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Introduction  
 

 

Housing People is a series of forums 
which ensures training and development 
can respond effectively to the strategic 
challenges facing social landlords. These 
forums help registered providers to share 
knowledge and good practice, and participate 
in the session while networking with 
delegates.

Theme

Focusing on the theme of diversification and commercialisation, the second 
Housing People forum identified and addressed the strategic challenges 
faced by training and development.  

With unpredictable funding cuts, potential business mergers and the 
implications of welfare reform impacting on social landlords, organisations 
are faced with the challenge of identifying ways to support and implement 
strategic change, to increase efficiencies and upskill staff.   

Social landlords Adactus Housing Group and Ongo led the forum, 
outlining and discussing their contrasting approaches to addressing the 
challenges of diversification and commercialisation. 

Speaker and facillitator profiles

Brian Moran
Group Director of Corporate Services & Group Company Secretary, Adactus Housing Group 

Appointed to Group Director of Corporate Services in 2006, Brian is responsible for the group’s governance arrangements and develops the 
strategic direction of corporate services. Brian joined Adactus Housing Group upon its formation in 2002 from County Palatine - which was a 
foundering member of the Adactus Group structure.

Chris Smith
Operations Director - Corporate Services, Adactus Housing Group 

Chris has worked in social housing since 2003 and was appointed to his role at Adactus Housing Group eight years ago. Chris has operational 
oversight for corporate service areas including performance analysis, marketing, IT, Connect contact centre and tenancy enforcement and support.

Mo Mathieson
Organisational Development Manager, Ongo 

Mo joined Ongo - the parent company of North Lincolnshire Homes - in 2013 following a successful career working in financial services where 
she specialised in learning and development. Mo is driving forward Ongo’s learning culture to equip staff with the skills required in an ever 
changing environment.

Paul Dutton
Director, Dutton Fisher Associates 

Paul has wide-ranging knowledge and practitioner experience of working in the social housing sector and supports a portfolio of leading 
registered providers – delivering certificated learning programmes, people management and interpersonal skills training.

Jo Sugden
Head of HR and Organisational Development, Ongo 

Jo has over 20 years’ experience in HR, learning and organisational development including local authority, housing associations and the private 
sector. Jo has delivered extensive change management programmes, in addition to delivering consistent improvements in performance through 
leading and supporting teams to fulfil their potential throughout her career.
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Jo Fisher
Director, Dutton Fisher Associates 

Jo has more than 20 years’ experience of developing managers across a range of sectors. She is an innovative and versatile trainer with a talent 
for motivating individuals to excel in the workplace.



Jo Sugden and Mo Mathieson  
Head of HR and Organisational Development and   
Organisational Development Manager, Ongo 

 

So how is Ongo commercialising? 
 

In 2012 the Ongo Partnership was created, bringing together North 
Lincolnshire Homes, Ongo  Communities and Ongo Commerical under 
one umbrella. North Lincolnshire Homes is still very much at the 
heart of what we are about, but diversification has allowed us to 
grow our commercial business. 
  
We are still in the early stages and our commercial initiatives 
include Ongo Locksmiths – operating a 24/7 call out service - and 
a newly launched roofing service company. Income generated from 
any commercial initiatives is invested back into our homes and 
communities.

Ongo’s journey to diversification and 
commercialisation 

Based in North Lincolnshire, Ongo employs approximately 350 
staff and owns 10,000 homes. Following our transfer from North 
Lincolnshire Council in 2007, we’ve had a quite a journey to reach the 
point where we are now diversifying and commercialising our services. 

Once we had adjusted following the transfer - and after investing in 
increasing staff and customer satisfaction levels, we were ready to 
start thinking about operating from a commercial perspective.
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So what plans has Ongo put in place to 
operate commercially? 

•  Created a growth and diversity strategy for the next five years, 
with North Lincolnshire Homes remaining at the heart of 
everything we do. Ongo’s organisational development strategy  
is also aligned to this; 

•  Ongo is investing in a management leadership programme  
to coach managers to tackle and strive to continually improve 
upon performance;  

•  Upskilling our Board to ensure they also have a commercial skillset; 

•  Continuing to drive the organisation forward in terms of its vision 
and long-term goals. Ongo has recently achieved its first Investor 
in People Gold Award.

So how is Ongo addressing commercialisation 
challenges? 

•  Reviewing staff terms and conditions; 

•  Updating organisational values to represent a diverse organisation; 

•  Recruiting apprentices to help balance an ageing and skilled 
workforce, introducing mentoring and job shadowing;

•  Streamlining processes – Ongo provided front-line housing and 
maintenance staff with tablets to work remotely, increasing efficiency. 
This has been a challenge as some staff members feel uncomfortable 
using this new technology, so to tackle this we have invested in 
coaching and training;

•  Promoting agile working so our staff can work smarter;

•  Investing in training and development and combating resistance - 
ensuring staff only attend relevant training and offering learning 
opportunities tailored to the ways in which individuals learn best. 
Ongo is offering flexible training, blended learning and housing 
related programmes to upskill our staff.

Jo Sugden and Mo Mathieson  
Head of HR and Organisational Development and   
Organisational Development Manager, Ongo 
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Adactus Housing Group is the parent to North 
West housing associations Adactus Housing 
Association, Beech Housing Association, and 
Chorley Community Housing. It has a combined 
stock total of more than 13,000 properties 
spanning more than 20 local authorities.  

Being clear about commercialisation and 
diversification

Housing associations set up commercial arms because they want to 
generate a surplus and to buffer against risk. It is becoming more of a 
gamble to keep your eggs in one basket and so social landlords – including 
Adactus Housing Group – are choosing to diversify in different ways. 
 
In practice, there are probably other reasons why housing associations 
diversify. The most common of these is that associations want to ‘do more 
good’ in the neighbourhoods where they are active.

 
So how can social landlords diversify??

•  Take an existing housing service – lettings, maintenance, etc –  
and develop it to compete in the commercial market; 

•  Extend services into an area closely allied with social housing. Many 
associations diversify in this way and become involved in care provision; 

•  Break the mould: we’ve seen examples of housing associations  
running a shop chain, buying a newspaper or even gyms.  

Brian Moran and Chris Smith  
Group Director of Corporate Services & Group Company Secretary and  
Operations Director - Corporate Services, Adactus Housing Group 
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What’s the outcome?

Do these diversification activities achieve their objectives of making 
money, buffering against risk and doing more good? 

Resources are scarce so it is important that new activities make a 
financial return.  The latest global accounts of housing providers 
published by the Homes and Communities Agency show that around 
one-half of organisations that have diversified are making a lower 
return on their non-traditional activities, than from their core social 
housing.   

Effective diversification should help manage risk, but many 
diversification options don’t reduce the risks housing associations face, 
for example, dependence on Government funding. More radical options 
bring with them new kinds of risk that existing management teams and 
boards are unlikely to have the ability to manage correctly. 

Many housing associations are making positive contributions to 
their communities through new initiatives – that is, ‘doing more 
good’. But, pound-for-pound, are they doing the most good for their 
neighbourhoods?

How is Adactus Housing Group addressing 
commercialisation and diversification 
challenges?

Adactus has embraced these challenges. We have a very strong focus 
on generating a surplus from our core activities and a clear strategy 
for how it should be invested: building more homes. Our view is that 
we cannot ‘do more good’ than providing the high quality social 
housing that so many people need. 

With our focus on the core functions of social housing, does 
diversification find a place? We believe it does. 

•  Adactus is geographically diversified to spread risk and maximise 
the opportunity of attracting affordable housing development 
grant; 

•  Our DLO has diversified from being a responsive repairs operation 
to one that provides cyclical, major and planned maintenance. We 
are currently piloting building – not just developing – new homes 
ourselves.

Adactus has had to adapt in order to generate surpluses that allow it 
to continue to develop new homes in a time of reducing Government 
grant for building. Our more commercial, value for money approach 
has seen the following changes: 
 
•  Establishing a comprehensive contact centre that complements 

specialist teams dealing with rents, ASB, lettings, etc and replaces 
the generic housing officer model; 

•  Removing the housing management department and placing the 
specialist teams in the remaining directorates: asset management, 
corporate services, finance and development;

•  Supporting these structural changes with a culture that challenges 
all staff to see the bigger picture. “We’re all housing managers 
now” is our favourite refrain; 

•  Making the most of technology where it will out-perform people: 
arrears escalation, repairs job scheduling, consultation with 
residents and measuring employee performance amongst others.

 

Brian Moran and Chris Smith  
Group Director of Corporate Services & Group Company Secretary and  
Operations Director - Corporate Services, Adactus Housing Group 
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A dynamic and  
innovative Training  
and Management 
Consultancy delivering: 

Leadership & management training (including coaching)

Apprenticeship training 

Bespoke training and consultancy 

 Housing & other professional accredited qualifications

Developing Individuals. Transforming Organisations.

If you would like to get involved 
in or host a future Housing People 
event, please get in touch:

www.duttonfisher.com 
 @DuttonFisher

T: 01943 609541 
E: paul@duttonfisher.com 
E: jo@duttonfisher.com



Diversification considerations and the importance of professional qualifications

Q2: Will professional qualifications play a role 
in reskilling staff? If yes, how and why?

Group discussion considered whether or not professional qualifications 
were needed for front-line staff, however many people believed front-
line staff do need to obtain and hold professional qualifications – similar 
to professions where a license to practice is required.  

Other group members questioned if there is a need for front-line staff 
to have professional qualifications, but it was agreed that we need to 
consider what role professional qualifications can play in reskilling staff. 

Another issue raised was how fit for purpose are professional 
qualifications and how are these delivered to staff members? There is 
some debate around if organisations should implement ad hoc training 
for specific purposes, or if there should be professional qualifications in 
place for all staff to complete.  

Finally, in terms of any qualifications completed by the staff, the most 
important result of the learning process is the end outcome – has it 
changed behaviours, knowledge and confidence, and does it provide 
individuals with a competitive edge? Other considerations include will 
knowledge gained be reflected in terms of performance in the workplace 
and achieving targets and objectives?

Q1: Public sector cuts could see housing 
associations stepping in to fill gaps in other 
agencies’ services. What are the factors 
housing associations should consider when 
diversifying into those areas??

Firstly, everybody agreed we should be thinking about the bottom 
line – will we make any money and are we relying on any funding 
streams if we plug the gaps? Are proposals sustainable and do plans 
fit with and reflect our organisational values?  

The discussion also highlighted that housing associations may need 
to take more risks. However, we believe we should firstly question 
if an organisation is ready to diversify, and consider the costs 
involved? 
 
It’s also important to firstly assess if teams are flexible enough, 
if the right positions exist to help plug the gaps and if teams are 
operating as effectively as possible. For example, are performance 
targets being met? 

Roundtable one  
  
 

 

Facilitated by Paul Dutton,  

Director, Dutton Fisher Associates



Responding to commercialisation challenges, retaining organisational values  
and addressing employee expectations

Training and development 

The challenges of commercialisation and diversification

Q1: How should the human resources function 
in housing associations respond to the 
challenge of commercialisation in the sector?

Human resource departments need to ensure that we are recruiting 
the right people with the right skills, but equally we do need to think 
about carrying out skills analysis to see if our existing staff members 
are right for their roles – while also identifying if there are areas 
where we need to invest in upskilling our staff.  

Organisation dependent, it may be that the commercial side of a 
social landlord should be dealt with completely separately or perhaps 
it is better for skills to be integrated across the wider business.  

We also need to consider building a flexible workforce, ensuring 
that job specifications, roles and responsibilities reflect this, while 
also being aware that separate policies may need to be created 
for commercial ventures, unless they can be integrated into those 
existing.

Q2: Historically, many employees in housing 
associations have seen themselves as 
fulfilling public service type roles. For housing 
associations to become more commercial how 
must they address employee’s job expectations?

Ensuring staff members have a wider understanding of an 
organisation’s overall vision and values is integral to success. Silos 
must be broken down and employees should be introduced to and 
adopt the behaviours of the organisation – this is just as important 
as having the right skills to fulfil a role.

Finally, communication is key, and staff must be able to both see and 
understand the benefits of the organisation operating commercially.  

Roundtable two  
Facilitated by Mo Mathieson,  
Organisational Development Manager, Ongo  
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Q3: How do we commercialise and retain 
traditional housing and organisational values? 

Getting the right balance between our core values and commercial 
activity undertaken is vital, and it is important to have these values 
and their worth reinforced to staff via communication from the Chief 
Executive and from senior management level. 

It has been debated if traditional housing roles and departments should 
be kept separate from any commercial projects, but this a decision that 
will be taken by individual organisations.

Roundtable two  
Facilitated by Mo Mathieson,  
Organisational Development Manager, Ongo  
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Addressing unemployment in communities and reflecting commerciality in 
employment practices

Q1: Should housing associations get involved in 
addressing unemployment in their communities? 
Why and how can this be done? 

Addressing unemployment is something that many housing associations 
are passionate about – having more employed residents benefits 
communities, and the local economy, while enhancing quality of life.

The business case for spending the organisation’s resources on these 
activities is poor - helping a tenant move into low paid employment 
is unlikely to increase the chances of rent being paid. However, many 
social landlords are now teaming up with partner agencies to share 
resources and support each other. 

Some organisations are also providing e-learning packages for tenants 
to assist with developing the skills needed to look for work, while  
also running CV writing and employment advice workshops. 

Some social landlords commit to recruiting and employing a certain 
number of tenants per year and may also benefit from financial 
contributions provided by contractors - funding unemployment  
projects or offering apprenticeships. 

Finally, from an organisational perspective, it can be a great asset  
to recruit and employ tenants, but the numbers of tenants employed 
will always be in the minority.

Q2: What changes should housing associations 
make to their employment practices if they 
are to act more commercially?’

In many cases the remuneration policies and the way we pay our staff  
is not done commercially. There are still cases of staff pay being based 
on how long they have been doing their job. In some instances roles 
attract annual increments that are not reflective of contributions being 
made to the organisation.  

Discussion acknowledged that a way of operating more commercially 
would be to put all staff onto a spot salary with savings made available 
to be paid as bonuses – recognising those performing well.  

Human resource processes can also be made more commercial by 
streamlining them. Better use of technology would also assist –  
for example recruitment shortlisting carried out electronically.  

It was also discussed that policies should be reviewed, as sickness 
policies for example may be open to abuse.

Roundtable three  
Facilitated by Chris Smith, Operations Director-  
Corporate Services, Adactus Housing Group  
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External recruitment processes and the role of diversification in this area  

Q1: What role does diversification play in 
housing associations’ abilities to recruit 
quality managers and senior staff from 
outside from the sector? 

This tough question generated lots of discussion. Initially we talked about 
investing in developing existing staff, coaching them to be commercially 
minded, using commercial language and developing organisational culture 
to reflect this – also encouraging staff to increase efficiencies and achieve 
value for money.   

Organisations really need to assist staff with understanding the market 
and the climate we are operating in, including being aware of the 
competition.  

In terms of diversifying into areas that housing associations have not 
dealt with before, it is sometimes necessary to recruit externally to bring 
the right commercial skillsets and experience in-house where there are 
gaps.  

We also agreed we should become more demanding of the partners we 
work with in recruitment including the recruitment agencies, by seeking 
advice and further utilising their expertise. This will not only assist us, but 
it will ensure we are gaining added value from our partnership working.

Q2: What approach does your organisation 
take when you recruit outside the sector?

In addition to highlighting that we benefit from advice received from 
external recruitment agencies, it was agreed that it is really important 
to implement value-based recruitment procedures.  

This approach enables us to bring people into our businesses with the 
right skills and knowledge, who also believe in the social heart aspect  
of our values – this is still at the core of our organisations.  

We do however need to consider how we embed that social heart 
element, when diversifying and recruiting to fill commercial roles.  

Lastly, we should be mindful that to increase efficiencies and operate 
more commercially we need to be tougher in terms of performance and 
service delivery expectations.

Roundtable four  
Facilitated by Jo Fisher,  
Director, Dutton Fisher Associates  
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Lastly, diversification can highlight that strict recruitment procedures are 
necessary. There was a feeling that sometimes our processes are more 
rigorous with apprentices for example - because we are more confident 
in terms of the skills we are looking for – and less so when recruiting for 
those operating at a higher level. This highlighted we may need more 
support to recruit for senior roles.



Contact Organisation Job Title

Audrey Hanson Kirklees Neighbourhood Housing Human Resources Manager 

Brian Moran Adactus Housing Group
Group Director of Corporate Services & 
Group Company Secretary

Chris Smith Adactus Housing Group Operations Director – Corporate Services 

Jo Sudgen Ongo Head of HR and Organisational Development

Mo Mathieson Ongo Organisational Development Manager

Debbie Hinbest Wulvern Housing Executive Director – Colleague Services

Sarah Brindley Wulvern Housing HR Business Partner

Halinka Hepworth Futures Housing Group Head of People Services

Ian Gleave The Regenda Group Head of Human Resources and Organisational Development

Kate Jolley The Regenda Group Human Resources and Organisational Development Manager 

Karla Clarke Golden Gates Housing Trust HR Advisor (Learning and Development)

Louisa Dentith Johnnie Johnson Housing Association Learning and Talent Development Consultant 

Louise Boardman Wigan and Leigh Housing Human Resources Manager

Rachel Weir Wigan and Leigh Housing Deputy Human Resources Manager

Margaret Glossop Eastlands Homes People Development Officer

Nicola Hillicker Equity Housing Group Learning and Development Officer

Paula Whylie Bolton at Home Learning and Development Manager 

Peter Latham Salvation Army Housing Association Head of Business Support and Innovation

Richard Burke
Nottingham Community Housing 
Association

Assistant Manager of Human Resources, Training and 
Employability

Sandra Aldcroft Bolton at Home Assistant Director (People Management)

Thank you to all of the following delegates who attended this  
Housing People forum:
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Dr Paul Dutton, Director 

Paul has both wide-ranging knowledge  
and practitioner experience of working  
in the social housing sector. He is a corporate
member of the Chartered Institute of Housing 
and has extensive experience of delivering 
training and certificated learning programmes 
to staff working in housing roles.

Jo Fisher M.Ed PCET, Director  

Jo is an inspirational learning and 
development professional. She has more than 
20 years’ experience of developing managers 
across a range of sectors. She is an innovative 
and versatile trainer with a great talent for 
motivating individuals at all levels to excel  
in the workplace.

Contact us to see how our team can help you 

T: 01943 609541 
E: paul@duttonfisher.com 
E: jo@duttonfisher.com

www.duttonfisher.com 
 @DuttonFisher

Address: 
39 The Grove 
Ilkley 
West Yorkshire  
LS29 9NJ 

Dutton Fisher Associates is the sponsor of 
Housing People, the social housing training 
and development forum.

For more information visit:
www.housing-people.co.uk

 @Housing_People
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