
 
 
 
 
 
 

TENANTS AT THE TABLE 
 

 

 
 

 

A National Tenant Advocacy Structure to influence and 
provide accountability in social housing decision-making 

 
 
 
 
 

April 2025 
 

  



   

2 
 

Contents 
 

Forewords  
 

Recommendations 
 

Part 1:   Background and the project  
 

 

1. Introduction                       p8 
2. Why we need a strong tenant voice                    p8 
3. About the project                       p10 

 
 

Part 2:   Findings from the projects  
 

 

4. The findings – what tenants told us                    p13  
5. The findings – what policy leaders and decision-makers told us                 p17 
6. What a National Tenant Advocacy Structure would actually do                p18  
7. The preferred model for National Tenant Advocacy Structure –                   p19                                           

a network/alliance structure  
8. Where could the money come from?                    p22

                     
 

Part 3:   Success criteria and the route to National Tenancy Advocacy Structure  
 

 

9. What ‘great’ looks like: the ingredients of effectiveness                    p23 
10. The route to ‘great’ for National Tenancy Advocacy Structure                p24 

 
 

Part 4:   Starting well, evolving well  
 

 

11. Getting started: an initiation workshop                   p26 
12. The risks and how to mitigate them                    p27

  

 

 
 
 
Contact: Merron Simpson: merron@thehealthcreationalliance.org  

 

  

mailto:merron@thehealthcreationalliance.org


   

3 
 

Forewords 

I am pleased to present The Health Creation Alliance (THCA) feasibility study Tenants at the 
Table, commissioned by A Voice for Tenants (VfT) Steering Group. The report marks an important 
step in the development of a strong voice for residents of social housing at the national level, on 
the issues that matter most to them. I believe that it will therefore make huge strides in 
progressing a commitment that was originally in the Social Housing Green Paper back in 2018. 

Since the abolition of National Tenant Voice in July 2010, there has been no single body with a 
role to speak on behalf of social housing tenants. In the aftermath of the Grenfell Tower tragedy, 
a range of national tenant organisations came together to call for the establishment of A Voice 
for Tenants. This work was initially supported by the government, however it soon came to believe 
that the Social Housing Quality Resident Panel – with an agenda set by the government, and 
meetings and correspondence held in private – met this need. We did not agree. 

The VfT Steering Group, made up of a range of tenant representatives along with housing charity 
Shelter, landlords and others, came together as we strongly believed there remained a pressing 
need for the unmediated voice of social housing tenants to be heard in national policy debate.  

In 2019, Shelter’s social housing commission also called for a new national tenant organisation 
to give social housing residents a voice, and the London Housing Strategy committed the mayor 
to calling on the government to appoint an independent commissioner for social housing 
residents. The House of Commons’ Levelling Up, Housing and Communities Committee had also 
urged the previous Conservative government to establish a national tenant voice body in its 
report on the regulation of social housing, published in July 2022. 

We believe that THCA’s study has not only responded to these long-established calls, but also 
confirms the appetite amongst tenants for it and proposes well-grounded, feasible ways in which 
it could be delivered. The Health Creation Alliance understood the necessity for this research to 
enable tenants to put forward their own, unmediated views. I am glad to say that the findings and 
options presented by the study were developed directly from extensive conversations with over 
100 social housing tenants, from a range of backgrounds and communities, as well as others.  

The next steps, that are to follow, are just as crucial and need to be tenant led. The Health 
Creation Alliance recognise this within their recommendations. I am also personally committed 
to continuing to try and help drive this forward, and myself and others on the Steering Group are 
keen to work with the government in order to do so.  

As this study is published, I express sincere thanks to THCA, whose expertise in bringing to bear 
user voices in the shaping of policy and public service has been highly valued throughout this 
process and is evident in this excellent report. I must also warmly thank everyone who sits 
alongside me on the VfT Steering Group, without whom none of this would have been possible 
and who willingly dedicate so much time and effort to ensuring better representation for tenants.  

 

 

 Joseph De-Ville, Chair, Voices for Tenants Steering Group 
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The Health Creation Alliance was delighted to have been chosen to undertake this critical 
project to explore options and identify a way forward for a National Tenant Advocacy Structure 
(NTAS).  

Like many people we spoke to during the course of this research, we think the absence of an 
unmediated national level voice for tenants of social housing is an enduring gap in the influencing 
architecture. We see the stigma social housing tenants face and the injustice of continuing to be 
sidelined in important conversations about issues that affect their day-to-day lives. And we see 
how multiple tragedies, both big and small, could have been avoided by listening to tenants and 
responding appropriately to their concerns. We are pleased to have been able to work with 
tenants to explore and develop how they might have a much stronger voice at a time when the 
regulatory framework is also changing in favourable ways.  

The Health Creation Alliance is a diverse, cross-sector organisation that includes health, housing, 
voluntary and community sector and local authority professionals working as equal partners with 
lived experience leaders to address injustices and improve people’s health, wellbeing and lives. 
The project team for this research includes two people who have experience of living in social 
homes (one currently a tenant) whose advice throughout helped to keep the work focused. We 
reached out to tenants from particular cohorts and ethnicities who are under-represented in 
tenant advocacy at national and local levels through trusting relationships we have with our 
diverse voluntary and community sector members and partners.  

We are grateful to the many tenants we spoke to for their candidness; for allowing us to draw on 
their experiences and providing deep and clear insights about how they want a NTAS to run. The 
appetite for NTAS is strong; most told us they want to continue to engage and we identified some 
talented leaders, including many tenants with no previous advocacy experience, who would like 
to be actively involved going forward.  

We are also grateful to the national policy leaders who offered invaluable insights into how to 
maximise the impact of national tenant advocacy.   

We have produced a clear set of recommendations that provide a route to take this work much 
further. While there remain some issues to work through, the alignment of views and head of 
steam that this work has strengthened are encouraging.  

It has been enjoyable working with Joseph De-Ville, the VtF Steering Group Chair and the many 
tenants and policy leaders we had contact with throughout the research. And I am personally 
thankful to our project team members; Lisa Holden, Martin Wheatley, Samira Ben Omar and 
Steve Inett for their outstanding work.    

 
Merron Simpson, Chief Executive, The Health Creation Alliance  

  

https://thehealthcreationalliance.org/
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Recommendations  
On completion of this feasibility study, THCA team recommends that: 

1. The Steering Group adopts and promotes a network/alliance model as the structure for an 
inclusive NTAS.  

 

2. In order to have credibility with tenants and policy makers NTAS adopts the following 
essential functions:  

 

• Gather, analyse and coalesce the experiences and views of the millions who live in 
social housing across the whole of England 
 

• Enable development of a diverse and inclusive network of tenant organisations at 
local/regional level, potentially through self-affiliation (tenant organisations seeking 
affiliation with NTAS)  

 

• Field representatives in discussions with national stakeholders: government, 
Parliament, the Regulator, the Ombudsman, national landlord and other housing 
organisations 

 

• Put forward spokespeople for public platforms: the media and conferences, and 
maintain a strong social media presence 

 

• Feedback to tenants what has happened as a result of its advocacy 
 

• Influence decision-makers/policy/funding decisions at national and regional level 
 

3. It adopts other functions, including potentially:  
 

• Build and deliver campaigns on the issues which matter most to tenants 
 

• Undertake research bringing in experts as appropriate (e.g. academic, legal)  
 

• Provide a place for landlords to learn about tenant proposals for better policies 
 

• Work in partnership with landlord groups e.g. National Housing Federation (NHF), 
Chartered institute of Housing (CIH), National Federation of ALMOs (NFA), 
Association of retained Council Housing (ARCH) Placeshapers, on joint policy 
proposals as appropriate   

 

• Shape training and development for active tenants 
 

• Offer access to information and advice, though the lead would remain with other 
organisations, notably TPAS and the advice sector 
 

4. In order to have credibility with policymakers, the Regulator of Social Housing (RSH) and 
Ombudsman, it does not get involved in local tenant scrutiny or holding individual landlords 
to account. However, it may get involved in seeking solutions to resolve particular issues that 
the HO or RSH are identifying as a national or regional issue through their regulatory and 
complaints-handling functions.  
 

5. In order to have credibility with policymakers and tenants it starts: 
 

• as a reasonable reflection of the wider tenant population – in terms of the regions of 
England represented, landlord type, tenancy type, gender, age, ethnicity, disability, 
sexuality, marital status etc.  
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• as a 50:50 mix of tenants who have experience of tenant advocacy and those who do 
not 

• with Terms of Reference for its operation, which, as a minimum, reflect these 
recommendations  
 

• with a statement of intent to develop a diverse leadership and with an anti-
discriminatory and anti-racist policy 
 

6. We strongly recommend hosting an event or workshop in early summer 2025 inviting all 
interested tenants who are either affiliated to a national group – such as Association of 
Retained Council Housing (ARCH), (NFA), 4m tenants, Stop Social Housing Stigma (SSHS) – 
or who are not yet affiliated who we identified through the research, to further explore how 
they might be involved from the start. Through this workshop session:  
 

• the initial Terms of Reference for the NTAS would be coproduced  
 

• an Equalities, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) statement could be drawn up, through a 
session, led by an expert in EDI 
 

• a better name for NTAS (NTAS being a working title) could be agreed 
 

• a series of themes could be debated, such as ‘How might NTAS influence in an era of 
increasing devolution?’ 

 

7. In order to continue developing well into a strong network/alliance structure in line with the 
vision presented by tenants involved in this project, it continues:   
 

• to develop its diversity to enable it to speak for the many groups that make up the 
wider tenants’ population  
 

• to expand through bringing in tenants who have no previous experience of tenant 
advocacy with training and skills development being offered by more experienced 
tenants as well as others as appropriate  
 

8. That four functions are involved in bringing NTAS to life which would be expected to take 18-
36 months:  
 

• An operational or executive function – this would be made up of tenants and 
potentially others with the right leadership and skill-set mix to become the executive 
team that sets up and develops the NTAS over the long-term. This group would be paid 
to do this work. 
 

• A shadow board – this would be a group of tenants and potentially others selected 
for their leadership skills, who would be developed into a full operational board to 
steer the NTAS in the long term. 

 

• A ‘midwife’ function – importantly, this would be made up of (1) and accountable 
body and (2) people who do not have a long-term interest in being part of NTAS and 
therefore who can be impartial and objective. Their role would be a technical role, to 
support and enable NTAS healthy development in the early phases (12-24 months) in 
line with the recommendations in this document and through an ‘NTAS development 
plan’, assessing and mitigating risks along the way, to achieve the future ‘great’ 
position with milestones – coproduced with tenants and signed off by all parties.  
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The midwife function would probably cease to exist / step out once NTAS is functioning well, 
because the operational/executive function would fulfil the ongoing function. 

 

• An interim group of tenant spokespeople – drawn from all regions of England and 
reflecting the diversity of tenants nationally – to speak to government, RSH, HO and 
media right now about emerging matters such as Right to Buy, leasehold reform, 
renter protections, building new homes.   
    

9. That funding is sought from Government to support the set up and development phases for 
NTAS for the first 18-36 months. And that during this time, a strategy for securing further 
funding from a range of sources is put in place. This will include putting in place measures 
(potentially legislation) to secure funding from rents via landlords, and also the potential for 
funding foundations to support the NTAS in the long term.  
 

10. National Tenant Advisory Structure continues to evolve beyond the first two-years steered by 
a fully functioning and trained Board (and ‘midwife’ function in the short-term) to: 

• oversee governance 
• strengthen the structures and operations  
• develop branding and public profile 
• enhance diversity and representation  
• provide training and development  
• develop funding options to support long-term sustainability  

 
11. Engage constructively with landlords and other housing stakeholders to inform and reassure 

them of the intent of NTAS and to build relationships of trust, potentially leading to 
partnership in influencing policy, as appropriate. We recommend that the Board would lead 
on developing a landlord/stakeholder engagement strategy with support from the midwife 
and input from operational functions.  
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PART 1:     Background and the Project  
 

1.    Introduction  
This is the Final Report for the feasibility study to inform NTAS.  Compiled by THCA team, it 
provides a full account of the work that has been undertaken, our final recommendations and 
rationale.   

 
2.    Why we need a strong tenant voice  

Policy, regulatory and funding decisions affect the millions who live in social housing.   

2.1    The case has been building for many years and is now very strong   

While there has been a longstanding landscape of representative groups –  including TAROE Trust, 
groups representing particular sub-groups (e.g. co-ops, tenant management organisations) and 
tenant panels associated with particular organisations – success in establishing a strong voice 
for the long-term has proved elusive.  

The Cave Review led to the development of representative national body in 2010 (the National 
Tenant Voice), but this was abolished by the incoming government as part of their programme to 
reduce the number of ‘quangos’.  Following the Grenfell Tower disaster, tenant groups worked with 
government to set up a roadshow with then Housing Minister, Alok Sharma; while this was widely 
welcomed and seen as a success, it proved to be a ‘one-off’. Strong arguments for a national 
advocacy organisation were put forward in response to the 2018 Green Paper but this has not, so 
far, been taken forward by government.  

The current situation is that there are several groups/sounding boards connected to a range of 
organisations, including MHCLG, Ombudsman, RSH, NHD, ARCH, NFA, the new G15 Residents’ 
Group and others. The tenant-led ‘Four Million Homes’ that provides guidance and advice on 
resident rights and how to stand up for them is a government-funded programme. Stop Social 
Housing Stigma presents a positive image of social housing and its tenants and challenge the 
stigma attached to social housing, and Grenfell United, survivors and bereaved families from the 
Grenfell Tower fire is demanding justice and change and fighting for everyone to be safe in their 
homes. Kwajo Tweneboa is an individual tenants who has, through social media, developed a 
significant voice and impact on housing issues.  

2.2     Both tenants and policymakers and influencers feel the gap  

Tenants, with and without experience of advocacy, feel there is a need for strong advocacy at 
national level, including for Shared Owners and Leaseholders. There are many things they would 
like to talk to decision-makers about. Some of those that were expressed through this project are 
set out in Box 1 below. This is now become critical with many feeling that the new government 
offers new hope, especially since some ministers have experience of living in social housing.   

Housing policymakers and influencers think the tenant voice is heard far too little, and policy 
decisions and design are worse as a result.   
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Box 1: Some of the things the tenants we spoke to want to talk to decision-makers about 
 

A tenant voice: The current tenant voice/engagement approach is not working. There is a lack of 
diversity. There needs to be better representation for all tenants and better connection with 
organisations such as RSH.  

Politics: Some tenants said they feel that politicians are out of touch and that there have been 
too many housing ministers over the years which has been damaging; ideally they would be 
someone who has been a tenant and would be in position for several years. Funding of housing is 
too political; it needs to be about housing that is best for society and/or that helps people to live 
the way they want to live. 

The changing nature of problems tenants face: Society has changed and the problems now are 
different to those from 20 years ago. Some tenants are too poor to be functioning members of 
society.   

National policy on housing management / landlord responsibilities: Repairs, maintenance 
and planned works policy; poor checking of house condition; there needs to be clarity about what 
is/isn’t tenants’ responsibility; conditional rent payment (upon landlords doing repairs); mergers 
of housing associations can lead to worse services; real or perceived racism in housing and 
lettings; poorly run and managed temporary accommodation.  

National housing policy: Affordable housing isn’t affordable, rents can be twice as much as 
social rents (£700 cf £360-£400); Anti-social behaviour is complex and getting worse; council 
finances being inadequate to undertake repairs and maintenance; temporary housing is not a 
solution to homelessness; licensing for private housing; deposits policy in private sector; 
unfairness of shared ownership; overcrowding; choice-based lettings bidding systems don’t 
work; lack of security (of tenure); differential right to buy rules for council and housing association 
tenants means people are stuck when no one wants a mutual exchange; nominations on new 
estates; putting public money into poor housing shouldn’t be allowed; unfair distribution of 
resources with a perception that more money flows into London. 

Places: Poor transport making it difficult to get around; fly-tipping, due to council charges; dog-
mess; community litter picks are an endless task; lack of neighbourhood policing; access to 
health services.  

Other: Concerns over cybersecurity (safety of tenants’ data); rent payment sanctions due to 
delayed benefit payment. 
 

 

2.3      There are benefits to everyone in having a strong tenant voice   

Tenants, policy makers/influencers and others who spoke with us suggested that a different 
relationship between tenants and landlords – that could be better described as an equal 
partnership – could result in much richer insight that would enable a stronger case to be made 
for policy change that would work for everyone. They identified three main kinds of benefit from 
stronger tenant advocacy and the learning policymakers, landlords and other participants in the 
debate would derive from it:  
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• Better, shared understanding of what tenants experience and what they want 
 

• Better exploration of the issues, solutions and choices, informed by tenant insight and views 
 

• As a consequence, better-informed decisions, more likely to achieve the intended results 

An important benefit to national policymakers, metro and local leaders, and national 
organisations representing landlords and other housing stakeholders is that there would be a 
ready-made source of insight and representation, on an ongoing basis and for specific projects.  
Currently government, the Regulator, the Ombudsman, NHF and others have all felt it necessary 
to set up their own separate panels. 
 

3.     About the project  

3.1     Project aims 

The aims of the project were to:  

• explore with tenants of social housing (including tenants, leaseholders and shared owners), 
what ‘having a voice’ means to them, what they want from it and how they could see it working 
 

• understand how policy leaders and decision-makers are thinking about a national tenant 
voice, drawing on their knowledge and experience of previous attempts to establish a voice  

 

• put forward options and recommendations for a long-term approach that enables residents 
of social housing to have a stronger voice, to influence national policy and decision-making 
and to enhance the overall experience of residents of social housing everywhere, as defined 
by tenants themselves 

3.2     Project method  

Our method comprised seven tasks that were carried out between May and December 2024 and 
summarised in the diagram below.   

3.3  The seven tasks 

Task 1: Meetings with Voices for Tenants Steering Group  
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The Health Creation Alliance team met on four occasions with the VfT Steering Group. As well as 
providing updates on progress, the Steering Group offered insights and feedback including on the 
interim report. At the final meeting, the early findings and recommendations from the whole 
project were discussed and explored, ahead of the recommendations being firmed up.  
 

Task 2: Review of policy/regulatory environment and history  

A desk-based review of the history of national level tenant advocacy and the changing regulatory 
environment was undertaken to inform the study.   
 

Task 3: Tenant workshops and small meetings  

The project team held around 14 workshops and small group conversations with tenants during 
June and July 2024.  

Over 100 tenants were involved, and these were split approximately 50:50 between tenants 
with/without experience of tenant advocacy/activism. The Health Creation Alliance reached 
those that had not previous experience of tenant advocacy through their trusted relationships 
with community and voluntary sector groups across England.  

The project team noticed that the large majority of tenants taking part who have previous 
experience of tenant advocacy were most probably White British (although we did not undertake 
full diversity monitoring), while many of those taking part who do not have previous experience of 
advocacy were more mixed in terms of their ethnicity and cultural heritage.  

Office for National Statistics (ONS) informed: Ahead of setting up the meetings, THCA undertook 
a quick review of ONS data to ensure we identified the least well heard groups of tenants of social 
housing. We made a particular effort to reach these groups through THCA´s trusted partner 
connections. Specific target groups involved in the research included: 

• Age: people aged under 35, especially females, and people aged over 65 
 

• Disability: almost 25% of disabled people rent social housing compared with 8.2% of non-
disabled people 
 

• Race: people who are black and people of Bangladeshi origin and heritage 

Coproduced with tenants: The team worked up an engaging, purposeful and stepped 
methodology for the tenant workshops to take participants on a journey from thinking about their 
own circumstances to thinking more strategically and contemplating the national picture. We did 
this through coproduction with three THCA Active Members who are tenants of social housing. 
Their feedback informed the initial workshop design and further iterations were made following 
each workshop to evolve the design and optimise the input from tenants.  
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Table one. Face-to-face workshop summary 

Location / cohort 
 

Number and make up of tenants 

Stoke-on-Trent (Middleport) Nine tenants (Six LA, Three HA) 
 

Manchester (Openshaw) Five tenants (Two HA, one S/O, two private badly 
housed)  
 

Birmingham Somali Women 10 tenants  (Eight HA and one temp accommodation) 
 

East Kent (rural) Five tenants  
 

London Borough of Newham 20 tenants  
 

 

Total tenants face-to-face 
 

49 
 

 

Table two. Online group meetings summary 

Cohort Number of tenants  
 

Mixed interest group Two 
 

HA Tenants (via WHG) Nine 
 

Young People (homeless-experienced) Six 
 

THCA member tenants One  
 

Council (via ARCH) Six 
 

Nat Fed of ALMO tenants One 
 

Active tenant group  Six 
 

Supported Housing Five 
 

Bangladeshi group 11 
 

Stop Social Housing Stigma Six 
 

 

Total tenants online 
 

 

53 
 

Short survey: Initially, we drew little interest from the Nat Fed ALMOs group of tenants. So, we 
generated a simple survey that we used for two purposes: to raise interest in attending a session 
and to secure more insights from a broader range of individuals. The results of the survey were 
incorporated into these findings.  
 

Task 4: Interviews with policy leaders and decision-makers  

Interviews were carried out with the following: 
 

• Consultant who led on establishing the 
previous National Tenant Voice in 2009/10 

• Chair of TPAS 
• National Housing Federation 
• Chartered Institute of Housing 
• Institute for Government 
• Grenfell United 

• Regulator of Social Housing 
• Member of House of Lords 
• Cross-bench Peer and Chair of NHS 

confederation 
• Shelter 
• DLUHC / MHCLG 
• National Federation of ALMOs 

 



   

13 
 

Task 5: Options synthesis  

Following the meetings with tenants, the team focused in on what the realistic options for a 
structure for the NTAS might be along with potential funding sources. Based on some clear 
steers that tenants had given us we identified some pros and cons for further exploration.  
 

Task 6: Shaping workshops – tenants and policy leaders  

The team hosted two shaping workshops with tenants – one with tenants who had previous 
experience of advocacy and one with tenants who did not – to feedback and test the findings 
from the meeting and explore the pros and cons associated with the various options and 
preferences further.  

In addition, the team held a separate meeting with policy leaders and one with SSHS.  
 

Task 7: The Final report  

This report sets out the findings from the project and the recommendations THCA project team 
is making.  

 

PART 2:   Findings from the Project  

4.   The findings: what tenants told us 

The findings below are a concise description of what tenants told us, both through the face-to-
face and online conversations (Task 3) and at the shaping workshops (Task 6). During the latter, 
we presented a summary of what we had heard in the former, and tenants in both shaping 
workshops confirmed to us that what we had fed back was an accurate representation of what 
they had told us.    

4.1     Core features critical for success  

Tenants told us, unequivocally, that there is a gap in the current influencing architecture; there is 
an urgent need to have direct tenant voice at national level. 

They told us that, at an absolute minimum, the new advocacy structure must:  

• Be capable of enabling any one of the four million tenants to express an experience, opinion 
or view and for this to be gathered and fed into national level messaging  
 

• Talk directly to government and influence wider public  
 

• Have a genuine feedback loop built in so that tenants get to hear what has happened as a 
result – this is absolutely critical for continued engagement 

There needs to be a team of staff that can collate tenant messages and feedback, analyse 
themes, support the NTAS to take action, present the messages to national organisations as well 
as publish them and provide feedback.  

Some tenants felt that laws should be introduced making it mandatory to listen to NTAS and 
feedback to tenants. 

In addition, tenants want to see themselves reflected in the advocacy structure; this is especially 
true for those who do not normally come forward.  
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There is a need to attract a diverse range of people. Any demographic that is under-represented 
must be addressed to make sure representation is proportional to the tenant population.  

“We need to create this. We want to be part of it.”  Birmingham Somali Women 

4.2.     Local presence and widely accessible   

Tenants want to be able to touch and feel the NTAS. They want a physical local group or branch 
where they can meet face-to-face. Reasons given include: 

• a preference to speak to people face to face 
• a local group of people they can get to know helps to build the trust 
• a local group could proactively reach out to seldom heard tenants 
• tenants who know each other may be able to support each other to sort some issues out 
• it is more likely that good practice would be escalated. 

Online access options should also be available (but not digital by default), including, for example: 
hybrid meetings, a website, email communications, apps through which to have a say, WhatsApp 
Groups – as an ‘add on’ to a face-to-face group.  

It was felt a face-to-face option is essential and online is also important in addition to ensure it is 
fully accessible. ‘Digital by default’ is not wanted.   
 

4.3     Opportunities to be a part of it and for confidence-building  

Tenants want to be part of the change and to have opportunities to learn. They want to be the 
people who do the outreach, collect and collate other tenants’ stories and feed them back, 
trained as community researchers. Some tenants already do this, taking in an often unofficial 
representative role. The young people we spoke to particularly like this idea as it will help them to 
build confidence and gain skills they can use to gain satisfying work. They could also participate 
in RSH inspections. 

Tenants want to get something back for the time they put in. They want to be paid as well as 
receiving training and development.  

Alongside very specific helpful contributions, we heard human stories of real sadness, loss of 
trust in the system, fear, hopelessness, poverty, trauma, discrimination and deprivation; people 
living in unsettled and insecure housing trying to live their lives as best they can, sometimes trying 
to hold down more than one job and raise children.  

Creating a network to enable these tenants to connect with each other, build confidence to 
express the issues they live with and to be heard and for action to be taken is an important 
element of rebuilding trust between tenants, landlords and policy makers. Importantly, tenants 
want this to also be a network for building confidence and trust and for engaging directly and 
constructively with senior leaders and decision-makers.  
 

4.4    NTAS can offer coherent messaging and deal with differences in tenant views  

Coherent, consistent messages from tenants about the key issues they face being received 
equally by all the existing national tenant panels and groups is seen to be a significant, current 
gap. Currently the messaging is fragmented.  
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Where there is commonality of experience and consensus across the majority of tenants then 
‘points of coherence’ must be found and articulated widely. This requires a team of paid staff who 
can collate tenant messages and feedback, analyse themes, support NTAS to take action, 
present the messages to national organisations as well as publish them and provide feedback. 
Some tenants felt that laws should be introduced making it mandatory for Government and other 
relevant national bodies to listen to the NTAS and feedback to tenants.  

Tenants are also confident that NTAS can be sufficiently sophisticated to deal with different or 
opposing views between groups of tenants as well. Some of these differences stem from having 
different types of landlords or tenancies i.e. Council, Housing Association, Leaseholder, Shared 
Ownership, Temporary Accommodation. While others reflect the different experiences of people 
from different cultural backgrounds or different regions of England. Other messages can be 
crafted to reflect particular cohorts. One idea is to have a ‘council’ to proactively represent 
different ethnic, age or geographically located groups.  

4.5     Reciprocity built into support engagement and make it sustainable  

Tenants who are already involved in tenant advocacy spoke of a difficulty in engaging tenants 
widely in advocacy work. However, the project team found significant interest in being involved in 
NTAS among tenants who had no previous experience of tenant advocacy.  

National Tenancy Advocacy Structure must operate in an inclusive manner and there must be 
something in it for tenants, if they are to become and remain involved. Ensuring the ‘give-get’ 
(reciprocity) is built in at the start through a coproduction process and maintained through active 
engagement with the wider tenant cohort will be critical to success; this is the message we heard.      

Types of reciprocity that could work include:  

• Tenants involved being remunerated fairly for their time and out of pocket expenses 
 

• Good feedback loops so that tenants know when something is happening as a result (and 
when it is not, and why) – this is a form or reciprocity when tenants are used to being 
overlooked 

 

• Being respected at all times is a form of reciprocity when tenants are used to experiencing 
stigma 

 

• Playing leading roles and having opportunities to learn  
 

• Activities that encourage participation and highlight issues, such as an annual conference or 
regular Tenant Talks  

4.6      A partnership with landlords  

Tenants feel that landlords would gain from NTAS as long as NTAS produces good quality 
information about what matters to tenants and provides ways for landlords to access the insight. 
Good landlords would have an additional place to go to listen to tenants, to learn how best to 
respond and to add insight to their own influencing work. This could include learning how to work 
well with their own tenants – for example on how best to set up a listening-and-feedback-loop 
with their tenants – as well as other matters.  

Tenants would like to see this as a joint endeavour/goal with landlords.  

“It would help if we were all working together, so that tenants know and understand 
the pressures landlords are under.” 
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4.7     From a survey of tenants  

The original project plan did not include a survey of tenants. However, the decision was made 
during the project to undertake a short survey with a wider group of tenants, mainly to drive 
engagement in the face-to-face sessions. The survey (completed by 128 tenants= that resulted 
did not really drive the engagement; but it did generate some findings that are worth reporting.  

The bar charts below broadly support the key messages that we heard from the tenants who 
attended the workshops or small groups. Respondents  
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5.     The Findings – what policy leaders and decision-makers told us  

A list of the organisations that the policy leaders we spoke to represent is provided in Section 3.3, 
Task 4.  

Everyone we spoke to said the voice of social housing is not well enough articulated or listened 
to at national level. This adversely affects the quality of decisions because those making them 
have, at best, a partial and second-hand understanding of the issues which matter to residents 
and what they think about them. 

“Because we [decision-makers who are not tenants] get things wrong.” 

Most said the lack of strong and inclusive advocacy for residents is because it has not been an 
important priority for government.  Other sector organisations may support it in principle, but it is 
not their highest priority to lobby for it. Putting arrangements for stronger advocacy in place is also 
not straightforward: there are big challenges about what kind of structure can speak for millions 
of residents inclusively, yet also with a coherent point of view, how it can be independent of 
government and landlords and how it could be funded.  

Legitimacy is an important principle for NTAS to be taken seriously. It was noted that the NTAS 
structure would need to be genuinely representative of wider tenant opinion and reflective of the 
diversity of the tenant population to have credibility with decision-makers, and careful 
consideration was needed as to how this could be ensured.  

A further consideration which was raised was government’s commitment to devolution as set out 
in the Devolution White Paper. The shift in financial and other decision-making on housing from 
national government to metro mayors and local government could have implications for tenant 
advocacy.  

There was a consensus that advocacy should be on behalf of all living in social landlords’ homes 
and receiving service from them (so shared owners, leaseholders, licensees etc) but not private 
sector tenants, because of the big differences between the two sectors. However, it is important 
to note that many aspects of regulation applies only to tenants, and that, on some issues, 
different categories of residents’ interests diverge. Also, the solutions diverge according to 
landlord type. It was noted that the government's desire to improve standards across tenures – 
for example, by applying Awaab’s Law and the Decent Homes Standard to the private sector – 
might point towards an approach to national tenant advocacy including private tenants, but that 
there were also counter-arguments. 

The most frequently mentioned successful attributes of successful advocacy are: unified; 
speaking for all tenants; authentic (so tenants do the talking not lobbyists speaking for them); 
credible both to policy-makers and tenants; complements, draws on and enables existing 
groups; strong evidence base; ´in the room´ on key policy debates, on conference platforms etc 
alongside government, regulator, landlord voices etc; can point to how policy and practice are 
different as a result of its advocacy. 

“Success will be when people stop talking about it because it is an accepted part 
of the landscape.” 

Some risks were articulated: fragmented; advocates speaking only for themselves / failing to 
represent the diversity of tenants; perceived to be beholden to government (or landlord interests); 
potential to duplicate or cut across landlord/tenant dialogue at individual landlord level activity 
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at metro region and local level, and existing national bodies such as the Ombudsman or 
Regulator; not financially sustainable; no guarantee that a new organisation, even if it had a 
statutory basis, would have a secure future. 

There was no consensus about the format and funding of any new advocacy arrangements but 
much useful insight into the pros and cons of different options.  It was noted that any funding 
from government would have implications for NTAS' (perceived) independence given there would 
be a requirement for government oversight of how the funding was spent, and that there are 
strong controls on government grant funding which prevent it being used to lobby government.  

The THCA project team supported an early approach by Joseph De-Ville, Chair of the VfT Steering 
Group, to the Housing Minister Matt Pennycook, to draw his attention to its work and plans, and 
when it is ready, to make proposals about national tenant advocacy. Joseph received a letter of 
thanks from Baroness Taylor of Stevenage.   
 

6.  What  would NTAS actually do? 

Essential national advocacy tasks are: 

• Gathering, analysing and coalescing the experiences and views of the millions who live 
in social housing (over four million tenants and those who form part of their households). It 
would do so through a variety of means: face to face and online discussions, community 
research, gathering evidence and views digitally, for example through a phone app which 
could secure answers to questions and views about important issues on a large scale.  All 
should be able to contribute, whether their preference and lifestyle enables them to 
contribute hours or seconds of their time each week. 
 

• Field representatives in discussions with national stakeholders: government, Parliament, 
the Regulator, the Ombudsman, national landlord and other housing organisations. 
 

• Put forward spokespeople for public platforms: the media and conferences; and maintain 
a strong social media presence. 

 

• Build and deliver campaigns on the issues which matter most to tenants. 
 

• Feed back to tenants what has happened as a result of its advocacy. This is vital to sustain 
the interest and commitment of the wider tenant community. 

It could have a role in building and sustaining a strong network of sub-national and landlord 
advocates, maintaining good working relations with other housing advocacy and practice 
organisations, and where practical collaborate with them on research and campaigning. 

It could also have a role in shaping training and development for active tenants, and information 
and advice, though the lead would remain with other organisations, notably TPAS and the advice 
sector. 
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 7.    The preferred model for NTAS – a network/alliance structure  

7.1      Three broad options for the structure  

During the project, we discussed with tenants and policy makers three potential types of design: 

• A non-departmental public body (NDPB or ´quango´), set up  and funded by, and 
accountable to government.  The National Tenant Voice (NTV) which came into being, after a 
careful and lengthy design process, and was then abolished, in 2010, took this form 
 

• A Tenants’ Union. In Sweden, there has been a Tenants’ Union, funded by subscriptions, for 
over a century.  It has regional and local, as well as a national presence, and the resources 
and capability to support the work of its representatives in advocacy with government at all 
levels 

 

• A ‘networked’ or ‘alliance’ model: wholly independent of government, drawing on a rich 
network of affiliates at regional and local level, as well as national affiliates representing 
interests like co-operative housing or disabled tenants. 

Each type of design is a headline concept: they could take many different precise forms. There 
are benefits and risks in each type of design: there is no “perfect answer.”   

7.2      Reasons for preferring the networked structure  

The networked model emerged as the preferred ‘structure’ from the tenant perspective. The 
reasons given include the desire for tenants to be able to easily access and play roles in NTAS 
(the points made in section 4 above) as well as: 

• Concerns that a NDPB or quango funded by government might meet the same fate as in 2010  
 

• A concern that too few tenants would be prepared to pay a membership fee (however small) 
to make the tenant union model work 

 

• A general preference for NTAS to more independent from Government, rather than embedded 
(tested during the Shaping Workshops)  

 

• A desire for tenants to ‘own’ or at least have a stake in NTAS 
 

• The need for flexibility in the structure to enable tenants and tenant groups to engage on their 
terms (rather than a rigid, top-down structure) and for it to evolve over time 

One idea is for existing and new local tenants´ groups to sign up to, of self-affiliate, to be part of 
the NTAS, in a ground-up organic fashion that taps into tenant energy and ambition. 

The diagram below was developed through the conversations with both tenants and policy 
makers and  
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Box 2: Summary of the pros and cons of the three core structures  

A NDPB would have some strong advantages: the status which comes from being set up by 
government, with official status; and public funding.  However, tenants, and others, saw 
significant risks. The unhappy history of NTV shows that an NDPB would be vulnerable to changes 
in ministerial personalities and policies.  Public spending constraints could also put its funding 
sustainability and effectiveness at risk.  NDPBs also have certain intrinsic characteristics, in 
particular that they are set up by government, leadership is appointed by government, and they 
are accountable to government, which would be in tension with the actual and perceived 
independence which a body speaking for tenants should embody.  The careful design of NTV 
mitigated these risks, but could not eliminate them. Over the years since NTV was abolished, 
trust in government among tenants (as well as wider society) has reduced.   

A Tenants’ Union also has clear attractions: its complete independence from government, and 
(subject to achieving and maintaining sufficient membership) strong and secure funding.  
However, it is difficult to see how a Union as well-developed and sustainable as the Swedish 
Union could emerge from a standing start. There would be a significant “free-rider” challenge 
because tenants who chose not to join a Union would benefit from its advocacy just as much as 
those who did. 

A network/alliance model has several advantages:  

➢ It draws on the existing landscape of tenant representation, at local, regional and landlord 
level, and of some special interests at national level. (There are significant gaps in all these 
forms of representation, but the network could seek to support capacity development over 
time.) 

➢ So it is easier to ensure representativeness, diversity and inclusion than it were a stand-
alone national organisation. 

➢ It would be able to support voice and representation at regional and local level as 
important elements of decision-making is shifted away from the national level. 
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➢ An improvised or interim version of a network could be put in place rapidly, and then 
develop its strength and sophistication over time. In contrast, it is difficult to see how a Union 
or NDPB could start working and achieving any impact without a significant phase of 
organisational development. 

The networked model could, over time, evolve in the direction of a Union, or its capacity and 
capability could be absorbed into an NDPB, if tenants and others saw either of them as a sensible 
direction. 
 

7.3    Tenant views on how it might work across national, regional and local levels  

During discussions on how the three levels – national, regional, local – might relate to each other, 
a difference emerged between tenants who have previous experience of tenant advocacy and 
those who have not.  

Those who had previous advocacy experience at national level were comfortable with the idea of 
a national level group whose job it would be to represent tenants’ views to government. This could 
reflect their frame of reference (they were tenants of ARCH, NFA, 4m homes, SSHS and other 
national-level representative groups). They conceived of the following arrangement:  

• National network: A coalition of local & regional networks; space sharing of good practice; 
proactive research & gathering of evidence on issues that have been escalated that have 
impact on tenants nationally; use evidence to advocate for gov’t funding priorities; framework 
for training, advocacy support, payment; convene regular meetings of regional networks 
 

• Regional network: Shares learning and evidence of good practice across regions; 
collaborates on research and building evidence base at regional level; develops 
support programmes for tenant advocates that are issue / topic specific to particular regions 
where issues affect a few regions these are escalated to national network; convenes regular 
meetings that bring local networks together 

 

• Local network: works closely with tenants; gathers insight and intelligence at local level; 
connects with other local networks on shared issues and challenges; sharing of good 
practice, where issues affect more than one local network or a group of local networks these 
are escalated to regional groups 

Those with no previous experience of tenant advocacy expressed significant caution. They felt 
that an official national board or group may be too formal for some tenants to feel comfortable 
engaging with. They were keen to stress that:  

• A lack of trust, confidence, connection and know-how is a big barrier for some communities. 
This has got worse due to austerity and the cost-of-living crisis 

 

• Tenants must feel comfortable being part of it, no matter what their experience; 
representation from communities is key 
 

• A central board would put people off being a part of it  
 

• Regionalised model is preferred to maintain strong connections between local and regional 
level with representative ‘Connectors’ from local level working in regions 
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• National discussions should draw on regions; they must be representative across the country 
– not just London – as views and experiences vary in different areas 
 

• There is a need to draw on the right expertise/ experience for the issue 
 

• ‘Poverty proofing’ and accessibility (such as transports costs of travelling to meetings) are 
important 
 

• Local people must decide who represents them  
 

• The Healthwatch model could be a source of learning  
 

• National Tenants Advocacy Structure should be flexible and use the right approach for each 
issue such as: working in partnership, lobbying, taking action, empowering tenants to 
understand their rights and the role of organisations such as the Housing Ombudsman 

 

8.     Where could the money come from? 

In a steady, developed, state the national level of the advocacy network could derive income from 
a variety of sources: 

• Government funded: this might be appropriate in the short term to enable NTAS to become 
established. However, it should not be seen as a long-term secure source of income due to 
changing political priorities over time, the consequences for the perception of independence 
and the inevitable controls on how the money could be spent. 
 

• From landlords via rents: whether through voluntary commitments to support national 
activity alongside their individual advocacy structure, or through a compulsory levy based on 
the number of tenancies of each landlord.  The latter would probably require primary 
legislation to be implemented; this could be vulnerable to changing government views.  
 

• Grants from foundations: these are more likely to be for particular projects or workstreams 
than for core operations. 

 

• Subscriptions from tenants: though this is likely only to be achievable on a large scale once 
the network achieves impact and credibility. 

 

• Income from contributing expertise to policy and practice development: public bodies 
and other organisations drawing on the expertise and insight of the network should properly 
pay something for it. 

During the first round of conversations, tenants explored a wide-range of ideas for funding, with 
no clear steer. The tenants who attended the shaping workshops were asked to choose between 
five options. Around 19-20 tenants expressed an opinion in each instance and they can be seen 
in the pie charts below.   
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PART 3: Success criteria and the route to NTAS   

9.    What ‘great’ looks like: the ingredients of effectiveness 

Stronger, effective, tenant advocacy would include the following: 

• The people in leading roles and speaking for the organisation can draw on a rich 
understanding of the diversity of the tenant population, and, as a group, embody it.  That 
diversity must encompass tenants with the legally protected characteristics, but also other 
important differences: geography, different types of landlord, and depth of experience in 
representation and advocacy. 

 

• Tenant advocates can be persuasive in the TV studio as well as the meeting room (or 
Teams call!)  Effective advocacy involves public campaigning and comment, and the hard 
yards debating detail with government and other players behind closed doors. 

 

• Advocates can draw on a rich evidence base – understanding of facts and figures, of how 
the wider tenant population describe their experience and aspirations, and how policy and 
regulatory proposals would affect tenants.  There must be capacity and capability for this 
kind of analytical work. 
 

• Tenant advocates are plugged in to all levels of government. At national level, MHCLG, 
DWP, the Treasury, other departments, the Regulator, the Ombudsman and others all need to 
hear what tenants have to say.  The continuing shift towards decision-making at metro and 
local level means that strong voice is vital there also.  In addition to well-organised and 
effective advocacy, this requires (at least) very strong policy commitments by national, 
metro and local government bodies to listen to tenants ahead of important decisions.  
There may indeed be a case for embodying in legislation a duty to listen and take account 
of tenant views. 
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• There is a focus on building insight in the wider tenant community, and continuity and 
sustainability. New arrangements should promote wider understanding by tenants of their 
rights and the policy mechanisms which shape their experience, and help more tenants 
develop the confidence and skills to become directly involved in advocacy. 
 

• Advocacy at the national level needs to be focused where it adds value. It should not be 
engaging in scrutiny of or dialogue with individual landlords.  Rather, it should be drawing on 
insight from all such dialogues to show how well current policy and practice frameworks are, 
or are not, working; and how tenant voice in individual landlords can be built and enabled. 
 

10.  The route to ‘great’ for NTAS 

There is a need both to grasp the opportunity of ‘now’ and to make sure that the interim 
arrangements that are put in place at the start support, and do not hinder, the evolution to a future 
‘great’ position for NTAS.  

 

To be successful, a new organisation or structure needs to be, or have, four things:  

• It needs to be CREDIBLE. Credibility, in turn, derives from: embodying diversity in its 
ways of working, leadership and public face; and demonstrably adding value in terms of 
the evidence and insight it contributes to the public debate and policy formation. 

 

• It needs SUPPORT AND CAPACITY. Behind its leadership and public face, there must be 
support and capacity so it can draw on the diversity and richness of tenant views, and 
develop well-informed and evidenced positions on key issues and provide regular 
feedback to the tenant population of ~ 4 million.  
 

• It needs STABLE AND SECURE FUNDING. A strong plan to move away from government 
funding will be important so that NTAS can build and maintain the necessary capacity and 
independence over, at least, the medium term.  
 

• There needs to be both EARLY ACTION and EVOLUTION AND IMPROVEMENT of the 
structure and how it operates over time. Evolution as an expectation is important, 
especially given the challenging fiscal picture for both landlords and tenants and the 
potential for the tenant voice to once again be sidelined. But the lack of strong tenant 
voice is also an urgent, important, problem now: it cannot wait years until the ‘perfect’ 
structure and system is designed and put in place. It also needs to start how it goes on; if 
it gets off on the wrong footing, it could alienate tenants, policy leaders/decision-makers 
or landlords.   
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The opportunity of ‘now’ might be summarised by the following:  

• New regulatory framework with new types of information emerging from RSH and the Housing 
Ombudsman 

• Social Housing (Regulation) Act  

• Senior ministers who have lived in social housing 

• Government that is supportive of and open to listening to a tenant voice  

• Increased investment in affordable housing  

• Existing tenant advocacy groups (experienced tenants) 

• Interest from and talent among tenants with no previous experience  

• Timing is good to increase the visibility of tenant voices at national level.  

Making the most of that opportunity without compromising the future ‘great’ position requires: 

• A checklist of the non-negotiable elements that must be built in – e.g. equalities, diversity, 
inclusion  

• Harness current assets (e.g. experienced tenants across all regions) to build the ‘great’ model 
(e.g. training less experienced tenants across all regions) 

• A development plan to achieve the future ‘great’ position with milestones – coproduced with 
tenants and signed off by all parties 

• Commitment by Government with funding to support NTAS development  

• Assessment of risks (potential blockers) with a risk mitigation strategy  

• A clear understanding of the roles of and terms of reference for the following four groups 
which THCA recommends are put in place during the development phase: 

➢ The operational group – this would be a group of tenants and potentially others with the 
right leadership and skill-set mix to set up and develop the NTAS over the first 2 years. This 
group would be paid to do this work  
 

➢ A shadow board – this would be a group of tenants and potentially others who would be 
developed into a full operational board to steer the NTAS in the long term  
 

➢ A ‘midwife’ group – importantly, this group would be made up of people who do not have 
a long-term interest in being part of NTAS and therefore who can be impartial and 
objective. Their role would be to support and enable NTAS healthy development in the 
early phases in line with the recommendations in this document and through an ‘NTAS 
development plan’, assessing and mitigating risks along the way, to achieve the future 
‘great’ position with milestones – coproduced with tenants and signed off by all parties 
 

➢ An interim group of tenant spokespeople – drawn from all regions of England and 
reflecting the diversity of tenants nationally – to speak to government, RSH, HO and media 
right now about emerging matters such as Right to Buy, leasehold reform, renter 
protections, building new home 
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PART 4: Starting well; evolving well   

11.   Getting started; an initiation workshop  

11.1     A workshop with interested tenants and existing national tenant groups  

To make progress towards an embryonic version of the network we recommend the Voices for 
Tenants Steering Group should convene a conference or workshop inviting and including as many 
existing nationally-reflective organisations and networks involved in tenant advocacy as possible.  

As a minimum, we recommend inviting:  

• Stop Social Housing Stigma 
• Grenfell United 
• ARCH tenants group 
• NFA tenants group 
• NHF tenants group  
• Around 10-20 individual tenants who were involved in the research and who expressed 

an interest in being involved further.  
• G15 Residents’ Group 
• Tenants from as many regions of England as possible (to avoid the perception of this 

being London-weighted)  
• Kwajo Tweneboa 

 

11.2      Aims of the event/workshop 

The workshop would be designed and facilitated to: 

• Outline the broad stages of development and evolution over the next 3-5 years 
 

• Agree a development plan for stage 1 of the network development  
 

• Agree an approach to securing initial development funding, with government and foundations 
being the most probable sources 
 

• Identify the Terms of Reference for each of the four groups – the operational group, shadow 
board, ‘midwife’ group and the interim group of spokespeople – and agree who might be 
involved in each of them and how to fill gaps.    
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12. The risks and how to mitigate them  

The main risks and how they may be managed or mitigated as set out in the table below.  

Risks How to manage/mitigate them 

Trying to launch a network without  buy-in 
from existing tenant advocacy groups:  “who 
do you think you are?  You don’t speak for us.” 

The networks and people involved at the early 
stages seem unbalanced, for example too 
much London-based. 

The emergence of practical advocacy action 
gets held up by over-lengthy discussions 
about process and governance. 

Lack of resources. 

Challenge by some landlord interests who 
may argue a network would not add value to 
existing landlord and local forums. 

Negative perceptions by government and 
other stakeholders, for example that 
spokespeople are “self-appointed” or 
“politically motivated.” 

 

Taking the project forward in a purposeful, 
open and inclusive way, starting with an 
‘initiation workshop’ proposed in Section 11.  

Deliberately invite tenants from all regions of 
England to the initiation workshop.  

Among the individuals with a willingness to 
contribute time and talent, make sure people 
are in the roles in which they can best 
contribute. 

Creating strong initial governance and clear 
processes for public-facing activity and for the 
initial stages of organisational development. 

Making early clear decisions on what issues 
should be the focus of early advocacy and 
campaigning: it is better to achieve big impact 
on a small number of topics than to spread 
activity thinly across the whole range of 
issues. 

Sounding out potential funders and then 
engaging with their decision-making 
processes. Potentially engaging a fund-raiser 
to advise on the conversations.  

Active engagement strategy with landlord and 
other housing stakeholders to reassure and 
show willingness to listen to their 
perspectives. 

 

 

 


