
 

Housing chief executives COVID-19 WhatsApp summary  

3 November 2020  

A note to readers 

These are the themed notes of Campbell Tickell’s WhatsApp chat group for Chief Executives 

of housing associations and ALMOs in all four UK jurisdictions and in the Republic of Ireland.  

This is a closed group, open only to CEOs in housing associations and ALMOs. It currently has 

around 220 members.  

While discussions are confidential and unattributable, members of the group are keen for 

the content themes and issues to be shared widely to assist with broader understanding. 

Please note: 

The following digest highlights matters that have been discussed in the group. None of the 

content should be treated as representing the collective views of the group as such or be 

attributed to any of its members. The group is an information-sharing forum and not 

a policy-making body. 

 

Contact us 

If you are a housing CEO who would like to join, please email: 

james.tickell@campbelltickell.com or greg.campbell@campbelltickell.com.  

For any media enquiries, please email: zina.smith@campbelltickell.com.  
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Introduction 

This COVID-19 responsive WhatsApp group was set up on 17th March 2020. It has grown to 

219 participants at the time of writing, comprising chief executives from housing 

associations and ALMOs across all four UK jurisdictions as well as the Republic of Ireland.  

Whereas initial discussions focused on how organisations were responding to the changing 

challenges faced on the ground and at an operational level, within a couple of weeks a 

matter of key concern was how to build resiliency into their longer-term planning. As we 

move out of lockdown, the focus is on finding new ways of working. The following summary 

provides an overview of discussions, arranged by theme. Prior to this, we have highlighted 

matters arising over the last couple of weeks.  

Latest highlights, 7 October – 2 November 

• Recommendations shared for board meeting software packages 

• Recommendations shared for risk systems  

• Recommendations shared for internal auditors. People agreed that, with the bigger 

firms, quality depends on who you get in the company. Discussion around the viability of 

smaller organisations bringing internal audit in-house; people agreed that independence 

could be an issue, but that it is possible. Some positive examples of smaller housing 

associations running a joint procurement exercise for internal audit shared. Care must 

be taken that the right response is adopted to internal audit reports; without leadership 

and culture being open rather than defensive, important points can be missed or not 

followed up. 

• Recommendations shared for a speaker at a virtual Board strategy meeting, Board 

awayday and for someone to conduct Board observation. 

• Advice sought on revising approach to dealing with grievances, with a resoundingly 

approved suggestion to replace with a policy focused on resolution rather than 

retribution, and building constructive dialogue. 

• Discussion about use of ‘attendance at Board meetings’ as a KPI to measure Board 

effectiveness. People generally feel, barring emergencies, there is little excuse not to 

attend (especially for paid Board members). However all use other mechanisms to 

assess Board effectiveness e.g. attendance/contributions made such as task and finish 

groups, conferences, training and development sessions, championing strategic themes.  

• Discussion about first what the different covid tier levels meant for service delivery, then 

what the new lockdown would mean. People agreed that emergency repairs and other 

essential work could continue with appropriate H&S measures in place, although greater 

resistance was expected to trades workers entering people’s houses. Most agreed that 

non-urgent repairs could also continue, but some organisations have paused these. 

There was less consensus on whether to continue with capital works. 

• People agreed that non-urgent lettings could also continue into the second lockdown, as 

the housing market will not be closed. Discussion about requiring mandatory wearing of 

face masks in customer houses. Many organisations have made it mandatory in 

customer homes and in offices when staff are away from their desk. Several have 



 
provided company-branded masks to staff. Respondents in England agreed they could 

encourage but not enforce residents to wear masks in communal areas of supported 

living schemes.  

• Recommendations shared for an advisor on equality, diversity and inclusion. 

• Discussion about running Board strategy days online. People shared tips: break up 

sessions; introduce interactive elements; break into smaller groups for discussions; and 

arrange for treats like cream teas/biscuits to be delivered for breaks. Some of the 

informal, relationship building conversations were missed, but conversely the main 

discussions were often much ‘tighter’. 

• Some early discussions about plans for cost of living wage rises and rent increases. 

Overview and top concerns 

The COVID-19 pandemic is unprecedented, and has already created huge damage to 

communities, organisations and the economy. There has therefore been much sharing of 

concerns and discussion of best approaches.  

A key question has been how to continue to deliver services, many of which are essential, 

while at the same time protecting staff and residents. Chief executives have had to navigate 

this difficult landscape on a daily basis as new issues arise, asking questions such as if lift 

servicing no longer takes place, will care homes need to be closed, or just how much 

resilience is left in their organisations? The group has proved an outlet for members to 

discuss and share both concerns and support for each other; covering authority, 

responsibility, and vulnerable leadership.  

Other key concerns include increased domestic violence, child protection issues, loneliness 

among older and single tenants, reduced social services protection, the rise of anti-social 

behaviour, and dealing with neighbour disputes. There is a worrying lack of PPE, making 

conducting even emergency repairs problematic. Gas compliance has repeatedly been 

raised as an issue, as gaining access to properties has becoming close to impossible, unless 

residents are prepared to allow this. Organisations are having to implement their own test 

and trace policies to protect both their staff and residents.  

As the UK has been moving through successive phases of lockdown, chief executives have 

been keen to understand the implications for their organisations, staff and residents. A lack 

of clarity from government has made this difficult, with executives needing to read between 

lines and effectively make decisions without substantive guidance. Many are developing and 

sharing their own policies on matters such as risk assessments for returning staff or home 

viewings. 

The wider issues implicated by the COVID-19 pandemic, such as widespread inequality and 

the way that manifests as health inequalities along social lines, has been of discussion. 

Similarly, the mental health impacts of the pandemic and the ramifications for wellbeing are 

frequently in discussion. Chief executives are seeking to keep these issues in view going 

forward.  



 
Looking forward/innovation 

While organisations have been working flat out to continue to support residents and staff 

through these difficult times, discussion has now turned to the future impacts of COVID-19 

and the legacy it will leave on people, organisations and the wider operating environment. 

There has been sharing of recovery and exit plans and the adoption of new guiding 

principles. 

There has been discussion of the extent to which the move to remote and digital working 

will continue post-lockdown. Certainly, it is expected that there will be some shift from 

centralised office-working to a more flexible working environment involving smaller offices 

and outposts for service delivery. In a similar vein, a reduction in business travel is expected 

as more meetings take place online. With these changes, there is an expectation of lower 

operating costs, and a new prioritisation of services. This being said, people are missing 

human contact, and there is a need to find collaborative and innovative working 

environments for the future.  

At bigger picture level, chief execs are expecting transformed NHS and social care services 

and more investment in healthcare, as well as more thinking about how to support lonely 

and isolated people, and the possible prospect of universal basic income. Community has 

become especially important in the current context, and this is expected to continue. In 

terms of homes and housing, there is a renewed political focus highlighting potential for 

change, and it is expected that housing design will be influenced by a tendency towards 

home working. 

The purpose of the group has been to share and swap information and good practice, and 

there is a recognised potential for collaboration and need for solidarity between social 

landlords. Many frameworks and practices have been shared, with discussion also taking 

place around joint procurement of legal commissions, research programmes and the 

establishment of sub-regional networks or alliances. A similar group has also been set up on 

LinkedIn for Financial Directors. 

Chief executives are looking ahead to decisions that will need to be made in the coming 

months and next year, such as decisions about cost of living wage increases and rent rises. 

Working arrangements and staff 

The lockdown imposed in March 2020 meant that many organisations transitioned to home-

working for their office-based staff at great speed. While many were already working 

flexibly, with many more looking to do this in future, the forced transition has seen the very 

quick adoption of digital meeting tools as well as the introduction of practices such as daily 

team ‘huddles’, virtual team bonding and wellbeing buddies. Some organisations are 

implementing Executive ‘drop-ins’ to team meetings to give business context and take 

questions. 

A key focus of discussion has been the approach to staff absence due to sickness, self-

isolation, or childcare commitments. There has been a recognised need for flexibility and 



 
compassion, and many have shown commitment to redeploy staff into new welfare roles 

providing support for vulnerable residents. There has been a lot of discussion around pay 

awards, with many continuing to implement these in order to recognise their staff’s hard 

work, while many others continue with cost of living increases; in cases where awards and 

increases have been suspended, reports of staff responses have largely been positive. 

Annual leave has also come up in discussion as there is a worry that a return to ‘normality’ 

will come with a huge backlog of requests; in some cases, organisations are asking staff to 

take 25% of leave in this quarter.  

As in virtually every sector, furloughing staff has been a (highly charged) consideration. 

While there has been some debate around the appropriateness of housing associations 

making use of the scheme, including the optics of this, a large number of organisations will 

be furloughing staff. In some cases, this is limited to commercial teams; in others it will 

involve rotating teams on furlough every three weeks. For those furloughing, some will top 

up pay to 100% while others will not; and some will do so in cases where staff will be 

volunteering locally. Staying in touch with furloughed staff has also been a topic of 

discussion, with various modes being used. 

With socially distanced working the normal for the foreseeable, discussion has turned to 

recruitment of new staff and how to deal with the process remotely. Many organisations 

feel the virtual interview, while not the ideal, is a good substitute for the face-to-face meet.   

Finance 

As the pandemic took hold in the UK just before the financial year-end, some organisations 

acted quickly to revise budgets and business plans, and increase cash holdings. Business 

plans are being rebuilt with various outcomes tested. Stress-testing has involved a range of 

scenarios which have been shared in the group: varying loss of rental income, for varying 

durations, with varying amounts of bad debt, and in some cases allowing for re-emergence 

of the virus. 

There has been discussion around putting off the annual rent increase, but in most cases 

these went ahead. There are some concerns about potential requests for lower rents and/or 

service charges given reduced service, as well as the need to increase spend next year in 

order to catch up. Keeping a log of costs has been suggested by several members, in the 

event that some of these will be recoverable. There have also been some reports of auditors 

proposing to qualify the annual accounts.  

In terms of sales, it may be too early to discern trends; however some have noted an 

increase in RTB and RTA applications (which some providers have suspended), while there 

has also been a requisite drop in sales due to surveyors being unable to complete valuations 

and mortgage lenders being unable to progress approvals.  



 
Property and development 

As the situation unfolded and restrictions increased, repairs have been one of the most 

changing items on organisations’ agendas. Some moved very quickly to emergency-only, 

while others continued with repairs on non-contact externals. The lack of PPE, however, has 

caused the cessation of works in some cases. Many organisations have continued, where 

possible, with compliance works; however these too are increasingly impossible as residents 

refuse entry to staff, and vice versa.  

The issue around compliance has been a particular source of frustration as clarity was 

lacking from the regulators. The flexible approach now apparently being taken has 

alleviated some of this worry however; but there is still a need for clearer indication around 

the threshold for self-reporting. Central to working through these issues has been open 

communication with both residents and staff; organisations seek to be as flexible and 

compassionate as possible when given details of individual circumstances. Some 

organisations have also approached local MPs for support on this issue. 

While initially new tenancy signups were paused, these are gradually being reinstated using 

safe protocols that include virtual tours of properties, information telecons, and electronic 

signups. Other topics of discussion have been waste collection (move to increase provision), 

arrangements with housebuilders and contractors about development and investment 

programmes, government support for homes development post-pandemic, the opportunity 

for void clearance, and cleaning and lift servicing in communal areas.  

Other operational issues 

The question of evictions and rent arrears quickly arose, with many stating they would not 

be evicting for COVID-related arrears prior to the government’s ban on evictions. In many 

cases, the only allocations still coming in are from homelessness referrals, and some 

organisations are also providing emergency accommodation for healthcare workers and 

rough sleepers.  

Organisations have taken to digital tools to stay in touch with residents; some hosting 

Facebook Q&As or sending out video updates from the Chief Executive. In the case of one 

organisation with sheltered schemes and care homes, Facebook groups have been set up to 

keep families up to date with what’s happening, easing pressure on their phone lines.  

There have been several reports of residents organising parties and gatherings in breach of 

physical distancing principles, and various approaches to tackle that, including securing 

injunctions. In some cases, tenants have been involved in consultations around immediate 

concerns and operations, as well as in decision-making processes via panels and in-depth 

interviews.  

Vulnerable residents 

With most organisations housing at least some vulnerable residents, and others with care 

homes housing many more, there has been a lot of shared concern over how to best protect 

those at high risk.  



 
Initially discussion was focused around decisions of whether to keep common spaces open, 

and how to identify and support those must vulnerable. There was talk of working with local 

authorities, MHCLG and local mutual aid and volunteer groups to best support these 

cohorts.  

Discussions have also questioned the approach to letting scheme residents and their 

families know when others have been infected; there were mixed opinions on this. Recently 

thinking has turned to how carers can be supported going forward, and the issue 

surrounding a lack of testing for care home residents. There has also been discussion of 

using voids to house victims of domestic abuse.  

Governance and leadership 

The immediate focus during the COVID-19 pandemic was on operations and continued 

delivery of services while protecting staff and residents. Governance and leadership matters 

naturally took more of a backseat. Chief Executives recognise that flexibility is key, and 

consequently it is crucial to be recording any decisions and developments to be able to 

justify these to both Board and regulator.  

As a lot of fast and difficult decisions have had to be made, discussion has turned to how to 

implement temporary decision-making structures that allow organisations to be fully 

responsive to the unprecedented circumstances while still upholding good governance 

practices. In some cases, standing orders have been revised to delegate certain powers to 

smaller subgroups of the board and executive leaders. As in many other areas, there has 

also been a move to utilise digital technology to make this process easier, using apps such as 

Convene and/or online voting for urgent decisions.  

Online tools have been discussed in significant detail for their utility more generally in 

support of regular Board practices. As well as the merits of various software, tips and 

techniques for running effective Board meetings have been shared by many members of the 

WhatsApp group. Longer term thinking about Board meetings suggests many will operate 

using a ‘blended’ approach of physical and virual meetings.  

Thinking has also covered the development of COVID-19-specific risk registers and 

performance indicators, with a number sharing their own organisations’ frameworks with 

members of the group.  

 

 


