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Background
The role of residents in housing governance has been attracting an increasing amount of attention. Much of this
attention has been directed at the social housing sector, particularly following the tragedy at Grenfell Tower in June
2017, where it appears tenants who raised concerns about safety had gone unheeded. We are in a period of lively
policy debate and practice innovation regarding the ways in which social housing organisations engage with and
involve their tenants. The 2018 English housing green paper has acted as a catalyst.
But the role of residents in governance is also a feature of debates over the management of leasehold housing, and
forms of housing that are growing in popularity – such as community land trusts, co-housing or co-operatives – are
seen as offering greater opportunities for residents to engage in shaping and directing what happens to their homes
and neighbourhoods.
During 2019 and 2020 the CaCHE governance theme will be undertaking a programme of work that addresses
resident involvement in housing governance from a number of different, but inter-related, directions.
This briefing sets out what we are proposing to do.

Our programme of work on resident
voice and involvement
What’s happening in practice?
It is quite a long time since academic research attempted to build a picture of the landscape of tenant participation
and empowerment in the social housing sector. Major research was conducted in the 1990s and the 2000s, but it has
been nearly twenty years since the topic has been addressed at a national scale.1
Our first project is a scoping study to map out and profile recent developments and current practices in the social
housing sector. The project focuses on gathering views from senior stakeholders at national level.
The project started in March 2019 and runs to the end of the year. It is led by Paul Hickman (Sheffield Hallam
University).

What’s happening across tenures?
There has been limited attention to the comparative analysis of resident voice in housing governance across tenures
or organisational forms. There isn’t a well-established framework that seeks to understanding how much influence
residents have in practice under different models of housing provision. While there are arguments in principle about
the advantages and disadvantages of different organisational structures, the assessment, on a consistent basis, of the
operation of such structures in practice is limited. We need to develop a better understanding of process and power
in practice, rather than restrict our attention to organisational structures.
Our second project seeks to develop a framework for thinking comparatively about the influence of resident voice
across different tenures and organisational forms. It will then carry out exploratory empirical work to examine the
utility of this framework.
The project started in March 2019 and runs to the end of the year. It will be led by Tom Moore (University of Liverpool)
and Professor Alex Marsh (University of Bristol).
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How can we locate current practice theoretically?
Our first projects will build a picture of the current landscape of resident participation and the exercise of voice. We
then want to take a step back and see how current practices are best located theoretically. This is a project that is
working from practice to theory. There are a number of bodies of theory that are relevant: theories of citizenship;
democratic theory; theories of organisational performance and service effectiveness. These different theoretical
debates take in both instrumental and normative perspectives on the benefits of greater resident involvement.
Our third project aims to locate current practice more firmly in relation to these bodies of theory. Some of the links
have been explored in previous generations of academic studies, but some are yet to be developed very fully.
This project will be led by Alex Marsh (University of Bristol), Paul Hickman (Sheffield Hallam University), Tom Moore
(University of Liverpool) and David Clapham (University of Glasgow). The project is scheduled for early 2020.

What other innovative ways of engaging residents might we try?
There is growing interest in new forms of democratic practice, both in the housing sphere and beyond. Our earlier
projects will have started the process of mapping what is currently happening in the social housing sector and
making the link from current practice to theory. This project will approach the issue from the opposite direction: from
theory to practice.
Building on recent work in housing2 and a broader reading of the literature on participatory and deliberative
democracy, it will seek to identify democratic practices that have been used in other contexts but have yet to be
studied in the housing sphere. It will then invite a number of housing organisations to work with us to carry out case
studies of these democratic practices to evaluate their effectiveness in the housing context.
The project will be led by Alex Marsh (University of Bristol) and Chris Foye (University of Glasgow). The project is
scheduled for 2020.

Is greater online engagement the answer?
There is currently a lot of interest among social housing practitioners in developing digital channels for
communicating and engaging with tenants and service users. Some of this interest is driven by a desire to engage a
broader range of tenants more effectively and more meaningfully. Some of the interest has a strong service
improvement orientation, with tenants being viewed as ‘customers’. The aim of our final project - on digital
democracy and housing organisations – is to critically review how digital channels can and are being used to
encourage democratic practices, consultation, and engagement. It will also seek to understand how these digital
media are being used to support and shape social housing practice.
The project will be led by Alex Marsh (University of Bristol), Paul Hickman (Sheffield Hallam University), and Chris Foye
(University of Glasgow). The project is scheduled for early 2020.

The Democratic Society (2019) Democracy starts at home: improving democratic engagement in the housing sector, https://www.
wheatley-group.com/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/66934/The-Democratic-Society-Democracy-Starts-at-Home-report.pdf
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What else are we working on?
The major focus of our governance work over the next two years is going to be the programme set out above.
However, it is not all that we are planning. There are three other planned projects that have points of connection with
our work on resident voice.

What drives organisational performance in social housing?
The question of social housing performance (eg. the 3Es, equity, value for money) has been live for three decades. But
we lack a detailed model of performance and its drivers. Most of the empirical evidence on the costs of housing
provision was collected a long time ago. The 2018 English social housing Green Paper presented proposals regarding
regulatory changes and mechanisms for improving performance (eg published league tables triggering tenant
pressure for change).
This project aims to address three issues and fill gaps in our knowledge. First, there has been limited work seeking to
theorise drivers of performance in social housing, including the influence of ownership structures, property rights or
scale of operation. Second, it will review the experience of mechanisms of external regulation under previous regimes
in the housing sector (eg Best Value) or in other policy areas (eg school or hospital league tables) with a view to
informing current debates in policy and practice. Third, it will seek to understand how public reporting of KPIs,
alongside other drivers of performance, feed into organisational strategy and practice for performance improvement.
The project will be led by Alex Marsh (University of Bristol) and Ken Gibb (University of Glasgow). The project is
scheduled for late 2019.

How “technical” are organisational practices?
There has been a lot of interest in housing studies about the way in which social housing organisations reconcile
competing institutional logics. The focus is typically upon how these tensions and conflicts between the social and
the commercial play out in overt debate and deliberation at Board level. Less attention has been paid to the way in
which organisational practices - such as new forms of accounting or the availability of new types of data at different
levels of granularity and on different timescales - are affecting how organisations operate. The question at the centre
of this project is how new calculative practices, that are infused with values, have the potential to transform and
distort organisational logics in ways that are not immediately transparent, or even acknowledged. This project entitled “Data, governance and values in social housing” – will review the literature on these issues and the extent to
which they have been examined in a housing context. It will then carry out some in-depth qualitative exploratory
work in a number of social housing organisations.
The project will be led by Alex Marsh (University of Bristol), Paul Hickman (Sheffield Hallam University) and Ken Gibb
(University of Glasgow). The project is scheduled for late 2019 and early 2020.
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How is community-led housing enabled
through local government?
There is growing interest in community-led housing solutions in the UK. Community-led housing broadly refers to
forms of collective, self-organised housing characterised by high degrees of resident participation, community
ownership of land and housing, and underpinned by principles of mutual help and solidarity. Community-led
schemes have begun to proliferate, but less well studied is the relationship between community-led housing bodies
and the public sector – specifically local government. This is significant, for the varied functions of local government,
including housing, planning and community development, have the potential to enable or constrict the growth of
community-led housing.
This project seeks to provide a greater understanding of the ways in which local government enables and
understands community-led housing. It will examine the key benefits that justify the support for community-led
housing and that evidence or challenge core assumptions underpinning alternative forms of housing provision.
Qualitative research will be conducted, using case studies around England and interviews with key stakeholders at
national level.
This project is led by Tom Moore (University of Liverpool) and is scheduled for the second half of 2019.

Making contact
If you are interested in our work on housing governance and you would like us to keep you up to date as the work
progresses then please get in touch with Alex Marsh (Alex.Marsh@bristol.ac.uk), the theme lead.
If you work for a housing organisation that might be interested in acting as a case study for one of our projects then
let’s have a chat.
CaCHE has a number of formal arrangements with organisations in the public, charitable or private sector to carry out
research-related activities of mutual interest. We are always interested in exploring potential opportunities for
developing further research collaborations, or adding value to existing and proposed projects by expanding their
scale or scope through collaboration. Again, if that sounds like it might be of interest then please get in touch.
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