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Organisations (NFTMO)

The NFTMO is very pleased

has been funded by a grant from the ODPM Tenant

to get the opportunity to

Participation Branch and our thanks go to them.

publish this excellent Guide
to Best Value for Tenant

Thanks and credit for the content go to Stephen

Management Organisations.

Barran of PEP Ltd who developed and wrote the

I am sure it will help TMOs to

guidance and Tim Dwelly who edited the text.

improve the already good
services we are delivering to

Stephen and I also want to acknowledge the

tenants. The Guide was written with Council TMOs

contributions of the other members of the project

in mind but will also be useful for TMOs managing

advisory group :- Helen Norton, Bushbury Hill TMC ,

housing association property.

Linda Helen, Association for Tenant Involvement and
Control (ATIC), Abdool Kara, Housing Inspectorate,

I believe there are three reasons why those of us in

the Audit Commission, Mal McGirr, Westminster

TMOs need to take on the challenges of Best Value :-

Council, representing the Local Authority Co-op
Officers’ Group and Anthony Forder, Lambeth

Firstly, because it is the law for councils and we must

Council.

help them meet their statutory obligations. Also we as
TMOs cannot and should not claim exemption from

We would like to thank the officers and members of

the requirement to show we are spending public

Lambeth Council for their original initiative and lead

money wisely.

role in the project and the following TMOs for
contributing generously of their time :

Secondly, because if TMOs do not understand and
influence the Best Value process then there is a

Stockwell Park EMB, Wellington Mills TMC, Roupell

greater chance it will be used against us at some

Park RMC, Loughborough EMB, Holland Rise TMC,

future date.

Magdalen TMC, Penwith Manor EMB, Cottington
Close TMC, Kensington and Chelsea TMO, Wick

Thirdly, and most importantly, because it will help us

Village TMC, Holts Village EMB and Belle Isle North

improve the services we provide and make better use

EMB,

of the budgets we manage. As tenants in the past we

TMOs are subject to Best Value
to ensure that tenants get
the best possible service

often criticised councils for what we saw as waste.

This

Homes empty for too long, too many people to do

Benchmarking as a means to getting Best Value. So

one repair, too many forms to fill in and so on. We

I am pleased to say that the NFTMO is also

wondered why they could not see there were better

publishing “ The Guide to TMO Benchmarking “ in

ways of doing things. Well we TMOs must not fall into

collaboration with HouseMark and the ODPM’s

the same trap of complacency or future tenants will

Innovation into Action grant programme.

be saying the same things about us.

NFTMO Publications are also available on our

guide

emphasises

the

importance

website at www.tmonatfed.com.
You will find this guidance is easy to read and full of
practical suggestions about how TMOs, big or small,

Best Wishes

can work on Best Value without it making unrealistic
demands on staff and volunteer time.
The development and production of this publication

Terry Edis, NFTMO Chair, December 2003
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Councils have a legal duty to continuously improve

will want to examine it when they visit the council.

all their services, including housing. This duty

Usually inspections will take place several months

includes ensuring that services are accountable to

after reviews are completed, so inspectors can also

local people and to central government.

assess what has been done to put the improvement
plan into action.

Best Value helps tenants of a TMO to find out
those provided to other tenants in the council. It

The ‘four Cs’ –
the basis of every review

gives tenants a chance to say how services can be

Every Best Value review must include ‘the four Cs’:

whether the services they get are at least as good as

improved.
C1 Challenge
The challenge is to respond to change, find out how

A review must question:

others do it, listen to criticism and get out of bad

• is it really necessary to provide the service?

habits. Difficult questions must be asked about:

• how is the service provided?

• whether the service should still be provided

• who provides it?

• whether it gives good value for money

• could there be a quite different approach to
getting the job done?

• whether it would be better to deliver the service in
a quite different way.

In other words, the challenge must question the
These questions are part of the ‘challenge’ stage of

assumptions, habits and - where necessary -

every Best Value review (see below). Reviewing a

complacency of those who provide the service and

service is as simple or complicated as people wish to

those who use it.

make it. In essence it consists of a number of
straightforward actions described in chapter 4.

1.
What is
Best Value?

Best Value is a system to
ensure that councils provide
the highest quality and
most cost-effective
services possible

A positive by-product of the Best Value process is the
way fresh ideas are generated from visits to other
organisations to see how they do things. At the same
time, consulting widely can help to improve relations
with

suppliers,

contractors

and

other

local

organisations. Best Value can help staff morale – and
should strengthen the TMO as well.
C2 Consult
The purpose of Best Value is to find ways of

A review must ensure that those who have an interest

improving services and the end product of a review is

in the service being reviewed - the ‘stakeholders’ - are

an improvement plan. This says how the service will

consulted to find out what they think of the service

be developed over the next five years. It also says

and their ideas to improve it. They must also be

what the targets and standards of the service will be

consulted about the proposals for improvements and

during that period.

changes which come out of the review.

The improvement plan will be a public document.

C3 Compare

The Audit Commission’s housing inspectors (who

A review must collect information about how other

monitor the Best Value system for the government)

organisations perform similar services elsewhere.
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involvement.

Under Best Value, the relationship between a TMO and its council becomes
even more important, because they are required to work together more closely.

A review must also take account of the information

This means that the monitoring, evaluation and review procedures in the TMO

needs of people who have difficulty in speaking or

management agreement need to be looked at afresh.

reading English, and people with sight or hearing

TMOs should:
• learn about Best Value and their council’s
approach to it. They need to know when specific
services will be reviewed

difficulties. The council or other agencies may be
The relationship between a TMO and its council is often very positive, based

able to help, with translation and interpretation

on mutual respect and support. But there are cases of strained relations or a

resources, or large print, Braille or cassette recording

degree of hostility. Where this is the case, the introduction of Best Value

facilities.

• consider which - if any - of the services they are
responsible for they should review themselves and
which the council should review
• think about how to they could use Best Value to

provides an opportunity to set matters right. A thorough review of the
expectations that each party has of the other, and of how they work together in

The inevitable problem of costs arises and resources

practice, can help enormously. Both parties need to work together, learn from

may not stretch to meet all needs: the TMO may

and respond to the needs of the other.

need to decide about priorities. There may be

involve more residents and other stakeholders
• take the opportunity offered by Best Value reviews
to clarify what they are trying to achieve as a
TMO and seek ways to improve what they do

organisations in the local area that support people

• think about how they could use Best Value to

Best Value offers TMOs and councils the chance to find new solutions to

with particular difficulties, for example, a day centre

problems and refresh their approach to local services. But this will only work

for the blind, or a refugee support centre. It would be

when all involved are willing to support innovation and creativity, and to look

worth contacting any such bodies to see what help or

honestly at the reasons for past failures. This guidance suggests some ways

advice they can give.

Councils should ensure that:

Good and regular information is vital if people are to

• TMOs are given sufficient support and advice to
enable them to respond to the demands of Best
Value

be involved actively in a review. Newsletters, posters

• Best Value does not impose unacceptable extra

or a website are ways of contacting all tenants - and

financial or time burdens on TMOs which is not

other stakeholders. They should be told:

provided for in their allowances

strengthen their relationship with the council

this can be achieved.

This process, called benchmarking, should provide

contractors providing services to the TMO

information which helps challenge existing ways of doing

• council staff who monitor the quality of services

things. It can include ideas for change and value-for-

• landlords of neighbouring properties

money comparisons.

• local community groups

• when a review is happening and how they can

• agencies providing services in the area
C4 Compete

• they do not use Best Value to interfere with the

make their views known

services they have delegated to the TMO in the

• where and how they can get more information if

(eg police, youth service, social services, schools)

management agreement, beyond the terms of

they want it

that agreement

A review should attempt to find out whether another

• local ethnic minority organisations

service provider could give better value for the same cost

• members and non-members of the TMO

another organisation, and encouraged to

regime against the wishes of TMOs, undermining

– or the same service for less cost. It should also look at

• sub-lessees of leaseholders

participate

TMOs’ freedom to manage

whether other arrangements, such as partnership

• people with disabilities or organisations

working, joint commissioning etc might not produce

• when a visit is being organised to (or from)

• Best Value does not mean a uniform council-wide

• what the review is finding out – for example,

representing them

• the terms of management agreements are

information about comparisons or possible new

better value for money.

consistent with the requirements of Best Value

ways of doing things. They should be asked to
There are usually groups in the community who for one

These basic elements of every review are more fully

reason or another are commonly excluded – or who feel

explained in Chapter Four

excluded

from

involvement,

consultation

failing to achieve the targets or performance
standards

or

Good consultation is at the heart of Best Value.

• they have adequate means of intervening should

information. This may happen because of age, gender,

There is little hope of really challenging the way a

a Best Value review expose a TMO’s failure to

ethnic origin, or some form of disability or because of

service is delivered or finding ways of improving it, if

improve a service

some other barrier, such as physical isolation.

only ‘the usual suspects’ are involved in the review.

• they consider whether management systems used

It should be more than just putting a few questions

by their TMOs should or should not be adopted

Those conducting a review must think very carefully

to a poorly attended general meeting. The views of

for the management of the rest of their stock

about these hard to reach groups within the local

those who never come to meetings, or who may feel

community. They should take special steps to reach out

unwelcome at meetings, or who cannot attend

• other neighbouring residents

to them and encourage them to get involved. Try to find

because of age, other responsibilities or disability,

• people who actually do the work – staff and

out from members of such groups what are the best

should be actively sought out.

Involving stakeholders

-

• it is clear what steps they will take if a TMO is

comment on these.

A ‘stakeholder’ is a person or organisation with an
interest in the service. Stakeholders might include:
• tenants, leaseholders or freeholders who use the
service

8
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What needs to be reviewed?

the Housing Inspectorate the TMO participates in the

Any activity of a TMO which is supported by public

inspection process.

funds – in other words everything funded through
Where a TMO carries out its own review:

the management allowance - including:

• it must act within the regulatory framework for

• the specific management services delegated to

Best Value

the TMO

• the review must be sufficiently rigorous to

• the operation of the TMO’s policies and

withstand external inspection

procedure

• it must agree its method of conducting the review

• the democratic processes of the TMO

with the council

• the quality of its relationship with the council
Many TMOs have developed valuable schemes for

A review of a TMO service
must be completed by the time
the council has completed its
own review of that service’

their local communities such as youth projects,
training schemes or initiatives for the elderly or ethnic
minority groups. These projects will also be subject to
Best Value review (but not Housing Best Value) if they
are supported by public funds.

A TMO’s approach to Best Value

Working with other TMOs

A TMO may choose between:

2.
Preparing
for Best
Value

• conducting its own review(s) of its services

Where there is more than one TMO in a council area,

• inviting the council to review a service when the

they should be encouraged to discuss how to work

council reviews that service in the rest of its

together on Best Value, to learn from and support

stock

each other. The council should support this - for
example by arranging for them to meet and share

• a combination of these two approaches

ideas and experiences, and by organising joint
training events.

Most TMOs already do some Best Value processes –
for example monitoring and reviewing performance
and providing reports to the council and tenants. Best

Small TMOs which choose
not to do a review

Value is a way of formalising these activities within a
common framework.

Many small TMOs will no doubt decide that they do
Some TMOs will prefer to conduct their own review of

not wish to carry out their own reviews, preferring

the services they provide directly while others will find

simply to participate in – and contribute to – the

it more convenient if their services are included in the

council’s own reviews of services delegated to them.

council’s reviews.

In such cases, the council has a responsibility to
ensure the TMO is helped to participate fully. It must

If it is carrying out its own review, the TMO should do

consult the TMO committee in detail about any

so at the same time as the council. In this way it may

proposals for improvement and ensure that the

benefit from some of the resources and processes

committee is an equal participant in drafting the

being used by the council for its own review. And it

improvement plan for any service for which the TMO

will help ensure that when that service is reviewed by

is responsible.
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fund the cost of external consultants to carry out a

use the challenge of Best Value to refresh its ideas and

satisfaction survey, or to run focus groups, citizen’s juries

The TMO should:

methods. For example, if it manages repairs it can

or similar consultation processes.

• get training and information about Best Value and how the council is

explore new ways of carrying out minor repairs or of

approaching it

assessing the quality of the repairs. Even small TMOs

TMOs should be encouraged to adopt methods of

should challenge and question how they fulfil a service

reviewing, monitoring or reporting on their services

and compare their performance and methods with

which minimise extra time demands. Good examples of

others.

this might be surveying tenant satisfaction while taking
a repair order, or through normal TMO activity such as
reviewing a service in the course of a normal general

• meet with other local TMOs to see how they are approaching Best
Value
• decide how it wants each of the TMO’s services to be reviewed
• decide how the health of the TMO as an organisation should be
reviewed

meeting of the TMO.

Unless the council provides
more resources for TMOs to do
Best Value, time spent on it is
likely to be at the expense of
providing services

• decide what part to play in the council’s Best Value reviews
The council should ensure that a TMO has enough

• write to the council to say which services - if any - it intends to review

money to carry out agreed review processes without

itself, and which it wishes to have included within the council’s own

damaging its ability to fulfil its management agreement

service reviews

responsibilities. There is a good argument for giving a
TMO which is conducting its own Best Value reviews a
proportional amount of the budgets allocated by the

Management agreements and TMO
constitutions

council for Best Value reviews across the rest of its stock.

The relationship between a council and a TMO is

Where the TMO intends to carry out a review itself, it

formally defined in the management agreement. The

should agree a detailed timetable with stages and

TMO’s relationship with its members is defined by its

deadlines. It should let the council have a copy of this

constitution. Best Value, which calls for more rigorous

and meet them to discuss proposals and costs. The

approaches to review and monitoring, may mean that

council, in turn, should have an opportunity to comment

either of these documents needs to be amended to

on the TMO’s proposals. It should also inform the TMO

reflect how the Best Value process is to be implemented.

how it intends to review the services the TMO has

The local council
should:
• ensure that TMOs have sufficient information and clear guidance
about Best Value and what it might mean for them
• consult the TMOs about the council’s programme of reviews and
explain how they can participate
• involve TMOs as stakeholders in the council’s own reviews, including
reviews of services which are not delegated to the TMO

decided to include in the council’s reviews.
The importance placed on consultation may mean the

• involve TMOs particularly in its review of how it supports TMOs

time has come to review aspects of TMO constitutions

• require each TMO to state what it proposes to do about Best Value.

which define how and when members and residents are

Where the TMO is intending to conduct its own reviews, consider its

consulted.

proposals for implementing the ‘four Cs’ and preparing an
improvement plan. Give constructive comment on the proposals
• advise TMOs about methods and techniques. Explain how plans can

Meeting the costs of Best Value
Best Value inevitably demands some expenditure.

be shaped to fit with the council’s own processes. At the same time

Councils are therefore investing resources in it. But the

do not seek to impose a particular model or approach on the TMO

only money available to local TMOs is their allowances.

• consider how the costs of implementing Best Value in TMOs will be

Management committee members give what time and

met and ensure the costs are not taken from TMO allowances

energy they can to managing services and maintaining

• where there is more than one TMO within the area, encourage them

the TMO itself. They too have little extra time to give to

to meet and discuss their approach to Best Value. Facilitate meetings

meet the demands of Best Value.

about this

TMOs which conduct their own reviews should not be
expected to find significant sums to do this. For
example, it would not be reasonable to expect a TMO to

12
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Best Value reviews
A TMO should be able to participate actively in any

either cost or quality - and feed any conclusions

service review conducted by the council. It has a

into the review

direct interest in the outcome and any changes in

• consider what is coming out of the review and

the service which may result.

think about what the TMO could learn from it or
what changes it might make that would help it to

When the council is reviewing a TMO service, it

operate more effectively.

should make sure the TMO is fully informed about:
• the timetable and details of the review

The TMO should check the accuracy of any

• how it proposes to review the service

information the council holds about it and its

• how the TMO can participate in and contribute to

performance, making sure any inaccuracies are

the review.

corrected before their review finishes. If the council is
unwilling to do so the TMO should make sure that the

The TMO should make sure that:

Housing Inspectorate is made aware of this.

• its members have had access to training about

When the council reviews
its own service

Best Value
• its members have received information about how

The quality of services delivered by the council can

the council is reviewing its services

strongly affect the service delivery of the TMO itself.

• at least some committee members attend the

The council should treat TMO committees and their

council’s Best Value meetings and other activities.

staff as customers of the council’s services and should

3.
Participating
in council
Best Value
reviews

A TMO that is not conducting its own review of a

consult them as substantial stakeholders when it

service can make a real contribution to the council’s

reviews its own services. Otherwise it will be very hard

review. For example, it might:

for TMOs to influence the quality of those services.

• help the council to publicise the review and
During the review of a council service TMOs may wish

encourage individuals to participate in it

to take the opportunity to:

• carry out a survey among residents of the stock it

• compare the council’s performance of a service -

manages, to gather opinions about the service
under review and seek suggestions for

for example supporting and training TMOs - with

improvement, and feed the results into the review.

other TMOs within the same stock or with similar
TMOs in other authorities. The council should

• prepare a description of how the TMO provides

assist with these comparisons

the service, including information about the costs

• consult tenants about how well they think the

of providing it

council is performing the service under review

• hold a local meeting or event for residents to

• challenge the council’s performance of a service

explore issues about the service - and feed the

and make suggestions for improvement

results of the meeting into the review
• make sure members of the TMO go on any visits
organised by the council to look at how other

TMOs

organisations deliver the same service and report

information from the council regarding council

back

services, particularly its retained housing functions.

• consider carefully from its own experience how the
service being reviewed could be improved – in

15
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a step by step guide

1.

Step 1: decide what to review
Think about aspects of the service which are on the edges of the review and be clear about
whether or not they are to be included. For example, does a review of rent collection include a
review of the housing benefit service?
Decide if a review will include:
• how the TMO makes policy or other decisions about the service
• how the TMO deals with complaints about the service
Record what has been decided

2.

Step 2: challenge the service
Some services, or some features of a service, are provided ‘because that’s how it has always
been done’. The review needs to ask:
• is there really a need for this service?
• could tenants do without it?
• could they do some of it themselves so more money could be spent on other things?
• is it only certain groups of tenants that need it, such as the very elderly, the housebound

4.
Carrying out
the review: a
step by step
guide

and those with physical disabilities?
The answer to these questions is likely to be that the service is still needed. It may be that more
is needed. Another part of the challenge is to examine whether there are groups within the
community whose needs are not being well met by the service at present. Particular attention
should be given to those who have frequently been excluded from good service provision in the
past.
Record what has been decided

3.

Step 3: agree the service aims
The key question is: what do you really want to get from the service? How does the TMO’s
vision for the service fit in with the wider council and national visions and objectives? The TMO’s
goals may go beyond just providing an excellent service. For example, it may wish to add value
within the community by providing the service in a way that creates local employment, or
strengthens a previously ‘excluded’ section of the community. If so, it should make this clear in
its statement of aims.
Write a short statement of the TMO’s aims for the service. Think about whether the statement
makes it easy to check if the aims are being achieved. For example, if the aim of the caretaking

17
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‘a high quality, responsive service that gives good value for money and high tenant satisfaction’, clear

Examples of alternative
providers and joint contracts

definitions for the terms quality, responsiveness and value for money are needed.

• If the TMO receives legal services from the council it could

achieved if a mere 51% of tenants in a survey said they were ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with the
caretaking service. This would not be a very high standard. On the other hand, if the aim is stated as

get estimates from local solicitors. Or it could band together
with other TMOs in the area and see whether it could get

Decisions about definitions may include:
• quality - to what standard of cleanliness?

legal work done more cheaply through a joint contract for

• responsiveness - what is the desired speed of response to problems?

legal services. The same approach might be applied to other

• value for money - what service do you get for a given budget? Could someone else provide a

professional services, such as surveyors
• Sometimes, ‘competing’ means deciding whether the budget

better service for the same money?

would go further if the work is organised differently. For

• high tenant satisfaction - what is the target level of tenant satisfaction?

example, some TMOs have used part of their repairs budget
to employ a handyperson to carry out all their minor repairs

4.

Step 4: identify problems and pinpoint their causes

rather than put these out to private contractors. Several small

The whole purpose of a Best Value review is to identify problems in the service and find solutions to

TMOs might consider joining together, either to get a better

them. Feedback from stakeholders is vital at this stage to gain a true picture of what is happening.

price from a contractor, or to employ a handyperson, or a
cleaner or gardener between them
• TMOs in Westminster handed responsibility for servicing of

Stakeholders’ views can be gathered in many different ways – postal or telephone surveys, drop-in
sessions, interviews with callers at the office, video-interviews in popular locations such as bus-stops,

gas appliances back to the council because its contract was

post-office, school gates, launderettes and any other focal points. Other consultation methods include

much cheaper

virtual consultation using a website or email to consult, exhibitions, focus groups and ‘planning for
real’ events which use a method of consultation based around a 3-D model of an estate or area. Many
of these methods may require financial and/or technical assistance from the council which would have

• does it have different standards and targets – and if so, why?

to be agreed.

• is it measuring different things, or the same things in a different way?
• what can be learnt from any differences?

Record any problems which have been identified
Even those who have ‘worse’ performance may still have some more effective ways of doing

5.

some things – for example, they may have found cheaper suppliers, or more efficient ways of

Step 5: compare

recording their activity.

The TMO must decide which other service providers it will compare its own performance with. This is
called benchmarking. It is an opportunity to learn from (or benchmark against) others. The first

Before making a benchmarking visit, or exchanging information with another organisation,

comparison will be with the council’s own performance and with the government’s national indicators

write down exactly what you want to compare and why, so that you know what you hope to

- where these apply. The TMO might compare itself with other TMOs in the same council, and

learn from the exercise.

perhaps with others elsewhere of a similar size and type of stock.
The TMO should find out what help and information the council is able to give. It will already
For example Westminster Council is assisting its TMOs to benchmark with each other. TMOs may also

have some performance information and may be able to help arrange visits to other

wish to find out about the performance of other local social landlords or they may wish to link up with

organisations, or include TMO members in visits it is organising for its own review. It should

several TMOs in different parts of the country and exchange information.

also be able to pass on good practice examples from elsewhere.

The aim of comparing is not just to ask ‘are we doing better or worse than them’, but to get beneath

Record what has been learnt.

the figures and ask ‘Why are they different?’
Questions which should be asked include:
• does the other organisation have different aims?
• does it do things differently or perhaps better?

18
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council may take this opportunity to propose changes to the indicators specified in the

Step 6: compete

management agreement. Any changes need the agreement of the TMO and should be

The ‘competing’ part of Best Value is about finding out whether the service is costing more than it

introduced as variations. Local indicators are looked at in more detail in Chapter Six.

needs to. This step may involve inviting other organisations to tender for the service.

Record what has been decided

The council should provide the TMO with advice and guidance about procurement (buying goods and
services) and information about the council’s own procurement strategy. Under Best Value this should
emphasise cost and quality, not just cost.
Any alternative options to provide Best Value service should be considered at this stage of the review.
These could include:
• changing from providing a service through TMO staff to a contract with an outside contractor
• changing from an outside contractor to TMO staff
• taking over an extra function from the council to make an overall service more efficient
• handing a function back to the council to benefit from an economy of scale or a good deal

9.

Step 9: the improvement plan
The improvement plan should answer the following questions:
1. what activities were included in the review?
2. how was it conducted - who was consulted, visited, compared with?
3. what has been learnt?
4. what is the vision for the service? What is it trying to achieve?
5. what steps will be taken to improve the service? What is the timetable? What milestones
have been agreed?

negotiated by the council

6. what targets, standards or other measures will be used to measure success in achieving
these improvements?

Record what has been decided

7. what information about the service will be regularly collected and reported to tenants and
to the council?

7.

Step 7: challenge how the service is provided
By this stage the TMO should be ready to bring together the results of the review so far, and decide
whether the service it is reviewing should be:

The plan does not have to be a very grand document. But it will be a public document and in
the following years the TMO will be expected to report progress in implementing it and the
housing inspectors will wish to see it when they make their inspection.

• carried out in a different way
• managed in a different way

The TMO should consult stakeholders – in particular the tenants and the council - on the draft

• have a different budget
• have different standards, targets or indicators
Best Value reviews should be challenging, ask awkward questions, ‘think the unthinkable’ and
challenge complacency. For this reason it may be helpful to have one or more outside people involved

improvement plan, and revise it if necessary in the light of their responses.
All tenants and other stakeholders should be told when the plan has been finalised and
published and where they can get a copy.

in the review – at least in this stage of the process.
Record the conclusions of the ‘challenge’

8.

Step 8: review standards and targets
What are the current standards and targets? Are they the right ones for the agreed aims? Do they
reflect the priorities of tenants? Are they being achieved at present? Should they be more challenging?
Is it reasonable to expect them to be steadily raised year by year over the next five years? If so, by how
much each year? The government wants councils to show how they plan to raise the quality of each
of their services to the level achieved by the top 25% of councils in the country.
Deciding what measures and ‘indicators’ will be used to assess standards and targets is an important
part of this stage. When deciding what measures to adopt, any relevant national Best Value
Performance Indicators should be included.
Best Value requires councils to set local performance indicators in addition to the national ones. The
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democratic
is the TMO?
A key part of the Best Value process for TMOs is an
examination of how the TMO operates as a
democratic, open and accountable organisation. The
TMO should ensure that:
• the committee is accountable to its members
• members of the TMO receive regular information
through newsletters
• members of the TMO have access to training and
other information about how tenant management
works
• members of the TMO are encouraged to get
involved in a variety of ways
• all members feel they have an equal voice and
opportunities to be heard
• services are delivered in a way that reflects the
needs of the majority of tenants
What happens if TMOs grow weak? TMOs generally
are more democratic and accessible service providers
than local authorities. However, a TMO can grow
weak and fail to fill committee places or hold well-

5.
How
democratic
is the TMO?

attended general meetings. When this happens the
element of democracy is reduced. It may even fall
below what is available to other council tenants, who
can seek redress through councillors more easily.

The importance of general meetings
Most TMO constitutions provide for general meetings
where tenants can question the services provided by
the TMO. But problems arise when:
• the general meetings are regularly poorly
attended
• they are not used as an opportunity to consult in
this way
• the committee ignores criticisms raised at
meetings. This might be because of the
inexperience of those raising the criticisms or
simply because the committee decides to ignore
them.
23
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Even where general meetings are well attended, they are

this may reflect satisfaction on the part of the majority of

not always used to report on and discuss the service

tenants. On the other hand it may express a sense of

performance of the TMO. The review should find

resignation at the futility of attending or ignorance about

evidence that:

how the estate is managed. There is no way of knowing

• the TMO is regularly reporting to residents about

why tenants are not attending without using some active

the services it manages, including information

means of finding out.

about expenditure and service quality

5. How democratic is the TMO?

Where general meetings are regularly poorly attended

• residents have opportunities to discuss or comment

The importance of questionnaires

on these reports

Even in the most vibrant TMOs there are always people,

• the majority of residents are aware of the

often a majority, who cannot or do not wish to attend

opportunities to get involved and feel that they

meetings. The views of these tenants will never be heard,

meet their needs

unless other means are found to gather them. A Best
Value review of the TMO needs to hear the views of the

Evidence for the first two points could be provided by

majority who do not attend meetings. It needs to ask

minutes of the meetings. For the third, the questionnaire

them:

mentioned above might be used.

• what proportion of residents know the TMO exists
• why those who do not attend general meetings do

A review of a TMO is also an opportunity for the

not do so

members to consider the aims and objectives of the

• how those who do not attend general meetings

organisation and ask whether these should change. It

would like to be consulted

can also identify whether new needs have arisen which

• what proportion of residents feel confident that

mean that new goals should be set. This could be

they can make their views heard when they want

discussed at a general meeting or in specially arranged

and know how to do so

‘focus groups’. The questionnaire already mentioned

• what proportion of the residents are happy with the

might be another way of gathering people’s views.

way the TMO operates.

What is a tenant
participation compact

This information is best be collected by means of a
simple questionnaire. This could be delivered to all, or a
sample, of the homes managed by the TMO, with a
letter of explanation. Tenants could be asked to return

All councils are required to have a Tenant Participation Compact (TPC). This

them to the office, or post them, or the TMO could

states how users of the housing service receive information about it, how they

arrange to collect them door to door.

will be consulted and how they can influence decisions. TMOs and tenants
can benefit from the provisions of the TPC as, they are, of course, users of
the council’s services.
The TMO has a duty to offer residents involvement in these services and in
the running of the TMO itself. The arrangements for resident involvement are
set out in the TMO’s constitution, in its policies (such as its equal
opportunities policy) and in the provisions of the management agreement.
A review of a TMO should include an examination of how well these
arrangements are working, and how well they compare with - and fit with the provisions of the council’s TPC.

24
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review –
getting
Best Value
Real

improvements

are

achieved

through

implementing the improvement plan. The TMO
should regularly record information about the
services it manages. This way it, and the council, can
see whether it is achieving its aims, implementing the
plan and reaching any milestones set out in the Plan.

The council’s monitoring function
The council has a duty to monitor the quality of the
service the TMO gives to its tenants. It should also
have the power to intervene if information shows that
a service is not achieving the agreed target standards.
Authorities and TMOs may wish to amend their
agreements to make clear how the council might

6.
After the
review getting
Best Value

intervene in such situations.
Monitoring is about more than just collecting data. It
involves feedback and discussion between the
council and the TMO - about what the information
means and what to do if things are not going to plan.
It is about assessing quality as well as quantity and
considering goals such as the achievement of equal
opportunities in the delivering of services.
TMOs have often brought more benefit to their
communities than just good housing management. In
some cases these benefits have extended beyond the
housing stock directly managed by the TMO. TMOs
have restored pride in their communities, creating a
sense of ownership that was not there before. Many
have created and nourished networks of mutual
support. They have often developed imaginative
schemes of activity for young people or the elderly,
which have increased the sustainability not only of the
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The indicators should be specified in the agreement

aspects of tenant management should be valued and

together with details about how often and in what

addressed in any monitoring and review process.

format they will be supplied. It will help comparisons

The real purpose of
Best Value is not the review
but the improvement plan
which follows it

between TMO performance and performance in the
whole stock if these indicators are chosen from those

Presentation of information

the council uses for the whole of its stock.

How the figures for performance are prepared and
presented - and whether reports make sense to tenants

Indicators should include any relevant national Best

– is important. The council and the TMO should agree

Value performance indicators - currently these are on

Does size matter?

what information is to be collected and how to present

repairs performance, rent collection and tenant

Large TMOs should not be required to supply more

it in a way that makes it accessible and easy to

satisfaction. They may also include other indicators

information than small ones. No TMO, whether large

understand.

agreed between the TMO and the council.

or small, should be required to submit large amounts
of detailed performance information unless things

TMOs sometimes complain that their performance is

In addition to indicators for its delegated services, the

are going wrong. But if a large TMO fails to perform

unfairly compared with other parts of the council’s stock

TMO may wish to identify other local indicators. For

well the consequences are more serious than with a

because figures are collected in different ways. For

example, if there has been a problem with graffiti, it

small TMO. More tenants are affected and the

example, figures for void turnover times may vary

may decide to create an indicator to measure how

potential for financial loss is greater. The difference

because different beginning and end times are used by

effectively it is tackling this problem. If it decides to do

between large and small TMOs in monitoring

the TMO and the council. Both parties should look at

this, it should ensure that it sets up a system for

performance should lie in the degree of vigilance

these questions and agree a common approach. It

collecting and recording information, so that it can

exercised by the council

makes sense for all the TMOs in a council area to agree

report what progress is being made. Any agreed local

a common approach.

performance indicators should be specified clearly in

Monitoring is about more than
just housing management. It
should be about looking at the
whole performance of a TMO

the improvement plan.

Supporting TMOs to supply
information

The indicators commonly used by councils ignore

Some TMOs have difficulty meeting the demands of

some of the things that most concern tenants, for

their council for information. This is sometimes

example, cleanliness of communal areas. Nor are

because of the burden placed on hard-pressed staff.

the real strengths of tenant management commonly

Other times, the council is asking for more

measured. These include:

information than the management agreement calls

• the accessibility or the responsiveness of the

for (which it should not do without adequate notice

service

and prior agreement from the TMO). Another

Which performance indicators?

• the tenants’ feeling of pride in their own estate

difficulty can arise from the lack of appropriate

The purpose of performance indicators is clear from

• the development of community strength and

systems for collecting and recording the information.

their name. They ‘indicate’ through gathered data

mutual support.

whether a service is performing well or badly. They are

Good information systems are the basis of effective

not the same as the wider range of management

Some TMOs may have other priorities that they wish

monitoring. Where a TMO uses the council’s own

information which TMOs need to monitor the day-to-

to highlight with indicators, such as tackling

computer system and this is configured to collect

day performance of their staff or to examine why a

inequality or creating employment. TMOs may create

information automatically, the council’s requirements

service is doing well or badly.

indicators for any of these values and use surveys or

may cause the TMO no hardship. The council should

other techniques to collect information. Councils

make sure that the TMO is capable of collecting and

This distinction should be reflected in the choice of

should also consider whether such indicators should

supplying the agreed information in the required

indicators. The information normally required of TMOs

be applied to the whole of their stock as these are

form. It should ensure that the TMO has any relevant

by the council should be limited to a few key indicators

indicators which reflect the strengths of tenant

software or other data collection equipment for the

of service quality and should relate directly to the

management.

purpose, that it has the capacity to use it and that its

services delegated by the management agreement.
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The Housing Inspectorate is a separate body within

Inspectors will also look at the housing service

the Best Value Inspection Service, which is run by

provided. They will want to

the Audit Commission. Its role is to look at how

inspection is grounded in reality and connects to

local authorities are fulfilling their housing

customer’s experiences on a day to day basis.

responsibilities.

Inspectors will assess how far local and national

ensure that the

standards are being achieved from the customer’s
viewpoint.

Who will the inspectors be?

The housing service will be
rated from 3 stars (excellent)
to 0 stars (poor). Its
prospects for improvement
are also rated – excellent,
promising, uncertain or poor.

Housing inspectors have been recruited from a wide
variety of backgrounds in housing. They come from
local authorities, housing associations and the private
sector. Their skills and specialities range from housing
management to private sector renewal, from
homelessness and housing advice to strategic
business planning.

These are tenants or leaseholders of local authorities

Q. What judgements do inspectors
have to make?
A. How good is this service and is it
likely to improve

(not the one being inspected) who add a customer

At the end of each housing inspection, the inspectors

perspective to the inspection and help to ensure a

write a report on their findings. Here they show how

user focus.

they have arrived at two specific judgements which

In addition, any inspection of a Best Value review
which includes an element of housing management
will include a tenant inspection adviser on the team.

are:

Q. What will housing inspectors look for?
A. Evidence of Best Value’s ‘four Cs’

• how good are the services they have inspected?
• will they improve?

The Inspectorate will look at whether the service
reviews completed by housing authorities (including

The inspectors’ report sets out the evidence that led

TMOs) have used the four Cs to:

to these conclusions. It will show how the services

• challenge why and how their housing services

inspected compared with those of other authorities or

are provided

7.
Housing
inspection

with different services within the same council. It

• compare the performance of their housing

makes recommendations to help the council to

services with that of other local government,

achieve the best possible service – which is what Best

private and voluntary providers of the same or

Value is all about.

similar services

Q. When do inspections happen?
A. Within a year of the Best Value review

• compete in deciding who should deliver their
housing service
• consult local service users and residents on their

Inspections come after local authorities have

expectations about the service.

completed their reviews. They generally take place six
to twelve months after a review has been completed

The Best Value review process must also show that

to give the inspectors an opportunity to see if the

the council/TMO is continuously improving the way in

improvement plan is working.

which it delivers its housing services.
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Inspectors will be interested to look at the
relationship between the TMO and the
council, through the written management
agreement and in terms of the relationship in
practice between the two.
They will want to see that the council has a
strong relationship with the TMO, especially
on matters such as business planning and
financial systems. They will want to see that
the TMO is capable of managing its affairs
coherently and responsibly - and that it has
adopted a full Best Value approach.
Inspectors will want to spend some time
looking at the effectiveness of the council’s
TMO monitoring. They will be especially
interested in any failure by the TMO to
achieve standards or targets - and the action
taken to make things right. But they will also
be interested in examples of good practice
that were the result of innovation by the TMO
or a strong partnership with the council.
The principle of independence of tenant
management needs to be balanced with the
interest of ensuring service quality and
financial probity. There is a huge difference
between a TMO whose performance in voids
turnaround is a bit below target and one
which, for example, lets a contract either
fraudulently or incompetently or appears to be
operating in an undemocratic fashion.

The seven stages of a
housing inspection
1. Context
To gain an understanding of local needs, the inspectors look at the
council/TMO Best Value review and the improvement plan. They also
look at a range of information provided by the council

2. Reviewing performance
This is an initial impression of how well the Best Value review has been
carried out. Inspectors consider national and local performance
information and construct a Plan for their inspection

3. Briefing the council
The Inspectors meet with the council/TMO and outline their initial
impression of the housing service and explain what they plan to do and
who they will need to see during the inspection. Councils are able to
challenge these initial impressions

4. Reality checks
These are practical assessments of the service which use a range of
research methods, from interviews, staff and user focus groups, to
‘mystery shopping’ (where inspectors pose as customers or tenants).
Most inspections take between one and 15 days, though they can last
for anything between one and 30 days

5. An interim challenge
The council/TMO is told how its housing services and Best Value review
have been assessed, what recommendations their report will make and
whether they are proposing a follow-up inspection. This stage is
designed to encourage reactions and comments from the council/TMO

6. The final report
This goes to the council/TMO in draft before publication. It provides
clear recommendations to the council/TMO about what actions need to
be taken to raise performance standards and achieve continuous
improvement

7. Follow up
If the inspection finds serious problems, the Housing Inspectorate will
carry out a follow-up inspection to see whether remedial action being
taken by the council is delivering improvements. Where progress is not
being made the inspectors will have to decide whether additional
direction or intervention should be recommended

32
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Social Landlords
Many TMOs now manage housing that is owned by

• how the RSL proposes to involve the TMO in the

a Registered Social Landlord (RSL) such as a

process

Housing Association, Housing Trust or Local

• information about any previous reviews,

Housing Company. This includes TMOs that have

any existing performance or improvement plans

been involved in a stock transfer of council housing

and any previous inspections.

to a new landlord.
RSLs have more flexibility than councils in how they
RSLs are regulated and monitored by a Government

apply Best Value but the basic elements should be

agency called the Housing Corporation. The Housing

similar and can be expected to include :-

Corporation requires RSLs to deliver continuous

• a review incorporating the ‘four Cs’ (see page 7)

improvement and value for money in using Best

• a service improvement plan

Value techniques.

• a periodic inspection by the Audit Commission

This means that, although the law does not apply in
Social Landlord to systematically review its services

Don’t forget Best Value
for other Council services

using Best Value. A TMO in the RSL sector can

A TMO managing RSL housing is likely to be in touch

therefore use the techniques and procedures

with the local council(s) about a range of non-

described in this guide. TMOs should find out how

housing services including environmental, education

their

continuous

and leisure services. All these activities are subject to

improvement but also involve themselves in the

Best Value and the TMO is entitled to be consulted

council’s best value reviews of other services affecting

during the Best Value review.

the same way, TMOs can expect their Registered

8.
Best Value &
Registered
Social
Landlords

landlord

is

approaching

their neighbourhood.
Remember Best Value is meant to encourage
challenging thinking about how services are

Find out what the RSL is
doing about Best Value

organised. If the TMO thinks that the division of

TMOs should talk to their RSL about how it is using

example in relation to grounds maintenance ) is

Best Value techniques. In particular the TMO will

confusing or wasteful then the Best Value review may

want to find out :-

offer a chance for the TMO to suggest changes.

responsibilities between the RSL and the council ( for

• the planned timetable for review of services
within the RSL
• the form that those reviews will take
• the range of services that are to be reviewed

The National Federation of Tenant Management Organisations represents tenant management co-operatives,
estate management boards and all other forms of tenant management organisation.
Details of our activities and a membership application form can be obtained at www.tmonatfed.com
The National Federation of Tenant Management Organisations Ltd is a company registered in England and Wales.
Registration number 4973782.
Many thanks to the Walsall TMOs ( WATMOS ) for images used on the cover and pages 26 and 28
and to Anthony Collins Solicitors for the image used on pages 16 and 19.
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