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Introduction
 “a two way process involving sharing of information and ideas, where tenants/residents are able to influence decisions and take part in what is happening”
- Tenant Participation Advisory Service (TPAS) and Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH) definition of resident involvement
Cobalt Housing aims to work in close partnership with all residents within the communities it serves. The broad aim is to enable them to communicate their views and ideas on how services are delivered. These then have to be integrated into decisions about how Cobalt undertakes its service activities. To achieve this Cobalt recognises that all of its residents must be supported and encouraged to become engaged in the full range of Cobalt’s business activities and the processes it uses to manage them.
It has been widely recognised that existing involvement arrangements have a number of issues:-

· There is a reliance on a fixed structure of tenants and residents groups  drawing on a small core of activists

· There is insufficient opportunity for resident involvement outside of the recognised structure 
· Resources to support activities require an equitable distribution based on need and targeting of hard to engage sections of the community rather than just numbers represented by any particular group
· Staff need clarification of the role of the resident involvement team and their roles in relation to supporting resident involvement
· Communication of information needs reviewing to produce information that is relevant and accurate and is released promptly to residents
In order resolve these issues and to identify how best to provide the support residents require Cobalt conducted a service review of its resident involvement activities during the course of 2006. The underpinning objective of the review was to examine how involvement opportunities for residents can be optimised throughout the organisation.

Outline

The five main principles and their supporting key objectives contained within the strategy were identified by both residents and staff, responsible for delivering resident involvement from across the organisation. A series of consultation meetings were held with residents dating back to February 2006. A steering group of staff with responsibility for delivering resident involvement at an operational level was convened to co-ordinate input from Cobalt teams. Alongside this, work with residents was undertaken through the resident involvement structure to feed into the overall review process.
It is from this consultation process and taking account of benchmarking information, regulatory requirements and examples of good practice that the key objectives of the resident involvement strategy were determined. Whilst many of the issues were self evident the best way of resolving them has taken a considerable amount of discussion and continuous evaluation to ensure that the resulting strategy will be both comprehensive and workable.
The five key principles identified for inclusion in the strategy are: -

· Understanding Resident Involvement

· Ensuring residents are able to influence service delivery

· Enabling and resourcing Resident Involvement

· Improving communication with residents

· Clarifying staff roles
Understanding Resident Involvement
Definitive Aim
To engender an understanding of the benefits of residents working with Cobalt at a corporate, departmental and team level. This understanding is not to be limited just to staff but will include contractors, partners and most importantly residents themselves.
Key Objectives
1. Achieve a corporate understanding of the benefits of residents influencing service delivery.
2. Develop service delivery to ensure resident involvement needs are catered for.
3. Identify involvement needs of residents and decide on the best methods to use.
Ensuring residents are able to influence service delivery 
It is essential for the success of all involvement initiatives that residents’ influence on service delivery is clear for all to see. It is Cobalt’s aim to make sure residents are aware of the opportunities available to them to comment on service delivery and most importantly track how their views are taken on board, deliberated on and incorporated into Cobalt’s business planning process.

Definitive Aim
To promote access for residents to key decision making processes to ensure their influence on service delivery and business activity is prompt and relevant.
Key Objectives
1. Enable access to decision making processes through the Resident Involvement structure of Tenants and Residents’ Associations (TRAs)
2. Broaden involvement mechanisms for individuals and groups.
3. Target localities, defining neighbourhoods, estates and streets that have specific involvement needs

4. Develop procedures for departments and teams.

5. Improve partnership working with local providing access to both housing and non-housing services.
6. Agree monitoring arrangements of how residents influence decision making throughout the organisation.
As the objectives above state some improvement in broadening involvement and positioning residents close to the heart of the decision making process can be achieved via the existing resident involvement structure of Tenants and Residents Associations (TRAs) and Neighbourhood Committees.
However, it is increasingly evident that the wider community requires alternatives other than simply being committed to a local residents’ group. To this end Cobalt will continue to create and deploy a menu of involvement options. This will take account of the involvement needs of different members of the community in different situations, ensuring that involvement opportunities and resident input into influencing service delivery is optimised.

The initial menu of options agreed with residents includes:-

· Establishing a Community Panel

· Developing neighbourhood/estate/street compacts

· Using structured focus groups

· Establishing a communications management group including residents

· Hosting residents juries
· Adopting community ambassadors
· Exploring the use of Teledemocracy

· Instigating buddy schemes and work shadowing

The menu of options will be open to review and subject to change to discount methods that do not work and to utilise new methods where they seem appropriate, after consultation with residents. All methods will be evaluated on the contribution they make to engaging residents and on the value for money they offer.
The role of the Resident Involvement team will be to promote the menu of options to residents and staff so that they understand how they can engage with Cobalt and decide on the involvement options most appropriate to their circumstances. There are a wide range of processes that residents could be involved in and it is important that Cobalt promotes awareness of these to enable tenants to make informed choices about their involvement.
Underpinning all resident involvement activity will be training made available to provide necessary skills and information to residents about the ways they wish to be involved and the areas they wish to be involved in. This training will be provided in house where possible but there is provision for external training to be accessed where it is deemed necessary.
The Resident Involvement team will also enable staff to provide support and advice to residents in encouraging their involvement in how Cobalt delivers its services. It is the responsibility of all teams and departments and ultimately Cobalt’s Board of Management to ensure that appropriate consultation takes place promptly within any given process or initiative in order to optimise participation in service delivery decisions.

Cobalt will focus on localities for issue based initiatives to enable residents to engage at a neighbourhood, estate or even street level should they prefer this on an issue by issue basis. This recognises the diversity of involvement needs across the community and the fact that what is a priority issue for some is not important for all. Married to the menu of involvement options this provides Cobalt with an adaptable means of targeting involvement activities by area.

Enabling & Resourcing Resident Involvement
Definitive Aim
Ensure that all residents are supported and encouraged to involve themselves in Cobalt’s service delivery and community based activities and to remove barriers that may prevent the engagement of groups and individual residents with Cobalt. This will be achieved by providing support that includes funding, staffing and training, taking account of the diverse needs of the community.
Key Objectives
1. Ensure inclusivity of all residents in having opportunities to become fully involved by utilising the menu of involvement options.
2. Ensure financial and staffing resources are in place to support involvement activities

3. Develop and deliver training to provide residents with necessary skills to maximise their involvement.
4. Promote information on tenant Board membership including the support that is available.
5. Promote information relating to equality and diversity to resident activists and their groups.
Residents have confirmed that the primary focus for financing resident involvement is to remain recognised, estate/neighbourhood based tenants and residents’ associations. In order to support the activities these groups undertake each group will receive an initial annual grant  topping up each group’s funds to £1,000 starting in April 2007. Each subsequent year will see this grant topped up to cover the approved expenditure each group makes during the year. The cut off date for determining the amount of grant needed will be the closing date of each financial year.
Alongside this, a set of criteria has been agreed for each group to comply with in order to be recognised by Cobalt Housing in order to receive Resident Involvement grant. (Appendix 1).
The criteria must be satisfied by each tenants and residents’ group in respect of meeting rules of financial procedure and probity. There are also targets set for the groups in terms of minimum activity levels for promotion of the group and encouragement to local residents to become involved. The annual fact finding visits conducted on each group by the Resident Involvement team will continue and incorporate the increased rigour required by the funding criteria.
Further components of resident involvement activity are found in the menu of options agreed with residents. (Appendix 2). These options allow a more flexible and comprehensive approach to be taken. Cobalt recognises that successful resident involvement requires reaching out to all parts of its community. Not every resident wishes to be involved in a formal group and in particular hard to engage groups require options to become involved that are more suitable to their needs. This may involve contact that is on an individual basis, that is remote from resident group activity or that employs modern technology to make access to Cobalt easier. 
It is vital to the success of the resident involvement strategy that everyone feels that their contributions are welcomed and that they understand how they can become involved. The menu of options acknowledges the different ways in which residents may wish to become involved.

These options all require funding to establish and maintain. The resident involvement budget enables this with funding to support these activities throughout Cobalt’s community. Opportunities for involvement will be supported with training as well as financial resources to ensure there are no barriers to residents becoming involved in terms of resources, having key skills or confidence. 
With Tenant Auditors now providing a vital strand of how residents monitor and comment on the service Cobalt provides funding is dedicated within the budget to maintain and further develop the scheme. Being a joint project with LHT funding is divided equally between the two organisations. 
Improving communication with residents
Definitive Aim
Improve communication to residents, making sure the most appropriate methods are used at the correct times and that information is easily understood. Residents are also to be supported to produce their own communications with resources and training made available to deliver this.
Key Objectives
1. Agree and employ a range of communications methods agreed with residents

2. Provide accurate and up to date information about Cobalt’s services to residents.
3. Develop methods for collecting and analysing residents’ feedback.
4. Provide information on residents’ rights and responsibilities.
5. Provide opportunities for residents to become involved in producing communication materials and to influence their contents.

6. Develop quality standards relating to communications intended for the community served by Cobalt, with staff and residents.
The issue of communication was noted as the issue raised most frequently by residents as requiring attention at Cobalt’s 2006 Tenants’ Conference. The actions that are required to address concerns include: -
· Ensuring information is offered regularly

· Checking that information is up to date and accurate

· Using different media to communicate to residents

· Allowing residents to take ownership of some information provision to provide a customer perspective

· Making sure that information provided is relevant to those in the community it is intended for

· Standards of clarity, plain English and readability need establishing with residents

To this end the resident Involvement team will work with staff and residents to ensure communication is improved and takes account of issues raised.
Specifically, existing forms of communication will be improved and include more direct input from residents. Enabling resident activists to effectively produce their own literature and establishing a standard of readability for literature that can be monitored by a reading panel that includes residents, are initial ideas to help achieve these objectives.
Clarifying staff roles
Definitive Aim
To define the relationship between the Resident Involvement team and operational staff and to encourage good practice in encouraging resident involvement activity. Staff will be clear about expectations of how they are to be involved within resident involvement activity.
Key Objectives
1. Ensure resident involvement targets are included within each team’s operational plans

2. Embed resident involvement roles throughout each department
3. Agree monitoring mechanisms for resident involvement which are  integrated into work activities and projects

4. Conduct a review staff of roles in relation to the Resident Involvement team. Amend where necessary to ensure best practice in relation to resident involvement.
The Resident Involvement team will work closely with all other teams to deliver an environment that encourages residents to get involved throughout the full range of Cobalt’s activities. All staff will be briefed on the menu of options residents have for working with Cobalt. 
Procedures will be established to clarify the ways and means of working with individuals and representative groups that link to the menu of involvement options. These will include details of how and when the Resident Involvement team are to be used to support operational teams in involving residents in activities they are undertaking.
The expectations of staff will be agreed in terms of the linkages to resident representatives and to the resident involvement team. The key measure will be to ensure residents receive appropriate support as soon as they make a request to become involved in a specific activity or when a need to involve residents is identified by Cobalt officers, including the Resident involvement team.
Conclusion
Monitoring of how the strategy’s principles are implemented will be key to ensuring a consistency of approach across the organisation. Being a cross cutting theme it is important that Resident Involvement is reflected in all teams’ operational plans. 

As the new involvement methods are deployed it will be crucial to monitor how well they work, so that adjustments can be made or the methods dropped if they prove to be unsuitable. Reviewing how more residents are getting involved is again important in determining how well the strategy is achieving its aims. It will also be important to monitor how and where in the organisation residents become involved. This will form the basis of measuring the impact they make on how they influence Cobalt’s service delivery.
To this end the Resident Involvement Manager will conduct quarterly reviews linked to Cobalt’s operational plan and service objective reporting.
Work will continue to develop supporting policies and procedures to assist staff in implementing the strategies objectives effectively. Promoting the strategy throughout the organisation and taking on board any issues it raises will be an immediate priority for the Resident Involvement Team.
The Resident Involvement team will take responsibility for coordinating and monitoring the strategy’s implementation. Information will be provided to all residents and teams and the strategy will be summarised as this year’s Resident Involvement Statement which is circulated to all tenants. Staff will be offered advice and support as the implementation process is rolled out and the resident involvement team will organise promotional meetings and events to raise awareness.
Support offered by the Resident Involvement Team is laid out in the team’s service standards document and includes: -

· Details of how to request the team’s support for a project or initiative

· Methods of consultation

· Outline of the resources that may be required to involve residents in a specific exercise

· Access to residents willing to be involved in a range of activities

· Details of support residents need to help them be involved

· What is needs to conduct and conclude a successful involvement exercise including a resident involvement monitoring form

The Resident Involvement Strategy covers a three year timescale. However, it is intended that objectives and the means of achieving them will evolve as the strategy is implemented. 
Decisions still need to be made as to how involvement takes place across Cobalt to ensure consistency and continuity. The strategy helps by providing tools and guidance to enable involvement. How and when these are used will require careful consideration throughout Cobalt and decisions will not always be self evident. There should be a corporate encouragement to try matched by a willingness to learn as involvement methods are deployed.
When the strategy is implemented consistently and effectively the aim of enabling more residents to become involved in ways that are of interest to them will be achieved.

Phil Dillon

Resident Involvement Manager

April 2007
Version 6 May 2007
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