienced financial worries. This was particularly so in relation to
beingable to save money, havingto delay or miss payingbills, and money worries
affecting relationships.

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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Figure 3: Views on financial circumstances at the moment

| can save some money most months 27% 36%
| often have to delay or miss paying a bill 45% 23%
Unexpected household expenses often o 0
cause me difficulty/stress 34% 27% 12%
Money worries have a bad effect on my o o
relationships with family and friends 46% 17%
W Strongly agree Disagree Strongly disagree
— 37%
| can save some money most months 41%
41%

| often have to delay or miss paying a bill 21%

Unexpected household expenses often cause me
difficulty/stress 71%

Money worries have a bad effect on my relationships
with family and friends 45%

m2021/22 2020/21 2019/20

2.8. Figure 4 summarises respondent feedback on how their current financial
circumstances compare with prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.9. Most respondents (61%) indicated that theirfinancial circumstances are worse now
than prior to the pandemic, includinga quarter (25%) of all respondents who felttheir
finances are now “significantly worse”. These findings were broadly consistentacross
key service user groups, although under 60s (and particularly under 45s) were more
likely than others to report “significantly worse” financial circumstances.

2.10. This balance of views was also reflected in qualitative feedback. Many participants
reported experiencing financial difficulties, with some highlighting thatthey could not
see when or how they mightbe able to improve theircircumstances. These difficulties
were primarily related to inflationary pressures. Forexample, several of those on low
incomesand inreceipt of benefitsindicated that theirincome had not kept pace with
increasingliving costs, and had leftthem “really struggling to cope” even after taking
stepsto reduce their outgoings. As noted laterin this section, these participants
demonstrated significant anxiety at the prospect of furthersignificant cost of living
increases.

2.11. It should be noted that a small number of participants reported that they werein a
betterfinancial positionthan prior to the pandemic, primarily those who were still
homeworkingand had saved on travel and other costs associated with office-based
working. However, these appeared to be the minority for whom householdincomes
had remained unchanged, and living costs had not significantly increased.

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND AFFORDABILITY

Figure 4: How current financial circumstances compare with prior to the pandemic

2.12.

2.13.

2.14.

2.15.

35% 30% 5% 4%

m Significantly worse Slightly worse No real change Slightly better Significantly better

Figures 5 and 6 summarises views on the range of factors that have affected
respondents’ financial circumstances since the start of the pandemic.

As this shows, a large majority of respondents have been affected by increased cost of
living; more than 4 in5 respondents (83%) indicated this. A substantial proportion of
respondents (44%) also referred to rent increases having affected theirfinancial
circumstances, but relatively few mentioned reduced hours of work, income or
benefits.

In terms of increasingliving costs, respondents were most likely to referto energy and
food costs. More than 9 in 10 reported increasesin energy and food costs (94% and
93% respectively), including two thirds (67%) of all respondents who feltthat
increased energy costs have had a “significantimpact” on their financial
circumstances. In addition, a large majority of respondents (84%) indicated that they
had been affected by increases in the cost of other goods.

Respondent feedback was broadly consistent across key service user groups, but
showed some variation by age group; those aged under 60 were more likely to
indicate that they had been significantly affected by increasesin energy costs and the
cost of other (non-food) goods.

Figure 5: Factors affecting financial circumstances since the start of the pandemic

Increased cost of living 83%
Rent increase

Reduction in hours or lost job
Reduction in benefits

Reduction in pay

Other

Figure 6: Whether financial circumstances have been affected by cost of living increases

Energy costs 27%

Food costs 41%
Cost of other goods

Travel costs

Other costs

B Significant impact Slight impact
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Views on future financial circumstances

2.16. The survey also asked about Panel members’ views on their future financial
circumstances, and the extentto which they are concerned about these.

2.17. As Figure 7 shows, around three quarters (76%) of respondents expressed some
concern about theirfinancial circumstances over the nextfew years, including more
than a third (36%) for whom their future financial situation was a “major concern”.
This represents a significant worseningsince the 2020/21 survey, witha threefold
increase in the proportion reporting that their future finances are a “major concern’
(from 12% to 36%). Increased concern about the future was evidentacross all key
service user groups.

)

Figure 7: Whether concerned about finances over next few years

2021/22 19% 40%
2020/21 31% 42%
2019/20 22% 55%
2018/19 27% 43%
| don’t expect my financial situation to be a concern | think my financial situation will be a concem to some degree
B[ think my financial situation will be a major concern BUnsure

2.18. Qualitative feedback suggests that recent and anticpated increasesin living costs were
a key factor in participants’ concerns about theirfuture finances. Anticipated increases
in heating costs in particular were closely linked to concern around future finances.
For example, those livinginnewerand more energy efficienthomes appeared less
concerned about potential future energy cost increases. In contrast, those who
already struggle to keep their home warm due to inefficient heating systemsand/or
poor insulation were very concerned about how increasing energy costs will affect
theirfinancial circumstances. One participant noted that they were already limited to
using one storage heater at a time due to energy costs, and were unsure how they
could further reduce their energy use without major improvementto the energy
efficiency of theirhome.

Rents and other costs

2.19. The survey asked a series of questionsaround rents, including Panel memberviewson
whethertheirrent representsvalue for money, experience of any difficulties affording
theirrent and/or other housing costs, and any concerns about future rent
affordability.

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND AFFORDABILITY

2.20. As Figure 8 shows, around half (48%) of respondents felt that theirrent is good value
for money while around a quarter (27%) felttheirrentis poor value for money.
Consistentwith findings discussed earlierin this section, those aged under 60 were
less positive than olderrespondents about the extentto which their rent is value for
money.

Figure 8: Whetherrentis value for money

33% 25% 1% 16%

mVery good value for money Fairly good value for money Neither good nor poor value for money
Fairly poor value for money Very poor value for money

2.21. Panel members were also asked to consider what influenced theirview of whether
theirrent representsvalue for money. Feedback highlighted the following key factors.

The level of rent, and how this compares with rents charged by other landlords
for homes of a similarsize and type, and in a similar quality of area. This was
primarilyin relation to other social rents, but a small number also referred to
how theirrent compares with the private rented sector. Some also raised
particular concerns around landlords implementing rentincreases during 2021.
These participants suggested that rent increases did not reflect the reduced
service still being provided during 2021, nor acknowledge that some service
users were still feeling the financial effects of the pandemic.

Quality of homes provided by their landlord was primarily focused on the
quality of the participant’s own home, but some also considered the quality of
other homes provided by their landlord in the local area. The quality of heating
and energy efficiency, size of theirhome and the overall standard of repair
appeared to be key considerations here. For example, some compared the
energy efficiency of theirown home unfavourably with newer properties
provided by theirlandlord. It was suggested that this has become a significant
driverof value for moneyjudgementsinthe context of energy price increases.

Quality of service provided was most commonly raised with reference to repairs
and maintenance, including discussion around the speed of response to repairs
requests and the quality of completed work. Capital investment also appeared
to influence views; forexample, those referring to recent improvement works to
theirhome (such as heating system upgrades and insulation improvements)
were typically more positive intheirviews on value for money. Some also noted
that, while theirrents were lowerthan those charged by other landlords, other
tenants appear to receive a better service — including capital investment to
improve energy efficiency. Thisreflected the importance of the overall quality of
customer service, particularly how quickly landlords respond to enquiries. As
noted above, service quality was seen as an issue in the context of landlords
reducing service standards and/or stopping services as a result of the pandemic.
Several participants noted that this had affected theirview on the extentto
which theirrent was good value for money, evenif they understood the needto
reduce service standards to protect staff and service users.

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
Report, August 2022



FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND AFFORDABILITY

= Several participants indicated that theirlandlord’s approach to engagement and
communication alsoinfluencedtheirviews on value for money of rent. This
includedreference to how well participants felt theirlandlord had kept them up
to date during the pandemic, and the extentto which they feel that their
landlord takes account of service user viewsin its decision making.

2.22. Figure 9 summarises respondent feedback on whetherthey have experienced
difficulty affordingtheirrent.

2.23. As this shows, 42% of respondents had experienced difficulties affording theirrent,
including 28% who had experienced difficultiesin the last year, and 7% who are
currently experiencing difficulties. This represents an increase since the 2020/21
surveyin the proportion of respondents who had experienced difficultiesin the last
year, although results are similarto the 2019/20 survey. Survey results also show
some variation across age groups, with under 60s more likelythan olderrespondents
have had difficulty affording theirrent.

Figure 9: Whether experienced difficulty affording rent

2021/22 15% 58%
2020/21 23% 60%
2019/20 25% 48%
2018/19 16% 63%
W Having difficulties at the moment mDifficulties in the last year Difficulties more than a year ago Not had difficulties

2.24. Figure 10 summarises the views of those with recent experience of difficulties
affordingtheir rent on the factors that have contributed to this.

2.25. This indicatesthat rent levelsand heating costs were the most common factors for
those struggling to afford theirrent; rent levels were mentioned by 64% and heating
costs by 60%. Otherliving costs (48%) and Council Tax (36%) were also commonly
mentioned factors while respondents were less likely to mention changesto their
income or benefits (each mentioned by 12%). “Other” contributing factors mentioned
by participants included the impact of annual rent increases, and limited supply of
smaller properties resultingin tenants having to pay higherrents for larger properties.

2.26. The overall mix of factors contributingto rent difficultiesis broadly similarto that
reportedin previoussurveys. However, there has been some year-to-yearvariationin
the proportion of respondents mentioning specificfactors. For example, reference to
rent levels hasincreased from the 2020/21 survey, but this follows a reduction
between 2019/20 and 2020/21. Similarly, the proportion of respondents mentioning
heating costs has increased slightly since 2020/21, but remains below the proportion
reportedin 2019/20.

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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Figure 10: Factors contributingto difficulty affording rent

Top 3 difficulties affording rent

The level of rent

Cost of heating your home
Other cost of living
Council Tax

Other household bills

Changes in your income or benefits as a result of
Covid-19 and government restrictions

Changes in your income or benefits for other reasons

0,
Childcare costs — 45!3

Other

m2021/22 2020/21

30%

o
T 20%
13%

2019/20

2.27. Figure 11 summarisesrespondentviews on any difficulties they have experienced

affording other, non-housingbills.

2.28. As this shows, around two thirds (65%) had experienced difficulties with other bills,
including 43% who had experienced difficultiesin the last year. Thisrepresentsan
increase on the 2020/21 survey (55% had experienced difficulty with otherbills),
although levelsremain below the 2019/20 survey (74% had experienced difficulty).
Consistentwith findingsinrelationto rent costs, difficulties with non-housingbills
appear to be most common for those aged under 60.

Figure 11: Whether experienced difficulty affording non-housing bills

2021/22

2020/21

2019/20

2018/19

B Having difficulties at the moment m Difficulties in the last year

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22

21% 36%
46%
29% 26%

45%

Difficulties more than a year ago Not had difficulties
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FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES AND AFFORDABILITY

2.29. As Figure 12 shows, more than two thirds (71%) of respondents expressed concerns
about affording their rent over the next few years. This representsa smallincrease on
the 2020/21 survey(where 65% expressed concerns) but remains below the 80%
reported by the 2019/20 survey. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those who had experienced
rent affordability problems were significantly more likely to express concerns about
the future; nearly 9 in 10 of those who had already experienced difficulties also
expressed concerns about the future.

2.30. Concerns about future rent affordability were most commonly related to rent
increases; 41% expressed concerns about the impact of future rent increases on the
affordability of theirrent, compared with 20% concerned about future benefit
changes and 10% about future changes to theirincome.

Figure 12: Whether concernedabout affordingrent over next fewyears

2021/22 41% 29%
2020/21 39% 36%
2019/20 49% 20%
2018/19 38% 31%
mWorried that benefit changes will cause me problems mWorried that income changes will cause me problems
Worried that rent increases will cause me problems Don'’t expect rent affordability to be concern

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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HEATING YOUR HOME

HEATING YOUR HOME

More than half (58%) of respondents had experienced difficulty heating their home, and
nearly a third (31%) were having difficulties at the time of the survey.

Those who had experienced difficulties affording their rent were significantly more likely
than others to have also had difficulty heating their home.

Energy costs were the main factor contributing to respondents’ difficulties heating their
home — 85% mentioned this, more than double the proportionin the 2020/21 survey.

Around a quarter (26%) have had energy efficiency improvements to their home in the
last 2 years, most commonly heating system and/or insulation upgrades.

3.1

3.2

3.3.

Panel members were asked a series of questions around their experience of heating
theirhome, including whetherthey had experienced any difficulty heatingtheirhome,
what had contributed to these difficulties, and any experience of energy efficiency
improvementsto theirhome.

As Figure 13 shows, more than half (58%) of respondents had experienced difficulty
heatingtheir home, including nearly a third (31%) who were having difficulties at the
time of the survey. This balance of views falls within the range seen across previous
surveys; for example, the proportion who had experienced difficulty heating their
home has previously varied from 53% to 62%.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, those who had experienced difficulties affording theirrent
were more likely to have had difficulty heatingtheirhome; more than 9in 10
compared with a quarter of those who have not had difficulty affording theirrent.
Surveyresults alsoindicate that those aged under 60 were more likely than others to
have experienced difficulties heatingtheirhome.

Figure 13: Whether had difficulty heating home

2021/22

2020/21

2019/20

13% 42%

47%

19% 38%

B Having difficulties at the moment m Difficulties in the last year Difficulties more than a yearago Not had difficulties
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3.4.

3.5.

3.6.

3.7.

HEATING YOUR HOME

As Figure 14 shows, energy costs were by some margin the most commonly
mentioned factor contributing to difficulties heatingtheirhome. The great majority of
respondents (85%) feltthat energy costs had made it difficultforthem to heattheir
home, more than double the proportion in the 2020/21 survey (29%). Other factors
were significantly lesscommonly mentioned; forexample, 39% referredto poor
quality or condition windows and 35% to a need for better insulation.

Participants also mentioned “other” factors contributing to difficulty heatingtheir
home. In additionto comments reiterating concerns around energy costs, these were
primarily examples of poor energy efficiency resultingin higher heating costs, such as
inefficient heating systems, poorinsulation andloss of heat through doors and
windows. A small number also referredto health conditions requiringthem to use
theirheating more often.

Commentsfrom Panel membersalso highlighted the negative health and quality of life
impacts associated with difficulty heatingtheirhome. These concerns were
particularly acute for those with household members with health conditions, including
risks around dampness and mould/mildew. However, participants alsoemphasised
the negative impacts of a cold and damp home for all tenants, particularly where this
continuesfor a relatively long period.

Feedback also highlighted the extent of participants’ concern around the potential
future affordability of heating theirhome. For those who were already struggling to
manage financially, anticipated increasesin energy costs were a major concern.
However, eventhose whofeltthat theyare ina relatively strong financial position
were worried about the impact of a significantincrease in their heating costs. For
some, this was compounded by concerns around the energy efficiency of theirhomes
and heating systems.

Figure 14: Factors contributingto difficulty heating home

3.8.

— 85%

Energy costs 29%
el ° 37%
Poor heating system/need new system 28%
No insulation/poor insulation 36%
Need new windows/double glazing 43%

Other 33%

m2021/22 2020/21 2019/20

Around a quarter (26%) of respondentsindicated that their landlord had made energy
efficiencyimprovementstotheirhomein the last 2 years, similarto findingsin
previoussurveys.

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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3.9.

3.10.

3.11.

HEATING YOUR HOME

Participants referred to a range of improvements, with mostrelatedto heating
systems and/or the energy efficiency of theirhome. This included installation of new
heating systems and/or replacement of radiators, upgrading of insulation to cavity
walls, lofts and/or exterior walls. Several participants also referred to installation of
new windows and of renewable energy generation technology.

Several participants had also requested repairs or improvements to their home with a
specificfocus on reducing heating costs. This included repairs to windows and doors
to improve heat retention, and installation of over-bath showers to reduce water
heating costs. Participants expressed significant frustration where these repair
requests remainedincomplete, with some suggesting that landlords should prioritise
repairs which can help tenants to deal with rising e nergy costs.

Around half of those who had energy efficiency improvements made to theirhome
indicated that they had seena reductionin their heating costs as a result, although
very fewindicated that they had seena ‘bigreduction’.

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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DIGITAL ACCESS TO SERVICES

4. DIGITAL ACCESS TO SERVICES

Respondents reported various changes to how they get in touch with their landlord
during the pandemic, most commonly increased use of telephone and online contact.

There was widespread interest in use of digital options to access landlord services,
especially for contact via website or email (more than 80% were interested in these).
More than half are also interested in using ‘live chat’, SMS/WhatsApp or video chat.

Making more services available online and providing support with digital connectivity are
the preferred means of encouraging more people to use digital contact options.

4.1. Panelmemberswere askedto consider a range of questions ondigital access to
servicesincludingtheir experience of using digital contact options, and their interestin
expandinguse of digital options.

4.2. Most respondents (66%) indicated that theirconfidence in using the internet has
remained largely unchanged since the pandemic (see Figure 15). However, there were
more than a quarter (28%) who do feel more confident usingthe internetthan prior to
the pandemic. This finding was broadly consistentacross key service usergroups.

Figure 15: Confidencein using the internet compared with prior to the pandemic

14% 14% 66% 6%

BmMuch more confident A little more confident No change Don’t know

4.3. A minority of respondentsreferred to some change in how they get in touch with their
landlord since the start of the pandemic(see Figure 16). This was most commonly in
relation to telephone and online contact; more than a third (38%) were more likely to
get in touch with theirlandlord by phone than prior to the pandemic, and nearlya
third (31%) were more likely to make contact online. In contrast, relatively few
respondents (11%) feltthat they were more likely to contact theirlandlord via social
mediathan prior to the pandemic. These findings were broadly consistent across key
service user groups.

4.4. Asnotedat Section 5, many participants suggested that they had experienced more
difficulties reachingtheirlandlord’s services since the pandemic. Consistent with
Figure 16, some of those reportingdifficulties had tried digital alternatives, for
example raising service requests by email or messengerapps. However, while these
participants appreciated the availability of additional communication options, some
were sceptical about the effectiveness of digital service access. The speed of response
to digital requestswas seenas crucial, with participants reporting multiple examples
of servicesfailingtorespond to digital communication and suggesting that follow-up

Scottish Housing Regulator: National Panel of Tenants andService Users 2021/22
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DIGITAL ACCESS TO SERVICES

telephone contact was often required. These experiences appearto have fuelleda
view amongst some that persistenttelephone contact isthe only reliable way getting
through to landlord services.

Figure 16: Whether seen any change in how to get in touch with landlord

Contact your landlord online (inc email) 16% 55% 2% 12%

Contact your landlord via social media 3/ 57% 3% 30%
Contact your landlord by phone 9% 45% 7% 11%
Contact your landlord in person 42% 5% 36%

BMuch more likely A little more likely No change Alittle less likely Much less likely

4.5. Surveyresponses demonstrated some interestin use of digital optionsto access
landlord services (see Figure 17). This was particularly so for online contact; a large
majority would consider contact via their landlord’s website (80%) or email (85%).
While most of these respondents already used digital optionsto contact their
landlord, there remained a proportion who did not use online options but who would
be interestedin doingso (16% for their landlord’s website, 12% for email).

4.6. Interestin other digital options was also relatively widespread. More than half of
respondentsalready use or would be interested in using ‘Live chat’, SMS/WhatsApp or
video chat to access landlord services. Thisincluded around a third of respondents
who have neverusedthese options but would be interested in doingso. Qualitative
feedback suggests that text messaging or WhatsApp may be the most popular option,
with a range of participants indicating that they would find this option appealing.
Video calls were alsoseen as a potentially valuable option where tenants preferto
speak face to face, or for more sensitive requests. However, as noted earlierin this
section, participants’ interestin these options was caveated with concerns that
landlords must ensure a timely response to digital contact.

Figure 17: Interestin digital contact options to accesslandlordservices

Email 12%
Your landlord’s website
‘Live chat'

Text message or WhatsApp

Video call

Social media

mHave used Not used, but interested
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DIGITAL ACCESS TO SERVICES

4.7. AsFigure 18 shows, respondents would be most likely to use digital contact optionsto
findinformation on their landlord’s services (70% would sometimes or always use
digital optionsfor this) or to provide feedback to theirlandlord (66%). However, there
was also widespreadinterestin usingdigital options to requesta service (62%), make
a payment (60%) or to submit a complaint (60%).

Figure 18: Likelihood of using digital contact optionsfor specific purposes

Find information on your landlord’s services 35%
Provide feedback to your landlord 42%
Request a service from your landlord 39%
Make a payment to your landlord 22%
Make a complaint to your landlord 33%
Get updates on an existing service request 31%
BWould always use digital options Would some times use digital options

4.8. Panel memberswere alsoasked what could encourage them to make more use of
digital options. As Figure 19 shows, more landlord services beingavailable online was
the most common suggestion; 44% feltthat this would encourage themto use digital
contact options more often. In addition, around a quarter (25-26%) feltthat support
with digital connectivity (in local offices or their own home) and digital literacy could
encourage them to make more use of digital options.

4.9. Participants alsosuggested “other” changes or initiativesthat could encourage more
use of digital contact options. These included ensuring tenants can be confidentthat
digital service requests will receive the same speed and standard of response, a better
and easierto use website, providing a “tenant’s portal” through the landlord’s website
to check on service requests and rent payments, and havinghigher speedinternetin
tenants’ homes.

Figure 19: What could encourage greater use of digital contact options

More landlord services being available via the internet 44%

Free access to computers and the internet (in local
centres, offices, etc)

Help getting an intemet connection at home

Introductory courses to build digital confidence and
skills

Hands-on assistance using digital devices

Other
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5. LANDLORD SERVICES DURING 2021

Around half (48%) felt that their landlord’s overall response to the pandemic during 2021
had been good while nearly a third (32%) felt the response had been poor.

A large majority (84%) felt that their landlord’s services had been affected by the COVID-19
pandemicin 2021 - more than half felt services had been ‘significantly’ affected.

The most common impacts were the temporary stopping of some services, longer service
timescales, and not being able to use participants’ preferred contact methods.

A large majority (78%) felt that their landlord had maintained some key services during the
pandemic. Respondents were most likely to have seen negative impacts on repairs, ease of
contacting services, and dealing with antisocial behaviour.

Less than half (43%) felt that their landlord had kept them well informed about services.

The overall balance of views on services was similar to that reported in previous years.

5.1. This section considersviewson how landlords’ services have been affected by COVID-
19 and associated government restrictions. Respondents were asked specifically to
think about their experience of services during 2021; the 2020/21 survey had focused
on Panel members’ experiences during 2020.

5.2. ltisimportant to note that there was significantvariationin COVID-19 case rates and
associated governmentrestrictions during 2021. For example, mostlandlord services
will have beensignificantly limited by strict COVID-19 rulesin the early part of 2021,
while regional variationin restrictions meant that landlords in some areas continued
to be under strict COVID-19 rulesinto summer2021. The survey asked about Panel
members’ experience of landlord services across 2021 as a whole and feedbackis
therefore likely to reflect experience of servicesundervaryinglevels of government
restrictions.

Impact on landlord services

5.3. Figure 20 summarisesrespondentviewson the extentto whichtheir landlord’s
services have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemicduring 2021.

5.4. Alarge majority (84%) feltthat their landlord’s services had been affected to some
extent, including 56% who felt that the pandemichad a “significant” impact during
2021. Around1in 7 respondents (14%) feltthat the pandemic had little or no impact
on their landlord’s services during this period. This balance of views was similarto that
reportedin the 2020/21 survey, and was also broadly consistentacross key service
user groups — although those aged under 60 were more likely tofeel that the
pandemichad asignificantimpact on their landlord.

5.5. Interms of how respondents had seentheirlandlord’s services affected by the
pandemic, this was also similarto the 2020/21 survey with the most common impacts
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beingtemporary stoppage of some services (75% reported this) and extended service
timescales (64%). In addition, nearly half (44%) had not been able to contact their
landlordin the way in which they preferred, and more than a third (39%) had found it
more difficulttoget in touch with theirlandlord.

5.6. Qualitative feedback confirmed that stopping of servicesand a reductionin service
standards were the most significantimpacts associated with the pandemicduring
2021. Participantsalso referred to other impacts, most commonly related to
difficulties contacting services. Many participants indicated that it is more difficultto
contact their landlord now than prior to the pandemic, although most agreed that this
had improved since the height of the pandemic. Reference was made to long
telephone queuesatall times of day, and a view that landlords still lack the staffing
capacity to meetservice demand. For example, several participants referred to service
disruption which they associated with staff working from home, such as difficulty
reaching specifichousing officers.

5.7. However, while most of those providingcomment reported some reductionin
services, itshould be noted that others reported a more positive experience. These
respondents suggested that they had seenlittle or no change in ease of contacting
theirlandlord during 2021.

5.8. Surveyresults suggestsome variationin experience across service user groups, with
Council tenants more likely than RSL tenants to have experienced extended service
timescales, and under60s more likely to have had difficulty contacting their landlord.

Figure 20: Perceived impact of COVID-19 pandemicon landlord services

Extent to which landlord services affected by pandemic during 2021

2021/22 28% 14% 3%
Significant impact Some impact Little or no impact Don’t know

How services affected by pandemic during 2021

Temporarily stopped some services 75% 82%

Longer timescales for responding to  meE—————— 64%
requests/queries 51%

. |
Not able to contact landlord in the way you prefer 32% e

- ; ; I 39
More difficult to get in touch with your landlord 299, 3%

Other r 13%

m2021/22 2020/21
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5.9. AsFigure 21 shows, a large majority of respondents (78%) felt that theirlandlord had
continued to provide at least some key services, including 34% who feltthat all key
services had continued. Around 1 in 10 (11%) feltthat theirlandlord had not
continued any key services. This balance of views was similarto that reportedin the
2020/21 surveyand was broadly consistent across key service user groups, although
olderrespondents (aged 60+) were generally more positive than others.

Figure 21: Whether landlords continued to provid e key servicesduring 2021

2021/22 34% 44% 11% 11%

2020/21 40% 42% 6% 12%

BYes, continued all key services EHas continued some key services Has not continued any key services Don't know

5.10. Panel members were invited to provide further detail on how theirlandlord’s services
had been affected by the pandemic during 2021. Participants referred to a number of
specificservices which they felthad been particularly badly affected:

= Limitationto repairs services. This was most commonly the ceasing or delaying
non-emergency repairs, highlighted as a particular concern for those with
disabilities or other health conditions. Some also referred to cancellingor re-
scheduling of planning maintenance and improvement works.

= Ceasingstair, close cleaning, garden maintenance and open space maintenance.
Some were not clear on why primarily outdoor services were affected by the
pandemic, and expressed frustration that they continuedto be charged service
charges despite services being reduced or stopped.

= Limitationto on-site servicesfor sheltered and other housing developments.

5.11. Figure 22 summarisesrespondentviews on how specificlandlord services had been
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic during 2021. This indicates that respondents
were most likely to have seen a negative impact on completion of repairs (65%
indicated this), ease of contacting theirlandlord (62%), dealing with antisocial
behaviour(58%), and ease of requestinga repair (56%). In contrast, around 1 in 5 had
seenan impact on gas servicingand a quarter on fire alarm installation/repair,
although this may reflecta smallerproportion of respondents having used these
servicesin 2021.

5.12. This balance of views was broadly consistentacross key service user groups, although
younger respondents (under60) were generally more likely to have seen a negative
impact on their landlord’s services, particularly for repairs and ease of contacting their
landlord.
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Figure 22: Perceived impact of COVID-19 pandemic on aspects of landlord services during2021

Overall ease of contacting landlord

Dealing with antisocial behaviour

Dealing with rent or benefit queries
Applying to your landlord for a transfer

Installation/repair of fire alarms

Completion of repairs 32%
37%
24%

Ease of requesting a repair 27%

Gas servicing

mMajor negative impact Some negative impact

5.13. In considering how the COVID-19 pandemic had affected theirlandlord’s services
during 2021, some reflected positively on theirlandlord’s approach to maintainingkey
servicesduring 2021. This included a view that service reduction or delays were
“completely understandable” to minimise risk to staff, contractors and tenants. Others
were more sceptical about the continuing need for service disruption, repeatinga
view expressed through the 2020/21 survey that the pandemic has been “an excuse”
for reduced service standards.

5.14. Below we summarise key points raised by respondentsin relation to each of the
service aspects listed at Figure 22 —i.e. repairs, gas servicing and fire alarms, antisocial
behaviour, rents and benefits, and applying for a transfer.

5.15. Respondents made the followingcommentsin relation to impacts on repairs services:

Examples of repairs beingdelayed or remainingincomplete included concern
that a “backlog” of repaircases due to temporary service stoppingor reduction
is now contributingto longer repair timescales. This was seenas a particular
issue for non-emergency repairs, and some noted that evenrelatively minor
repairs can have a negative impact on tenants where they persistover an
extended period. Some suggested that repairs and maintenance should be
prioritised to clear the backlog of cases.

While many participants acknowledged the necessity of stoppingor reducing
services, some feltthat theirlandlord’s communication around this could have
been better.Some had been unclear about the status of their landlord’s services
at timesduring 2021. Participants also reported having difficulty reaching
landlord repair servicesto report and/or check on the status of delayed repairs,
including examples of individuals who were still unclear about the status of their
repairs at the time of the research.

Equity concerns were raised around the approach to stoppage or reduction in
repairs. For example, some tenants of national or regional landlords felt that
they appearedto have received a lowerlevel of service than otherareas, for
example suggesting that non-emergency repairs had re-started earlierinsome
areas. Again this may reflecta lack of clarity around service changes.
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5.16. Respondents made the following commentsin relationto impacts on gas servicing
and fire alarms:

Some participantsindicated that they had not seen any obvious change ingas
servicingand fire alarm services, including comments contrasting this with the
reductionin repairs services.

Others indicated that the pandemichad resultedin delays to gas servicingand
fire alarm services during2021. Again, this included concerns around the
backlog of cases which landlord are facing as services have restarted.

5.17. Respondents made the following commentsin relation to impacts on antisocial
behaviour:

Some feltthat there had beena reduction in antisocial behaviour during periods
of stricter governmentrestrictionsin 2021, although others reported more
frequentnoise disturbance as a result of more people workingat home.

Several participants cited instances of antisocial behaviour during 2021 relating
to noise disturbance and control of dogs. These participants had difficulty
reaching servicesto report antisocial behaviour. There was also concern that
landlords were constrained in their capacity to fully investigate complaints due
to limitations on staff visiting communities during periods of homeworking.

5.18. In relation to impacts on rents and benefits, a small number reported examples of
theirlandlord workingto help those affected by the pandemic, for example to

maximise benefitsandincome. However, there were some complaints around the
time taken to reach a staff memberby phone, and timescales for a response to
gueries—some indicated that they had found it more difficult than usual to resolve
any problems with rents and benefits. Some alsofelt that rent increases during 2021
undermined landlords’ work to support those affected by the pandemic

5.19. In relation to impacts on applying for a transfer, several participants indicated that
theirlandlord had suspended transfers during the pandemic, including examples of
tenants havingtransfer requests refused.

5.20. In addition to discussion of impacts on specificservices, participants also considered

theirlandlord’s servicesas a whole and the extentto which these had recovered from
the pandemic. While some noted the continuingimpact of backlog need accumulated
during the pandemic, there was also a view that services should have largely

recovered from the pandemicby the end of 2021. Respondents gave a clear message

that service standards have improved since the height of the pandemic, but some
were frustrated that services have not fully recovered, and referred to what were seen
as significant remaining gaps in service standards or provision.

5.21. Many participants feltthat their landlord’s services as a whole are less responsive than
prior to the pandemic, including examples of difficulties gettingthrough to services
and beingrequiredto chase up service requests. Some commented that these were
not new issues but suggested that service responsiveness had worsened during the
pandemic. Several participants attributed these issuesto continuing home or hybrid
workingfor service staff. Some expressed support for more flexible working
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arrangements but suggested that landlords should be able to maintain a better
standard of service.

Keeping service users informed

Figure 23 summarisesrespondentviewson how well theirlandlord keptthem
informed about services during the pandemic. As this shows, 43% of respondentsfelt
that theirlandlord had keptthem wellinformed, including 22% who felt that they had
been ‘very well’ informed. However, there remained more than a third (36%) who felt
that theirlandlord had not keptthem wellinformed about services.

The balance of views was very similarto the 2020/21 survey, but respondents aged
under 60 were again less positive about their landlord; only a quarter (25%) of those
aged under 60 felttheir landlord had kept them well informed about services.

Figure 23: Views on howwell landlords kept service usersinformed about servicesduringthe

pandemic
2021/22 22% 20% 21% 15% 20%
2020/21 23% 25% 17% 18% 17%
mVery well Fairly well Adequately Not very well Not at all well

5.24. Participants were also invited to consider if there was any other information they

would have liked on theirlandlord’s services during 2021. Specific suggestions
included:

= Updates as service opening hours and contact options changed duringthe
course of the pandemic.

= Updates on changing service standards as a result of the pandemic, including
timescales for emergency and non-emergency repairs, and updates on planned
maintenance or improvements that had been delayed by the pandemic.

= |nformationon how to reach key staff members such as specifichousing officers.
= More welfare checks on tenants affected by the pandemic.

= Suggestionsthat landlords could make better use of social mediachannelsto
share advice and links to support for vulnerable people.
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Views on landlord response to the pandemicin 2021

Figure 24 summarisesrespondentviews on theirlandlord’s overall response to the
pandemicduring 2021. Around half (48%) of respondents rated their landlord’s
response as very or fairly good. Nearly a third of respondents (32%) rated their
landlord’s response as very or fairly poor.

This balance of views was similarto that reported inthe 2020/21 surveyand was
broadly consistent across key service user groups. However, as was the case in
relationto other aspects of landlord services, those aged under 60 were less positive
about their landlord’s response to the pandemic.

Viewson landlords’ overall response to the pandemic also varied dependenton
respondentviews on specificaspects of their landlord’s services during 2021. This was
particularly the case in relationto whether landlords had kept service usersinformed
about their services, and the extent to which they had continued to provide key
services. For example, those who feltthat theirlandlord had continued all key services
and those who feltthat they had been kept well informed were more positive than
others about theirlandlord’s overall response to the pandemic.

Figure 24: Overall rating of howlandlord responded to the pandemic

2021/22

2020/21

26% 20% 12% 19%
25% 18% 13% 14%
mVery good Fairly good Neither good nor poor Fairly poor Very poor

5.28. Participants were also asked about any positive aspects of theirlandlord’s response to

the pandemicduring 2021, that they would like to retain as services continue to
recover. The key positivesidentified by participants are summarised below:

= Inrelationto communication, participants would like landlords to continue to
build on use of digital connectivity to expand the range of optionsfor tenants to
contact and use landlord services, and to ensure participation eventsare as
inclusive as possible. This was most commonlyin relationto messagingservices
and videocalls.

= There was support for the focus on the most vulnerable tenantsand service
users during the pandemic, and callsfor more outreach work including staff
having a greater presence in local communities.

= Alsoinrelationto ensuringservice users can access landlord services,
participants emphasised the importance of keepingservice users up to date as
service models evolve (openinghours, changes to staff workingarrangements,
etc).
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PANEL MEMBERSHIP

The Panel seeks to engage with a good cross-section of tenants and service users. Current
members include social tenants, people who have used homelessness services, tenants
of social rented Gypsy/Travellersites and owners using social landlord factoring services.
In terms of the wider Panel profile, the focus ison ensuringmembershipincludes
representation across all socio-demographicgroups, rather than achievingan exact
match to the widerservice user population. In this context, some groups such as those in
rural areas have been over-sampled to ensure sufficient volume for more focused
engagementwithinthese groups.

Ensuring a balanced Panel membershipisalso a key element of ongoing promotionand
recruitment work. This seeks to expand the reach of the Panelin terms of the size of the
membership and representation of specific population subgroups. Total Panel
membership stands at 469 at the time of reporting.

The current Panel profile suggests several areas where further expanding Panel
membership would improve representation. As noted above, the aim of ongoing
recruitmentand promotion work should be on ensuring a sufficient number of members
within specificgroups, rather than an exact match with the wider population. In this
context, the current Panel profile suggests recruitment should seek to boost numbers of
black and minority ethnic members, factored ownersand potentially those aged under
35.

A profile of the current Panel membershipis provided below.
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Current membership 469
Under 35 15%
35-44 15%
45-59 29%
60-74 28%
75+ 9%
Unknown 3%
Woman 55%
Man 45%
In another way 1%
Council tenant 39%
RSL tenant 42%
Owner 7%
Gypsy/ Traveller site resident 7%
Unknown 6%
White Scottish, British or Irish 86%
White other (inc Scottish Traveller, Gypsy/ Traveller) 9%
Black Minority Ethnic 3%
Unknown 3%
1 or more disabilities 37%
No disability 48%
Unknown 15%
Member of RTO 22%
Not a member of RTO 78%
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