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Key Findings and Recommendations
The Registrar was commissioned by the Community Housing Division of Housing 
NSW to undertake the Strategic Stewardship Research Project as part of the NSW 
Community Housing Industry Development Framework. The purpose of this initiative 
was to provide baseline evidence for the development of capacity strengthening 
initiatives and for the future evaluation of industry development. 

This report describes the findings about governance, risk management and strategic 
planning practices for Class 1, 2 and 3 community housing providers (providers) 
in NSW who were registered under the Housing Act 2001 (NSW) at 1 May 2011. 
Although comprising less than 20% of registered community housing providers, 
these providers managed over 96% of community housing properties.   

The information used in the project was provided by 42 providers in their 
applications for registration and 40 providers in their returns for the 2011 compliance 
assessment program. 

The research did not report on compliance with the Regulatory Code. The analytical 
tool used to assess the information and performance data from providers used 
criteria derived from best practice guidance. The tool was developed with assistance 
of the project advisory group with membership drawn from academia, the 
community housing industry peak body and the Housing NSW Community Housing 
Division. 

Providers may be compliant with the Regulatory Code performance requirements 
but not meet the higher standards of best practice guidelines. 

This report also describes the areas and ways in which industry could strengthen its 
capacity and contains examples of positive practice.
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Key Findings

Governance
•	 Providers’	business	activity	and	governance	arrangements	have	become	more	

complex. Five (12.5%) providers were involved in Special Purpose Vehicles 
(hereafter SPVs); 16 (38%) were developing new housing (or intended to do so); 
and 12 (30%) had private sector funding in place.  

•	 38	(95%)	providers	had	governing	bodies	of	between	four	and	15	members	which	
was within acknowledged good practice guidelines.

•	 Four	(10%)	providers	had	absolute	maximum	terms	for	chairs	and	three	(7.5%)	
for governing body members.

•	 At	the	time	of	registration	four	(10%)	providers	confirmed	they	had	paid	sitting	
fees.	By	2011	at	least	seven	(17%)	said	they	paid	sitting	fees.	29	(72.5%)	
confirmed they did not.

•	 30	(75%)	providers	had	financial	management	and	23	(58%)	had	accountancy	
experience on their governing body by the 2011 compliance program. 

•	 29	(75%)	providers	reported	that	they	had	governing	body	members	with	
experience on other governing bodies. 

•	 With	providers’	operations	becoming	more	complex,	28	providers	(70%)	had	a	
chief financial officer at compliance compared with 16 (38%) at registration.

•	 34	(85%)	providers	reported	that	their	governing	body	carried	out	regular	internal	
self-assessment of their performance.

•	 At	least	16	(38%)	providers	reported	they	formally	assessed	their	CEO’s	
performance against targets. 

 Risk Management
•	 All	providers	had	risk	management	systems	in	place.	33	(82.5%)	providers	had	

demonstrated they had risk management systems that clearly showed they both 
assessed and had measures in place to mitigate financial and key operational 
risks.

•	 In	each	of	the	following	‘activities’	around	50%	of	providers	were	found	to	have	
assessed and introduced ways to mitigate fraud and corruption, governance, 
business continuity and natural disaster risks. The majority of Class 1 and 2 
providers were assessing these risks. 

•	 All	providers	developing	property	or	actively	considering	this	activity	
demonstrated they had assessed and managed the associated risks.

•	 Asset	risk	was	assessed	and	risks	mitigated	by	27	providers	(68%)	but	a	
higher proportion of Class 1 and 2 providers did this, reflecting their greater 
maintenance responsibilities. 

•	 Evidence	that	providers	considered	future	threats	to	their	business	was	
demonstrated in just over 50% (21) providers; but nearly all Class 1 or 2 
organisations.

•	 18	(45%)	providers	assessed	the	risk	of	not	meeting	objectives	in	their	strategic	
or business plans. 
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•	 27	(68%)	providers	had	a	documented	system	for	the	review	of	their	risk	
management systems.

•	 Increasing	complexity	in	providers’	business	activity	was	reflected	in	increasing	
numbers	establishing	audit	and	risk	committees.	28	(70%)	providers	had	audit	
and risk or audit, risk and finance committees, an increase from 20 (48% of the 
sector at registration). All Class 1 and Class 2 providers had such committees. 

•	 19	(47.5%)	providers	had	demonstrated	they	had	internal	audit	programs	in	
place. Just over 80% of Class 1 and 2 providers demonstrated this. 

•	 All	providers	reported	performance	to	their	governing	bodies.	19	(47.5%)	
providers had also demonstrated they had comprehensive performance reporting 
in place to governing bodies. This included reporting on all major business 
activities, trends, and targets. 10 (25%) had started externally benchmarking 
performance.

Strategic Planning
•	 28	(70%)	providers	used	some	housing	needs	information	to	shape	their	
planning.	11	(27.5%)	carried	out	formal	assessments	of	how	the	external	
environment	influenced	their	business.	25	(57.5%)	provided	evidence	they	carried	
out an internal assessment of their strengths and weaknesses.

•	 Tenants	were	consulted	or	were	said	to	have	direct	input	into	27	(67.5%)	
providers’ plans.

•	 14	(35%)	providers	could	demonstrate	they	had	considered	procurement	issues	
as part of the strategic planning process.

•	 Implementation	of	strategic	plans	was	supported	by	service	improvement	plans	
by	30	(75%)	providers;	human	resources	by	55%	and	asset	management	by	
nearly 80%.

•	 14	(nearly	90%)	providers	with	property	development	intentions	had	established	
appraisal systems in place to assess individual proposals. 

•	 All	providers	produce	financial	forecasts,	but	at	June	2011	these	were	often	
not fully integrated into the strategic plan itself, meaning that the financial 
implications of their strategic intentions was insufficiently clear.

•	 20	(50%)	providers	carried	out	sensitivity	analysis	of	key	financial	assumptions	an	
increase	of	eight	from	registration.	20	out	of	27	Class	1	and	2	providers	did	so.

•	 Very	few	providers	could	demonstrate	they	carried	out	robust	scenario	planning.

•	 31	(77.5%)	providers’	governing	bodies	regularly	reviewed	progress	against	their	
strategic objectives 

•	 For	29	of	38	(76%)	providers	where	financial	performance	between	registration	
and compliance could be compared, this was consistent or better than the 
forecast.    
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Recommendations
The recommendations are focused on key areas where there are opportunities for 
strengthening the capacity of the industry in order to better meet the challenges 
of	the	future.	Where	appropriate	the	‘lead’	agency	in	taking	the	recommendation	
forward has been suggested.

Governance
Housing Industry Peak Bodies

•	 Maintaining	a	central	register	of	individuals	interested	in	membership	of	provider	
governing bodies and their skills and experience

•	 Maintaining	a	central	register	of	skilled	and	experienced	mentors	for	new	chairs	
or members of provider governing bodies; and

•	 Establishing	relationships	with	other	industry	peak	bodies	to	promote	interest	in	
community housing provider governing body membership.

Providers 

•	 Increasing	mechanisms	to	bring	skills	into	the	governance	of	the	provider	through	
alternatives to governing body membership such as creating a new role that 
would allow involvement on specific specialist sub-committees rather than the 
wide-ranging involvement that is part of full governing body membership. 

Regulator

•	 Issuing	regulatory	guidance	on	governance	performance	requirements	to	clarify	
provider responsibilities and promote self regulation;

•	 Issuing	regulatory	guidance	on	governing	body	remuneration;

•	 Reviewing	the	evidence	guidelines	to	point	to	consistency	with	the	ASX	
Corporate Governance Principles as a performance requirement for Class 1, 2 
and 3 Providers.

Risk Management
Housing Industry Peak Body

•	 Developing	and	promoting	good	practice	guidance	on	assessing	and	managing	
strategic risk; and

•	 Delivering	training	and	support	for	providers	on	risk	management	systems	and	
integrating risk management in their organisations. 

Regulator

•	 Issuing	regulatory	guidance	on	risk	management	performance	requirements	to	
clarify provider responsibilities and to promote self regulation;

•	 Producing	forward	looking	information	and	analysis	on	actual	and	emerging	
industry wide risks and risk profiles; and

•	 Issuing	regulatory	guidance	on	a	set	of	forecasting	criteria/scenarios/risks	for	
providers to ensure external economic and market risks are tested 
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Performance Management
All

•	 Identifying	and	promoting	examples	of	provider	positive	practices.

Regulator

•	 Incorporating	the	use	of	trends	information	as	more	performance	data	becomes	
available over time in:

	 •			Provider	compliance	assessment	reports;	and

	 •			Annual	Statements	of	Performance.	

Housing Industry Peak Bodies

•	 Continuing	the	development	of	sector	wide	benchmarks	and	reporting;	and

•	 Considering	encouraging	providers	to	set	and	report	against	service	standards

Strategic Planning
Regulator

•	 Issuing	regulatory	guidance	on	strategic	planning	performance	requirements	to	
clarify provider responsibilities and to promote self regulation.

Housing Industry Peak Bodies

•	 Delivering	training	and	support	for	providers	on	integrating	forecasting	and	
scenario	planning/stress	testing	into	strategic	planning.

Funding/Policy agency

•	 Improving	the	scope,	quality	and	utility	of	existing	information	about	the	demand	
for social and affordable housing across NSW to inform (1) community housing 
providers’ strategic plans, (2) asset management strategies and (3) specific 
property development decisions
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1. Introduction
The Registrar was commissioned by the Community Housing Division of Housing 
NSW to undertake the Strategic Stewardship Research Project as part of the 
Community Housing Industry Development Framework. The purpose of this initiative 
was to provide baseline evidence for the development of capacity strengthening 
initiatives and for the future evaluation of industry development. 

The project recognises that the Registrar has, through the administration of the 
regulatory system, substantial data and information about the sector which can 
be used to inform policy through identification of current industry practices and 
performance. 

This report describes the findings about governance, risk management and strategic 
planning practices for Class 1, 2 and 3 community housing providers (referred to as 
providers throughout the report) in NSW who were registered under the Housing Act 
2001 (NSW) at 1 May 2011. The report uses information submitted by providers for 
their registration and also for the 2011 compliance assessment program. While the 
information used was gathered for registration and compliance the findings have 
been compared to what is commonly recognised as model practice rather then the 
requirements of the Regulatory Code. The report does not contain information about 
providers’ compliance with the Regulatory Code.

Based on the findings, recommendations have been made for the areas and ways in 
which industry could strengthen its capacity.

We	have	used	the	term	‘strategic	stewardship’	to	encompass	governance,	risk	
management and strategic planning, recognising they are interlinked and difficult to 
consider as isolated concepts. They are all an intrinsic part of the NSW Regulatory 
Code and are specifically referred to under the following performance areas: 

•	 Sound	Governance	–	expertise	of	the	governing	body,	decision	making,	
compliance with legal and other obligations and planning

•	 Standards	of	Probity	–	fraud	and	corruption,	code	of	conduct	and	reputation	of	
the community housing sector

•	 Protection	of	Government	Investment	–	financial	performance,	business	planning	
and risk management planning.  

However in considering strategic stewardship the project has also considered the 
way in which providers run their whole business and wherever possible has used 
information returned by organisations to look at outcomes for tenants and service 
users. Other parts of the Regulatory Code are therefore relevant in considering 
strategic stewardship.  

Governance, risk management and strategic planning were identified as a priority for 
capacity building in the NSW Community Housing Industry Development Framework 
(IDF) as part of a strategy to grow the community housing sector and build the 
capacity of, and confidence in the sector.

At 1 July 2012 there were 231 registered providers. A majority of the community 
housing stock was managed by 42 organisations registered as Class 1, 2 and 3. 
The remaining providers were registered as Class 4 small housing managers who 
managed fewer than 30 properties each. In most instances, these smaller providers 



Strategic Stewardship Research Project 11

offered	crisis	or	transitional	housing.	Of	the	larger	providers	around	27	had	indicated	
they would be or were already pursuing growth through possible acquisition and 
property transfers from Housing NSW. In some instances they had or intended to 
enter into joint ventures with private sector companies in part motivated by recent 
private/public	sector	partnership	(PPP)	tenders	and	also	from	initiatives	under	the	
National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS). 

The project focused on practice in Class 1, 2 and 3 providers (the 42 larger 
organisations noted earlier) where sound governance practice was particularly 
important during a time of change. Analysis was carried out on information provided 
by the providers both at the time of registration and again for their 2011 compliance 
returns. 

Figures 1 and 2 in Appendix 4, provides a summary of the providers assessed at 
both the point of registration and at compliance. 

At the time of the 2011 compliance program 35 (over 85%) Class 1, 2 and 3 
providers had housing as their main business; 16 (40%) were either already 
developing property or had plans to do so; 14 (35%) had received title to properties 
under the NSW vesting program, and 12 (30%) were accessing private sector 
funding. Thirty four (85%) operated in NSW alone. There were differences between 
Classes as might be expected. The majority of providers positioned for growth were 
Class 1 registered providers. Ten of those developing, nine of those vesting and nine 
accessing private funds were Class 1 providers.

The sector has changed in composition since registration but these changes 
have been relatively minor. There were two more Class 1 organisations by the 
2011 compliance program than at registration and four more providers said they 
intended to develop. The use of private funds had increased from eight providers 
at registration to 12. Involvement with a special purpose vehicle had risen from one 
provider at registration to four by the 2011 compliance program. 

While the changes have been small they have all been in the direction of increasing 
business and governance complexity. A recent paper (Mullins, 2013) which has 
considered	the	evolution	of	governance	arrangements	among	English	housing	
associations	has	‘explored	the	implications	of	increased	organisational	scale	
through organic growth, merger and …new hybrid organisations’ on governing body 
roles and the tensions that have arisen. Many of the issues it highlighted might be 
anticipated in NSW, particularly given the organisational changes were frequently 
motivated by property transfer, private sector borrowing and demands for more 
efficient use of resources. The report has made reference at relevant points to 
key findings from this report as these could inform the design of responses to the 
findings about the sector set out in this report. 

Despite focusing on Class 1, 2 and 3 providers many of the findings will also have 
relevance for Class 4 providers. Good governance, strategic planning and risk 
management practice are necessary for any successful organisation.

Section 2 sets out the research methodology including how the evaluation tool was 
developed.

Section 3 considers governance arrangements including governing body 
composition and skills, structures, and roles. 
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Section 4 considers the risk management function including the governing body role 
and the types of risks identified by providers. 

Section 5 reports on strategic planning processes, focusing on what informed plans, 
implementation issues and stress testing. 

In sections 3-5 some interesting and relevant practice examples have been included. 
These are primarily drawn from providers in NSW and were initially identified from 
information collected for compliance. It is recognised that other providers may be 
engaged in relevant and innovative initiatives. All examples have been de-identified. 

Key Findings and Recommendations are set out at the beginning of this report. 
These have been limited to broad themes consistent with the main findings. To take 
these forward, further consultation will be necessary. It was apparent during the 
2011 compliance assessment program that the sector is rapidly evolving and its 
needs likewise.

Appendix 1, the bibliography, contains the key sources used in the design of the 
evaluation tool and to inform the report. Appendix 2 is the evaluation tool. Appendix 
3 sets out the definitions used for key terms. Appendix 4 contains information about 
the sector at the points when analysis was carried out.

Appendix 2, 3 and 4 are available from the Registrar of Community Housing on 
request.
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2. Research methodology 
The Strategic Stewardship Research Project had a number of elements, specifically: 

1. Researching and documenting good practice across like industries and 
standards;

2. Development of draft assessment tool based on good practice findings;

3. Mining of regulatory performance data and assessments for all Class 1, 2 and 3 
providers;

4. Quantitative and qualitative analysis of individual and sector performance using 
the data against the analytical tool;

5. Identification of strengths and weakness of current community housing provider 
practice;

6. Proposed regulatory and industry strengthening initiatives in light of the research; 
and

7.	 Production	of	a	report.

Project Management 
The Project was managed within the Registrar’s office by a Manager Regulation, and 
delivered by two designated staff; a senior project officer and a project officer.

The Strategic Stewardship Project was developed with the assistance of a project 
advisory group (PAG) whose members included academics with relevant governance 
and sector expertise from both Australia and overseas, the NSW Federation of 
Housing Associations and representatives from Housing NSW. 

The research project used data collected as part of the ongoing regulation of the 
community housing sector, including data collected as part of normal regulatory 
engagements such as that obtained on site visits undertaken during assessment. 
This allowed data on the whole sector to be analysed without placing any additional 
burden on providers.  

Developing the Evaluation Tool
The	Registrar’s	Application	and	Evidence	Guidelines	set	out	key	expectations	
concerning governance, risk management and strategic planning and provided the 
foundation for developing the project’s evaluation tool; however the tool was also 
informed by a survey of national and international good practice and research into 
relevant governance, risk management and strategic planning systems. The results 
from this exercise were used to identify criteria to analyse practice by the providers. 
The sources included but were not limited to: 

•	 Australian	Standards	on	risk	management	and	good	governance;

•	 ASX	Corporate	Governance	Principles	and	Recommendations	with	2010	
Amendments;

•	 The	NSW	Federation	of	Housing	Association	Good	Practice	Guides;

•	 Published	guidance	information	from	other	regulators	(past	and	present)	and	
peak bodies including the Scottish Housing Regulator, the UK National Housing 
Federation, Australian Securities and Investment Commission and NSW Treasury;
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•	 Local	and	international	research	on	good	governance	in	the	housing	sector	and	in	
the not for profit sector; and

•	 Reports	on	inquiries	into	governance	such	as	the	Cadbury	and	Cave	reports.

A full list can be found in the bibliography at Appendix 1. 

An	initial	list	of	evaluation	criteria/questions	was	developed	based	on	the	literature	
review results. In devising the list, the project team took into account the data 
sources it could rely on for the project, and the nature of the community housing 
sector and what was most relevant to its business. The PAG provided advice and 
guidance on the initial list and the final evaluation questions were incorporated into a 
data collection tool (Appendix 2).

Governance, strategic planning and risk management are interrelated and separate 
assessment was difficult. However, there is value in allocating criteria to each, and it 
proved possible to report on each separately.

Data Entry and Analysis 
Information submitted by providers for their registration (before 1 May 2011) and 
from the most recent round of compliance assessments (December 2011 to March 
2012) was used in this project.

The first stage of data entry commenced with joint assessment by each researcher 
to	ensure	a	consistent	approach	was	being	taken.	Each	provider’s	registration	
application and compliance return was scrutinised, as were all relevant supporting 
documents such as business and strategic plans, risk management plans, 
governance and risk management policies and procedures. The providers’ websites 
were also examined for the second analysis. The information was then assessed and 
recorded in the tool according to a scoring system described below.

Once the initial data entry was completed, the PAG was presented with the findings 
from the analysis. Following discussion, some minor adjustments were made to 
the tool for the second round of analysis. Some additional questions were added 
and others were refined or removed. Only minor changes were made in order that 
comparison between stage one and stage two data could be made. The findings 
from the second stage analysis were presented to the PAG before the final report 
was produced.

There were some changes in the number and Class of providers1 between 
registration and the 2011 compliance program. These were relatively minor and 
had no impact on the findings as the project was concerned with the sector as a 
whole and not individual provider capacity. Of more importance was to ensure that 
where changes were reported between the findings at registration and those at 
compliance, these were valid i.e. were unlikely to be due to a difference in numbers 
of reporting providers or because more information was available from them. The 
report highlights any uncertainties of this nature. 

Data entry and analysis was completed for providers that submitted a compliance  
return and associated information before the completion of the project’s data entry 
phase. Three providers (that submitted a late compliance return, elected not to maintain 
registration and deferred due to changes to the body corporate) have not been included. 

1 See Figures 1 and 2 in Appendix 4 which set out the sector composition at registration and the 2011 
compliance program
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Project Constraints
Providers in NSW are required to submit strategic planning, risk management and 
governance documents as part of the registration and compliance assessment 
process. These are used to determine compliance with performance areas three, 
four, six and eight of the Regulatory Code. The Housing Act 2001 (NSW) and the 
Housing Regulation 2009 provide the regulatory framework for regulation in NSW. 

The Registrar is not prescriptive in how an organisation demonstrates compliance 
with the Regulatory Code so each provider submits what it considers appropriate 
evidence as part of their application. Some restricted the evidence provided to 
extracts from documents while others submitted entire documents from which 
this	project	could	derive	more	information.	The	‘non	standard’	information	created	
some	challenges	for	the	project	and	in	particular	led	to	recording	as	‘unknown’	the	
position for some providers against some criteria. 

The PAG’s experience was invaluable in the design phase, ensuring the tool was 
designed so that information recorded was relevant and reliable. As noted above, 
the tool was designed to record absences in information from particular providers. 
Only	findings	for	criteria/questions	where	there	was	sufficient	information	to	reliably	
report have been presented. 

Assessment Method
For	the	more	qualitative	questions/criteria	in	the	assessment	tool	a	judgement	was	
made as to whether:

•	 It	met	the	expected	criteria;

•	 It	did	not	meet	the	criteria;

•	 The	position	was	unknown	–	i.e.	there	was	no	evidence	one	way	or	the	other;	and

•	 The	question	was	not	applicable	to	the	provider.

An unknown or no information available was recorded where it was not possible to 
determine whether or not a policy, procedure or practice existed. In some cases it 
was possible to conclude that a policy or practice did exist but there was insufficient 
information to make a judgement as to its quality.

Practice Examples
The report contains a number of practice examples drawn from housing 
organisations in Australia and the UK. These were identified either through the NSW 
regulatory assessment process or through published reports. They were selected to 
illustrate the way particular organisations had addressed practice discussed in the 
report. The examples were chosen because it was considered they demonstrated 
practice that might be of wider interest. It is acknowledged that other organisations 
may also have useful practice to share. The practice examples are de-identified. 
Requests for further information about the practice examples should be made with 
the Registrar of Community Housing.
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3. Governance
Governance encompasses the act, manner and function of governing, involving 
‘tasks’	such	as	regulating,	influencing,	ruling	and	determining	the	policy,	actions	
and	affairs	of	a	particular	body	or	organisation.	The	ASX	Corporate	Governance	
Principles	define	corporate	governance	as	‘the	framework	of	rules,	relationships,	
systems and processes within and by which authority is exercised and controlled 
in corporations’. It encompasses the mechanisms by which companies and those 
in control are held to account. Corporate governance influences how objectives of 
the company are set and achieved, how risk is monitored and assessed, and how 
performance is optimised.  

Whatever arrangement this involves the governing body is seen as the predominant 
influence on the affairs of the organisation. The governing body is the group to which 
the principles of corporate governance apply and should be responsible for:

•	 Providing	leadership	and	strategic	direction;

•	 Defining	control	mechanisms	to	safeguard	public	resources;

•	 Supervising	the	overall	management	of	operations;	and

•	 Reporting	on	stewardship	and	performance.	

•	 Providing	accountability	to	external	stakeholders	and	tenants

Poor governance is responsible for most difficulties organisations experience. With 
its long history of regulatory activity the UK’s previous regulators, the Housing 
Corporation	noted	in	its	‘Treading	the	Boards	–	A	Self	Assessment	Framework	 
for	Governing	body	Performance’	2001	–	that	research	had	shown	‘that	in	many	
cases when housing associations have got into regulatory difficulties there have 
been weaknesses in governance’ – whatever the more obvious immediate reason. 
The NSW Federation of Housing Associations’ Governance Risk and Compliance 
(GRC)	series	emphasises	the	need	to	‘balance	the	demands	of	public	and	
community service and their tradition of volunteerism with a need for increased  
professionalism …and a growing expectation that associations will be more 
entrepreneurial’. 

No single governance model would be suitable for all providers because of 
differences in size and the diversity and risk of providers’ activities. Different models 
and practices should be encouraged as long as public funds and assets, residents’ 
interests and the sector’s responsibilities are not put at risk. Furthermore, business 
and the environment will change and providers will continually seek to improve 
their governance performance. Governing bodies are responsible for ensuring 
their organisations are viable, properly governed and managed and that they can 
demonstrate the value they bring.

Strong governance will give confidence to service users, government, private 
investors, partners and regulators that an organisation is a suitable business partner, 
recipient of government funding and, critically, delivers high quality services.  
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Mullins, 2013
In the UK forms of governance have emerged to 

•	 Respond	to	changing	roles	of	housing	associations	as	motivated	by	external	
expectations – i.e. changes to government policy (e.g. transfer of stock); 
regulatory (e.g. focus on performance or compliance) and funding influences 
(e.g. tighter credit conditions) 

•	 Key	‘life	cycle’	stages	e.g.	through	merger,	new	business	activity	

Source:	Mullins,	D.	(2013)	The	Evolution	of	Corporate	Governance	Structures	and	Relationships	in	English	
Housing Associations Chapter 13 in Cornforth, C. and Brown, W. (eds) Nonprofit Governance Innovative 
perspectives	and	approaches.	Routledge.	http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415783378/

Governance Arrangements – The Governing Body
The Regulatory Code states a registered community housing provider must have a 
governing body that is effective and has a range of expertise that is sufficient for the 
scale and scope of the community housing provided. 

The governing body of an incorporated association governs on behalf of its 
members or shareholders i.e. its owners. The governing body maintains the 
governance arrangements that enable the organisation to achieve its stated 
objectives (NSW Federation Housing Associations, 2011). In this section the findings 
about governance arrangements adopted by the community housing sector are 
presented; specifically their size, recruitment methods, structures and payments.

Governing Body Size
Governing body size is widely acknowledged as an important factor in governing 
bodies’ smooth operation. The governing body should be of a size and composition 
that is conducive to making appropriate decisions. The governing body should be 
large enough to include the variety of perspectives and skills determined necessary 
by the provider. It should not, however, be so large that effective decision-making is 
made difficult. 

The UK’s National Housing Federation in 2010 suggested that the ideal number of 
governing body members is between four and 15. As Figure 3.1 (page 18) highlights, 
at	the	2011/12	compliance	round	38	providers’	(or	95%)	boards	were	within	this	
range. The findings suggest the NSW community housing sector had in place the 
governing body size to manage effectively.
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Figure 3.1: Number of Governing Body Members (from 2011 compliance information)

  1 to 3

  4 to 9

  10 to 15

  16 plus

Governing Body Recruitment
It is the governing body’s responsibility to recruit the members with the skills 
required to ensure it operates effectively. Governing body recruitment policies 
should be documented and designed to secure interest from individuals with the 
skills and expertise required by the provider. What is appropriate will depend upon 
the scope and scale of organisations, but as business becomes more complex and 
the governing body’s role more demanding, the following may be appropriate:

•	 An	appointments/nominations	committee	charged	with	leading	the	process	and	
interviewing candidates; and

•	 Job	specifications	or	competencies	setting	out	the	skills	and	expertise	required	
and the time commitment expected from members.

Governing bodies might want to consider how they maximise interest in attracting 
individuals, their approach to succession planning, and whether external assistance 
is required to help with recruitment. Governing body self assessment should include 
a review of the most recent governing body skills audit, the recruitment policy, and 
the induction program and materials. They may also wish to consider periodically 
commissioning external feedback about how key stakeholders view them, 
particularly where these views may influence the provider’s business opportunities or 
achievement of its strategy.
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Figure 3.2: Governing Body Recruitment Methods – Compliance return 2011

  Used

  Not used

Practice Example – Provider Governance Policy
The provider’s governance policy manual is well written, concise and clearly 
explains the roles and responsibilities of Directors. Governance covers the 
structure, systems and processes that ensure the direction, effectiveness and 
accountability	of	the	provider.	It	covers	the	way	the	Board	works	with	the	CEO	
and Staff, Volunteers, Customers, Members and other Stakeholders to ensure 
the	organisation	is	effectively	operating	and	meeting	the	provider’s	purpose/
mission. The provider is a company limited by guarantee with PBI charitable 
status. It is required to comply with the Corporations Act. It sets out in 
unambiguous terms those matters which are the responsibility of the Board and 
cannot be delegated to either sub committees of the board or management. 
Such matters include:

•	 Expansion	of	the	business	into	different	geographical	areas	or	new	activities

•	 Approval	of	key	policies	as	detailed	in	their	Policy	and	procedure	Review	
calendar

•	 Appoint	monitor	discipline	and	where	appropriate	dismiss	the	Chief	
Executive	officer

•	 It	describes	the	board’s	functions	in	a	way	that	is	accessible	to	new	
members, provide a sound basis for induction and allow for both self 

The project found partial information about how governing bodies recruited 
members, but this was limited as most providers did not provide sufficient 
information in their compliance returns for us to make robust conclusions. Figure 
3.2 above shows that of the 19 providers where information was available, more 
than one method was generally used. Advertisements were recorded as used on at 
least some occasions by 13 providers. Five providers may in some circumstances 
target new members with specific skills and expertise, suggesting that governing 
bodies recognised the need to explore the market to identify a pool of eligible and 
appropriate applicants.

0 5 10 15 20

Word of mouth
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assessment	and	external	evaluation	of	board	performance	Examples	
include;

•	 Make	sure	it	is	effective	in	its	role	through	annual	review	of	its	strengths,	
weaknesses and performance 

•	 Approve	any	borrowings,	having	made	sure	that	the	loan	finance	is	included	
within the service delivery plan and budget and the considered borrowing 
arrangements are in line with the governance lending principles and 
guidelines 

•	 Approve	a	program	of	service	reviews,	making	sure	the	provider’s	services	
to customers are of a high standard, with the aim of facilitating a program of 
ongoing service enhancements and value for money.

The governance principles are underpinned by more detailed procedures 
setting out precisely when, how and by whom key activities will be carried 
out. A governance reporting calendar summarises the key dates for activities 
such as internal control review, performance reviews and risk assessment. The 
board	recruitment	process	is	triggered	by	either	vacancies	through	retirement/	
resignation	or	where	skills	gaps	are	identified	in	the	annual	audit.	Expressions	
of interest (against a position description) are sought through state and local 
papers, community networks and via other strategic communication channels. 
Nominees are asked to make a written application addressing the requirements 
in	the	position	description	and	providing	referees.	Eligible	nominees	are	
interviewed by an Assessment Panel and recommended to the AGM for 
approval.

The duty of Board Members is to act in the best interest of the provider and 
to direct the affairs of the organisation in accordance with the objectives and 
ensure that its functions are properly performed. 

To overcome difficulties recruiting governing body members a small number of 
providers had engaged consultants to identify potential members with the required 
skills, stimulate interest and facilitate recruitment.

Term Limits for Members
It is accepted good practice that both Chairs and Directors should be appointed 
or elected for specific terms and be subject to periodic re-election. Chartered 
Secretaries	Australia	(CSA)	suggest	in	their	Good	Governance	Guide	that	‘board	
members tenure is (made) clear. A fixed three year term with a maximum of 
three terms is generally the most appropriate’. The NSW Federation of Housing 
Associations’ GRC by contrast proposes a total limit of six years for governing body 
members

Maximum absolute terms are also recommended in the ASX Corporate Governance 
Principles and Recommendations with 2010 Amendments, to ensure the introduction 
of new ideas, challenge what can become stale practice and maintain the governing 
body’s independence from management. Periodic elections give a provider the 
opportunity	to	respond	to	the	need	for	different/new	skills	or	expertise	as	well	
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Figure 3.3: Governing Body and Chair Terms – Compliance Return – 2011

Figure 3.3 above illustrates the term limits for chairs and governing body members 
as reported in providers’ compliance returns. This position had not changed from 
registration. Very few providers had absolute maximum terms for either chairs or 
governing body members. 

Payment of Sitting Fees
As the sector grew in scale and scope, the payment of sitting fees (as distinct from 
reimbursement of expenses) to governing body members had been introduced 
by some providers and was being considered by others. As organisations start 
undertaking more complex activities, the oversight required by governing body 
members will become more time consuming and the argument has been made 
by some providers in other jurisdictions (Housing Corporation, 2004) that in order 
to attract and retain high quality governing body members with appropriate skills 
and expertise, fees need to be paid that are sufficiently competitive to draw that 
expertise from the private sector. 

as consideration of whether governing body members are making the required 
contribution. On the other hand, turnover should not be so high that the governing 
body becomes too inexperienced to exercise sufficient scrutiny.

  Yes

  No
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Maximum Terms for Chairs
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Figure 3.4: Provider’s Payment of Sitting Fees – Compliance 2011
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Mullins 2013
Reported that:

•	 A	recent	small	scale	study	of	payments	made	to	members	of	20	housing	
associations were relatively low in comparison to the private sector, had 
not kept pace with increases in senior management pay increases and 
were restrained by regulatory norms (chairs were on average paid £14,000 
approx). 

•	 The	point	was	made	that	the	recognition	that	growing	businesses	needed	
more skilled management (costing more) was not accompanied by a similar 
recognition that the board should be higher calibre (and would require 
financial inducements.

•	 Introduction	of	board	member	payment	had	accentuated	tensions	in	
introducing board restructuring

The information on payment of sitting fees available from providers as submitted 
in their registration applications and 2011 compliance returns has been set out in 
Figure 3.4 above. At the time of registration four (10%) providers confirmed they had 
paid	sitting	fees.	By	2011	at	least	seven	(17%)	said	they	paid	sitting	fees.		

While there has been substantial research and review about director’s remuneration 
in the private sector, little has been undertaken in the not for profit or housing sector 
to assess whether payment of fees has had any beneficial effect on governing 
body or organisational performance, including whether sitting fees’ change the 
relationship between board members and the organisation and erode voluntarism. 
There has been one extremely limited review in 2004 by the Housing Corporation2  
(when payments were in any case only recently introduced) but otherwise there has 
been little more than conjecture. 

Source:	Mullins,	D.	2013	‘The	Evolution	of	Corporate	Governance	Structures	and	Relationships	in	English
Housing Associations’ in Cornforth, C. and Brown, W. (eds) Nonprofit Governance Innovative
perspectives and approaches.	Routledge.	http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415783378/

2UK Housing Corporation 2004, Sector Study 36 Board payment: the first year, London.

It is questionable whether persons on the governing body motivated primarily 
by financial advantage would make the best governing body members in not 
for profit organisations, and not-for-profit organisations are in any case unlikely 
to be able to compete with the for-profit sector in the amount of fees paid. 
The payment of directors’ fees also raises issues for tenant governing body 
members, potentially putting their tenancy (and benefit payments) at risk as fees 
might be counted as income.

There are no prescriptive regulatory requirements concerning governing body 
remuneration. In assessing compliance with the Regulatory Code, the Registrar 
would consider:

•	 Whether	decisions	around	governing	body	remuneration	have	been	based	on	
evidence based reports;
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•	 Whether	external	advice	has	been	sought	and	whether	payment	is	consistent	
with the provider’s objects and represents value for money. (The CSA provides 
guidance in its Good Governance Guide on seeking advice about remuneration);   

•	 Whether	the	fee	amount	has	been	set	with	reference	to	suitable	benchmarks;

•	 Whether	all	body	corporate	requirements	have	been	met,	including	legal	and	
constitutional compliance; and

•	 Whether	the	payment	of	fees	is	transparently	reported	in	the	organisation’s	
annual report. 

Some providers have had concerns about governing body member payment rising 
as organisations compete for members with highly sought after skills. One provider’s 
response was to place a cap on payments by tying this to a percentage of annual 
turnover.

The Governance Model
To function properly the governing body must have determined the appropriate 
structure and processes it needs to allow it to play an informed and effective role. 
It should have specified the functions and roles of the governing body itself, any 
sub-committees, individual governing body members and the provider’s senior 
management.

A	governing	body	should	periodically	‘take	time	out’	to	review	the	arrangements	and	
practice	in	place	to	ensure	they	remain	ideal	and/or	have	not	become	stale.	The	type	
and nature of these arrangements might need alteration to reflect new opportunities, 
a changed business context or a different mix of skills and personalities amongst 
governing body members and senior management.

Governing Body Committees
The governing body has overall responsibility for the provider’s governance but, 
particularly in larger organisations, it might be sensible as the volume of business 
and its complexity increases, to create governing body committees to discharge 
some roles. 

Governance structures and ways of working should be designed to allow robust 
and detailed discussion of the provider’s business. The Registrar expects that larger 
providers would have an audit and risk committee. However, providers are not 
constrained by any requirement to adopt specific models but are expected to have 
considered what their business needs to operate effectively.

Where sub committees have been set up, the respective remits should be 
documented, accountability should be clear through terms of reference, and 
decisions which have been delegated should not compromise overall governing 
body responsibilities. Meetings should be of appropriate frequency and duration to 
allow members to scrutinise information presented, make informed decisions and 
exercise oversight of the provider’s management and operations. 

Subcommittees could be permanent or created for a particular project, and many 
providers had introduced them when the time commitment necessary was greater 
than the governing body was able to allow for ensuring business was properly 
covered. Table 3.1 sets out the governing body sub-committees that providers 
reported were in place at 2011 compliance.
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Most providers had at least one sub-committee by the 2011 compliance program. 
All but eight providers (and just one Class 1 provider) had confirmed they had either 
an audit and risk or finance and audit sub-committee. Class 3 providers were less 
likely than the sector average to have sub-committees other than audit and risk, 
perhaps a reflection of their size and business scope. Just two Class 3 providers of 
the 13 who reported information had set up any other sub-committees.

Figure 3.5: Most Common Governing Body Sub Committees – Compliance 2011

Yes No
Information 
Unavailable

Human Resources 
(HR) 7 31 2

Remuneration 7 28 5

Housing Management 3 33 4

Finance, audit and risk 10 27 3

Finance 4 33 3

Audit and risk 18 19 3

Development 10 27 3

Compliance 7 30 3

Governance 15 22 3

Governance or compliance sub-committees were confirmed as in place by 22 
providers. There had been increases in both with eight more governance and three 
more compliance sub-committees. Development committees had been established 
by 10 (an increase from six at registration) of the 16 providers who were either 
already engaged in property development or had advanced plans to do so. 

Thirteen Class 1 and 2 providers had established remuneration or HR committees. 
One provider used a subcommittee for reviews of the chief executive officer’s 
performance. Performance was reviewed monthly against performance indicators as 
part of the standard reporting process. 

Other providers had sub-committees for strategic planning, research, policy review, 
dispute (for resolving complaints about management), communications, and quality 
assurance. 

One provider reported having a regional sub-committee to recognise specific 
business concerns.  

In the UK, as the sector has developed, there has been a recent trend to streamline 
governance arrangements and as outlined below balancing competing demands 
between	‘efficiency’	and	representativeness	have	proved	to	be	a	challenge.
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Mullins 2013
The report considers tensions within governing bodies, and between 
senior management and governing bodies that have emerged where 
recommendations have been made to streamline or simplify governance 
structures	generally	in	response	to	‘logics	of	business	efficiency’.	Usually	this	
has involved reducing the numbers of committees (and thus governing body 
involvement) and delegating duties to the organisation’s managers. 

This has frequently been considered necessary as organisations have grown 
through establishing group structures, spawning complex organisational 
structures	and	are	now	‘collapsing’	these.	

Concerns have emerged that streamlining and business efficiency concerns 
are compromising local (and service user) accountability – a key and valuable 
feature of community housing.

Source:	Mullins,	D.	2013	‘The	Evolution	of	Corporate	Governance	Structures	and	Relationships	in	English
Housing Associations’ in Cornforth, C. and Brown, W. (eds) Nonprofit Governance Innovative
perspectives and approaches.	Routledge.	http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415783378/

Authorities, Responsibilities and Accountabilities
In its Characteristics of good NFP governance, the Australian Institute of Company 
Directors	(NCID)	cites	three	important	‘notions	of	accepted	governance	wisdom’.	
Two of these relate to defining the roles of the governing body, subcommittees and 
management.	They	specifically	draw	attention	to	‘how	the	governing	body	controls	
the organisation by prescribing and monitoring internal control structures (rules) that 
define	how	everyone	in	the	entity	is	to	act	and	behave	and	that	‘lay	the	foundations	
for	management	and	oversight‘	by	clearly	delegating	(in	writing)	the:

•	 Operational	authority	and	accountabilities	of	management	(and	the	CEO	in	
particular);

•	 Boundaries	and	limits	of	that	authority	(the	constraints	and	exclusions	placed	on	
management means, methods, practices and actions); and 

•	 Reporting	requirements	of	and	monitoring	processes.	

In addition they advise consideration should be given to how the governing body will 
connect	with	management	–	i.e.	where	the	‘line	is	drawn’	between	governance	and	
management’.

Most providers (35 of the 40) had a compliant schedule of delegations detailing the 
responsibilities of the governing body for decision making and showing who was 
authorised to make decisions. The remaining five were in the process of revising or 
improving their schedules.  
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Governing Body Members
This section reports on the characteristics of provider governing bodies including 
their skills and experience and whether members were independent from 
management.	The	executive/senior	management	positions	found	in	providers	
was also examined and reported in this section, given their critical role in the 
organisations.  

Gender Balance on Governing Bodies
Diversity (of all types) in groups promotes better decision making, with research 
indicating that the more women in a group, the better the group will work together 
and the better the eventual decision will be (Woolley, 2010). 

Figure 3.6: Female Governing Body Member – Compliance 2011

  11.50%

		51.75%

			76-100%

There had been an increase in women on the governing bodies since registration. 
At	registration	three	providers	(7%)	had	less	than	10%	female	governing	body	
members and as Figure 3.6 illustrates, by the compliance return stage no provider 
had	less	than	10%	female	governing	body	representation.	Eleven	(approximately	
28%) providers also had a female chair at the 2011 compliance return stage. Twenty 
four	providers	(i.e.	over	50%)	had	a	woman	CEO	at	the	compliance	return	stage.	
One provider did not submit information.

Tenant Representation on Governing Bodies
There is no regulatory requirement for tenants to be directly represented on 
governing bodies. It has been accepted that tenants should be appointed for 
their expertise and perspective and not as representatives of a movement or as 
consumers of services. However, given the emphasis many providers said they 
placed on tenants and residents, and which the regulatory process recognises in 
performance outcomes 1, 2 and 3, governing bodies could be expected to either 
include targets for particular areas of expertise to ensure that tenant and user 
knowledge has been recognised as a legitimate and significant part of governing 
body competence, or alternatively ensure they have mechanisms in place that 
allowed tenants to be consulted and have their opinions heard by the governing 
body. 
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As	Figure	3.7	below	illustrates	12	providers	(approximately	30%)	reported	they	had	
tenants or ex tenants as governing body members. This was comparable with the 
position at registration.

Figure	3.7:	Tenant/Ex	Tenant	Members	on	Governing	Bodies	–	Compliance	2011

  Yes

  No

   Information 
unavailable

		N/A

Providers have adopted a variety of ways to secure tenant involvement. One had 
places for two appropriately qualified governing body members elected by the 
tenant advisory committee. Another provider used a variety of tenant advisory 
groups, focus groups on particular topics or conducted block meetings to seek 
feedback on specific issues for the governing body. A third provider had specifically 
sought tenant feedback to assist with the development of risk management 
systems.

A number of providers said they used tenant feedback to inform their strategic 
planning. There was also emerging evidence that increasing numbers of providers 
had established tenant advisory groups or similar to formalise and facilitate 
involvement in decision making; 16 had confirmed they had done so. Figure 3.8 
(page 30) illustrates the position at compliance 2011. Note that one provider 
outsources all its tenancy management services



Registrar of Community Housing28

Practice Example – Engaging Tenants in a Provider’s 
Strategic Planning
This Class 1 provider has sought to involve its service users in its governance 
and strategic planning in ways in which their views are listened and responded 
to. While board membership is one route for tenant involvement it can be 
tokenistic unless other options are offered to engage more people representing 
different communities.

With over a third of tenants saying they wanted some form of involvement, 
a Tenant Advisory Group (or TAG) was set up as a forum for the provider to 
consult with tenants on key issues and seek feedback on proposed changes 
which could affect them. It is a dynamic organisation which has evolved over 
the years as the aspirations of tenants have changed and their involvement 
has deepened.

The provider has just expanded the structure so they have a central TAG that 
meets to look at issues that affect the whole organisation (such as policy), and 
then local meetings in the intervening months to pick up on more community 
based issues. Recent examples have included discussing the sorts of support 
that would most benefit tenants and how rent reviews are carried out.

Up until now there has been no 
formal membership structure 
but at the forthcoming AGM it 
is proposed to move to official 
membership as attendance has 
increased and business has 
become more formal.

There are two main ways in 
which the TAG has been involved 
in governance and strategic planning. First it has input into the provider’s 
business plan. TAG sought to raise the level of customer service such as 
response	times,	clear	‘quality’	standards	so	tenants	could	know	what	to	
expect and when to complain. Out of this came the idea of developing a 
Customer Service Charter. A policy workshop for tenants was held in April 
2012, and advertised in the tenants’ newsletter. Plenty of ideas were generated 
including:

•	 Always	have	a	person	to	speak	to	in	emergencies

•	 Publishing	direct	numbers	in	letters	and	emails

•	 Tenant	involvement	on	staff	induction

The	Charter	is	a	key	objective	in	the	2012/13	Business	plan	and	will	be	
completed in Autumn 2013.

The second key way the TAG has been involved is through its role in reporting 
to the Board. There is currently no tenant Board Member, with recruitment 
being based on skills and expertise rather than representation. However they 
recognise the importance of tenants having that link to the top tier of their 
governance structure.

MEET:
Feb, Apr, Jun, 
Aug, Oct, Dec

MEET:
Mar, May,  
Jul, Sep, Nov

West
TAG

East
TAG

TAG
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The Board meets six times per year and on every second meeting the Chair 
from TAG will present the Board with a report on the TAG’s activities and issues 
that	have	been	raised.	The	Chair	of	TAG	also	meets	with	the	senior	‘operations’	
manager	on	a	monthly	basis	to	discuss	issues	and	concerns.	Examples	of	
action coming out of these meetings include:

•	 Feedback	on	the	telephone	system	has	led	to	a	review	with	their	existing	
supplier 

•	 Feedback	on	what	happens	when	staff	change	and	knowing	“who	is	who”	
has resulted in letters being sent to all tenants where there is a staff change 
affecting	them	and	the	next	run	of	TAG	meetings	will	feature	“the	role	of	the	
Housing	Manager”	

•	 Ideas	to	continually	strengthen	future	tenant	participation	(TP)	–	such	as	
encouraging more members – see the brochure below 

h

The meetings also provide an opportunity for TAG Chair to update organisation 
on TP sector issues, e.g. work of the NSWFHA Tenants Network.

TAG also have a role to see the Business Plan is delivered. As soon as it is 
approved by Board, the operational objectives and goals from this have been 
presented to the next meeting on Central TAG. They know what the Board 
expect the provider to achieve and by when!
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Figure 3.8: Use of Tenant Advisory Groups – Compliance 2011

Figure 3.9: Fully Independent Governing Bodies – Compliance 2011

  Yes

   No
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		N/A

  Yes

   No
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Governing Body Independence 
It is widely accepted that the majority of governing body members should be 
independent of management and free of any business or other relationship that 
could materially interfere with – or could reasonably be perceived to materially 
interfere with – the independent exercise of their judgement. Both the CSA in its 
Good	Governance	Guide	and	the	ASX	Corporate	Governance	Principles	recommend	
that a majority of the board should be independent directors. 

The role of the chair in providing leadership and facilitating effective performance 
makes their independence particularly important. 

Overall, 36 providers had at least a majority of independent members and an 
independent chair. Over 50% had a fully independent board – see figure 3.9 below. 
There had been little change since registration. Chairs who were not independent 
were found in three of the four cases to be in faith based organisations.
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Figure 3.10: Governing Boby Member Skills – Compliance 2011

Governing Body Skills
Whether a provider’s governing body is capable of discharging its functions can be 
assessed by examining the range of skills held by its members. 

While the skills required by providers will have been determined by their current 
operations and future intentions, some commonly accepted requirements have 
been outlined in the Regulatory Code. Financial skills are a pre-requisite for all 
providers but the type and nature would be dependent upon the activity the provider 
was involved in. Accountancy skills may be sufficient for a smaller non developing 
organisation, but project finance skills are necessary where a provider is involved in 
complex multi-tenure developments. Class 1, 2, and 3 providers are also expected 
to have sufficient skills available to them in asset management, risk management, 
and human resources. 

Figure	3.10	shows	30	(75%)	providers	had	financial	management	and	23	had	
accountancy experience on their governing body at 2011 compliance. Nine 
providers were found to have banking experience amongst their members with 
financial management skills. Overall, these findings represented a slight increase in 
the financial skills reported at registration. 

Yes No

Community Housing 21 19

Support Services 37 3

Human Resources 24 16

Risk 23 17

Banking 9 31

Financial Management 30 10

Asset Management 24 16

Development 20 20

Accounting 23 17

Marketing/PR 7 33

Tenant experience – 
past or present

12 28

Other board 
experience

29 11

Legal 17 23

In	its	2001	‘Treading	the	Boards’	publication,	the	UK	Housing	Corporation	
specifically	highlighted	the	view	of	participants	in	the	fieldwork	that	‘at	least	some	
board members ….should have experience in critically challenging management’s 
plans	and	assumptions’.	Experience	from	membership	of	the	boards	of	‘large	and	
high	achieving	organisations’	was	believed	to	be	even	more	important	for	‘larger	and	
more	complex	associations’.	Notably,	29	providers	(almost	75%)	reported	that	they	
had members with experience on other governing bodies. 
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There were some significant changes in the skills and expertise reported on 
governing bodies since registration as illustrated in Figure 3.11 below.

With more providers now responsible for asset management, either through title 
transfer	and/or	their	own	development,	24	organisations	(60%)	reported	these	
skills were represented on their governing bodies. However, this was less than at 
registration when 28 reported having had access to these skills on their governing 
bodies. However, more providers (20) indicated access to development skills, an 
increase from 14 at registration.

Risk management expertise was represented on the governing bodies of 23 
providers, substantially fewer than the 30 providers who reported their governing 
bodies had these skills at registration.

Figure 3.11: Changes in Governing Body Skills Composition
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Mullins 2013
The report explores the tensions and conflicts that can emerge between 
representational and professional boards.3 This has been manifested in 
England	through	some	members	identifying	themselves	as	defenders	of	locally	
based organisations supporting community values (generally not just tenant 
representatives but those members recruited for their expertise in service 
delivery or knowledge about the local environment) against those who see 
their responsibility to impose more professionalised notions of corporate 
governance. 

As governing body size had stayed roughly similar, the reported changes in 
membership are likely to have come about through either recruitment to replace 
retiring members or training of existing members.

Source:	Mullins,	D.	2013	‘The	Evolution	of	Corporate	Governance	Structures	and	Relationships	in	English
Housing Associations’ in Cornforth, C. and Brown, W. (eds) Nonprofit Governance Innovative
perspectives and approaches.	Routledge.	http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415783378/
3 See glossary.
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NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet – The Workforce 
Planning Guide
The guide provides a foundation for HR planning, ideas for strategies on 
recruitment, training, leadership development, succession planning, and 
mentoring. It also provides a basis for a structured information and evidence 
based approach to HR planning and workforce development — critical for 
effective long-term planning. Workforce planning also involves adapting 
and integrating technology, systems and process solutions to use agency 
resources most effectively.

The Workforce Planning Guide outlines why workplace planning is critical 
to achieving business outcomes and provides a framework for strategically 
managing staffing issues. It provides a framework for strategically managing 
staffing issues. Though written for the public sector the principles are readily 
adaptable to suit particular service delivery and capability requirements and 
operational characteristics. 

Chartered/Company	Secretaries
International practice experience indicates there will be a trend towards the use of 
company secretaries as the sector grows and its responsibilities increase. 

A company secretary is responsible for the efficient administration of the company 
with a focus on compliance with legal and regulatory requirements, the management 
of risk and the implementation of the board’s decisions (Chartered Secretaries 
Australia 2012). For organisations incorporated under the Corporations Act 2001 
the position of Company Secretary is required to play an active role in guiding the 
governing body on meeting procedures and constitutional matters and be prepared 
to	be	‘a	fearless	adviser	to	the	board’	(Seyfort	2004).	

Company secretary numbers were not recorded as part of this project as the 
information was not specifically requested in compliance or registration applications. 
However a number of providers reported that they had appointed company 
secretaries or existing senior management with the appropriate skills (generally legal) 
performed this role. While in large organisations independent company secretaries 
are desirable, it is probably impracticable for most community housing providers. In 
these cases the potential conflict of interest where the secretary is required to advise 
the governing body about activity in which they have been directly involved should 
be addressed in the appropriate policy. One solution is for the governing body to 
seek external advice where significant and far reaching decisions are being made.  

Senior Management Positions
The	senior/executive	management	team	required	by	providers	will	be	determined	
by its business scale and scope. It is anticipated that the governing body will 
regularly review what the organisation requires, especially where it intends to make 
significant changes to its business. Advice and guidance about workforce planning is 
available from a wide range of sources including the Western Australian Public Sector 
Commission Good Governance Guide, the Chartered Secretaries Australia Good 
Governance Guide and the NSW Government Department of Premier and Cabinet.
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The Workforce Planning framework has seven steps; 

1. Scope the project

2.	Compile	labour/workforce	demand	information

3.	Compile	labour/workforce	supply	information

4. Analyse gaps in demand and supply

5. Develop an action plan and strategies

6. Implement the plan

7.	Monitor	and	evaluate	the	plan

Figure 3.12 (page 35) records the management positions reported by providers 
in their 2011 compliance returns. Where the position has been referred to as 
‘dedicated’	this	indicated	that	a	person	within	the	organisation	was	responsible	for	
this function. It did not imply the person was exclusively engaged in this function. 

The presence of chief financial officers – or similar – had significantly increased 
since	registration.	28	providers	(70%)	had	a	chief	financial	officer	at	compliance,	
compared with 16 (38%) at registration. This was significant, given the requirements 
of the position in dealing with complex financial records, internal audits, managing 
greater financial risks (from ongoing operations, borrowing and in some cases 
currency risk) and the need to engage and negotiate with banks. Anecdotal evidence 
suggested that some organisations had needed to engage a chief financial officer as 
a condition of private sector funding agreements. 

A designated risk manager was confirmed in four providers. At registration no 
provider had identified any person with a particular responsibility for risk. While this 
finding suggested the risk management function was not overseen by a designated 
post-holder there were other findings that providers were possibly using alternative 
methods. A number of providers had introduced (or were in the process of doing so) 
risk management software.  
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Figure 3.12: Senior Management Positions in Providers – Compliance 2011

Position Description Yes No No information

Regional/Area	Operations	
Director or Manager 9 24 7

Chief Financial Officer or 
Finance Director

24 12 4

Asset Management and 
Development Director or 
Manager

4 29 7

Development Director or 
Manager

9 24 7

Asset Management 
Director or Manager

21 12 7

Individual with designated 
strategic planning 
responsibilities

7 23 10

Individual with designated 
human resources 
responsibilities

6 27 7

Individual with designated 
complaints responsibilities 

4 29 7

Individual with designated 
compliance	and/or	risk		
responsibilities position

4 29 7

Twenty five providers (63%) reported they had a head of asset management at 
compliance, an increase from 19 (43%) at registration. Thirteen had someone 
responsible for development, an increase from five at registration and a similar 
number to those (16) who were at least actively considering developing. A few 
providers reported they had experienced difficulty securing suitably qualified asset 
management and development staff, particularly outside the Sydney area. 

The increasing importance of business planning to providers was reflected in the 
providers reporting they had such positions. There had been a small increase in the 
number of providers with an individual with strategic planning responsibilities from 
three	(7%)	at	registration	to	seven	at	compliance	(18%).	

A number of larger providers reported they had or were intending to carry out 
organisational reviews as part of their workforce planning.

Governance Policy and Practice
This section sets out the project’s findings about governance policy and practice. 
Specifically, it covers training, governing body performance, governance reviews 
and conflicts of interest. In later sections there is additional information about the 
governing body’s role in strategic planning and risk management.    



Registrar of Community Housing36

Induction for Governing Body Members
An induction program for all new governing body members is important to allow 
new members to understand and contribute to the organisation and to identify any 
support and training needs. A typical induction program might include the following: 

•	 An	overview	of	the	organisation’s	mission	and	operating	environment;	

•	 An	introduction	to	the	provider’s	strategic	plans	and	business	plans;

•	 An	explanation	of	how	the	provider	operates	i.e.	its	business	model,	the	roles	and	
responsibilities of the governing body and senior management;

•	 The	legislative	and	regulatory	framework	the	organisation	operates	within

•	 Its	risk	management	systems	and	policies;

•	 The	organisation’s	financial	position;	and

•	 Time	with	senior	management	and/or	other	governing	body	members	so	that	
expectations can be explained and specific training needs can be considered.

While it should be tailored to both the provider’s business and the board members’ 
needs it is worth considering what board members in Scotland identified as most 
useful (Pawson 2004). Of those surveyed the most valuable initial training given was 
found to be meetings with staff (44%), followed by structured training from either 
in-house or external experts (33%). Considered of less use were visits to properties, 
visits or briefings from other similar organisations and briefing packs. Guidance 
on what to include in a governing body’s induction programmes is available from 
a number of sources including the NSW Federation of Housing Associations and 
Chartered Secteraries Australia.

At compliance, 33 providers reported they had an induction program for new 
members (more or less identical to the position at registration). The remaining seven 
did not supply information.

The information supplied by providers was limited and in only a few instances was 
sufficient to assess the comprehensiveness of induction. 

One provider reported they had introduced a two month trial period for new 
members. The new member had a nominated mentor from amongst existing board 
members	and	time	was	also	programed	with	the	CEO	and	chairperson.	The	mentor	
was there to advise and guide the new member through the reading material, 
business papers and supported them to contribute during meetings.
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Practice	Guidance	–	Governing	Body	Induction	–	Summary	Extracts

•	 CSA	Director	induction	packs •	 NSW	Federation	of	Housing	
Associations – sample Business 
Oreintation for new Directors

•	 Information	to	collect	from	a	director	
includes:

- Standard disclosures

- Relevant undertakings

•	 Background	information	to	include	
material about:

- the sector 

- housing system in NSW 

- service drivers for the organisation 
– its services, policy manuals, 
and demograpghic profile of the 
communities it operates in 

•	 the	legal	and	statutory	framework

•	 Information	about	the	entity	includes:

- Annual report and current plans

-  Corporate structure and relevant 
names and contact details

- Glossary of industry specific terms

- Recent public statements

•	 The	corporate	governance	framework	
including:

- List of directors and meetings

- Role and structure of the board

- Corporate documentation including 
plans

•	 Information	about	the	board	includes:

- Policies and procedures

- Meeting schedules and venues

- Distribution of papers

•	 The	organisation	in	the	community

•	 Promotional	material	and	newsletters

•	 Information	about	the	appointment	
includes:

- Terms and conditions

- Insurance cover

-	 Expenses

- Director related policy eg the seeking 
of external advice

•	 Induction	program	to	includes:

- meeting with the chair and executive 
officer

- tour of the premises, and meeting with 
staff

- tours of the property

•	 Induction	program

•	 Meetings	with	senior	management

•	 Site	visits
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Board Member Induction and Training Programme –  
UK Practice Example
The provider aims to provide new Board members with sufficient information to 
enable them to become effective members of the Board as soon as possible. 
Its induction and training programme seeks to build on existing skills and the 
timescale is set by the individual requirements of each member. New members 
are also encouraged to seek work shadowing and mentoring opportunities. An 
induction programme has been produced which covers:

•	 	The	policy	and	practice	of	the	organisation,	its	constitution,	and	code	of	
governance;

•	 Board	member	obligations;

•	 Briefing	on	training	needs	and	the	appraisal	process	for	governing	body;

•	 Introduction	to	the	management	team	and	their	responsibilities;

•	 Introduction	to	all	staff;

•	 Tour	of	the	area;	and

•	 Six	monthly	evaluation	of	progress.

Source: Reforming Housing Association Governance: A Review of Practice 

Governing Body Training
Governing body and senior management training is vital to ensure the ongoing 
effectiveness and optimum performance of the organisation particularly where 
business needs have changed. With the change in operational focus of many 
providers and challenges in recruiting ideally qualified governing body members 
reported by some providers, training can be an effective way to develop the skills 
required. 

All 34 providers for whom information was available indicated they carried out 
training for governing body members. This appeared to be a significant increase 
from the position at registration where just five providers confirmed training took 
place. All but one Class 1 and 2 provider confirmed they were conducting ongoing 
training for governing body members. 

There was little information available about the type and range of training and 
professional development made available to governing body members, Similarly 
there was little information about whether development opportunities were provided 
by the organisation, involved attendance at external events or arose from networking 
within the sector.  
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UK Practice Example – Use of a Board Competency Inventory
The appraisal process is based on a self completion form distributed by the 
company’s personnel section. Advice on completion – including a home visit – 
is available. 

Board member competencies are set out under nine headings – see below with 
examples drawn from each: 

•	 Applying	specialist	knowledge	–	e.g.	legal,	financial;

•	 	Self	management	–	e.g.	prepares	for	meetings	by	reading	the	papers,	
governs does not manage, and respects confidences;

•	 Personal	development	–	e.g.	open	to	learning,	is	in	touch	with	relevant	issues;

•	 	Learning	and	motivating	–	e.g.	delegates	responsibility	appropriately,	sets	
and maintains standards;

•	 	Directing	Strategy	–	sees	the	long	term	implications,	offers	creative	ideas	or	
perspectives and contributes to setting and prioritising objectives;

•	 	Representing	–	e.g.	makes	contact	with	people	outside	the	origination	
through appropriate channels, demonstrates loyalty to the organisation;

•	 	Analysing	and	scrutinising	–	spots	omissions,	explores	the	implications	of	
an action and considers the social and commercial aspects;

•	 	Team	working	–	e.g.	respects	the	roles	of	others,	compromises	when	
appropriate and sticks with the board’s decision; and

•	 	Group	Decision	making	–	sticks	to	the	point	–	does	not	waste	discussion	
time, listens and sees the views of others, and gives a reasoned thought 
through contribution.

Board members are asked to identify their particular strengths and areas for 
development. Using the results a development strategy is prepared.   

Source: Reforming Housing Association Governance: A Review of Practice 

Governing Body Reviews
The	governing	body	should	assess	how	it	is	performing	on	a	periodic	basis.	ASX	
principle 2 encourages the development of a formal process for the evaluation of the 
board’s performance. The Registrar recommends annual internal self-assessment of 
governing body performance. Such an assessment might incorporate the following:

•	 An	assessment	programme	and	timetable	approved	by	the	governing	body;

•	 Consideration	of	current	and	projected	performance	and	business	development	
issues, and an assessment of the governing body’s own performance – 
identifying key strengths, potential weaknesses, or shortcomings requiring more 
development and areas where more detailed analysis is needed;

•	 Preparation	of	a	draft	assessment	of	the	value	of	the	board’s	contribution;

•	 A	plan	to	address	any	shortcomings	or	gaps;	and

•	 Regular	progress	reviews	of	progress.
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Further guidance in the form of check lists to facilitate self assessment are 
available from a number of sources including the Western Australia Public Service 
Commission Good Governance Checklist and the UK’s Housing Quality Network on 
line	and/or	downloadable	Self	Assessment	Toolkit	for	Boards.

Independent third party reviews might also be appropriate to provide periodic 
external assurance that practice is sound or in response to or anticipation of a 
change in strategic direction or focus, or to respond to new external challenges; or 
to ensure that practice is refreshed. They may also be particularly important where 
e.g. for constitutional reasons the Chair is not fully independent.

Figure 3.13 below illustrates the number of providers reporting they carried out 
internal self-assessment. This increased from 31 at registration to 34 on compliance. 
Because	of	the	large	numbers	of	‘unknowns’	the	position	was	unclear	about	whether	
independent third party reviews were common, although there were indications they 
were being used by some of the Class 1 and 2 providers.

Figure 3.13: Governance and senior management performance reviews – 
compliance 2011

  Yes

  No

   No information

0 302010 45 50

Reviews	of	CEO	performance

Independent gorvernment  
reviews

Governing body self  
assessment

Regular	reviews	by	the	governing	body	of	the	CEO’s	performance	against	
clear performance objectives should be conducted by the governing body or 
a subcommittee preferably once every six months to ensure performance is 
satisfactory	(Georgiou	2004).	The	CEO’s	performance	objectives	should	be	linked	to	
the provider’s strategic and business plans. 

The information available from the compliance returns proved insufficient to report 
conclusively on provider practice, although there appeared to have been a marginal 
increase from 13 at registration to at least 16 providers at compliance regularly 
reviewing	their	CEO’s	performance.	It	was	found	that	a	small	number	of	providers	
had established a sub-committee specifically for this purpose.  
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Mullins 2013
The report considered the changing relationship between board and senior 
management as the sector had grown and become more complex but also 
as regulator’s views and priorities had also shifted. Instead of a regulatory 
system involving periodic inspection of all of an organisation’s business and 
the grading of practice and prospects for improvement this has narrowed 
in the UK to a more risk focused approach concentrating on financial and 
governance arrangements. Standards of service delivery are expected to be 
maintained through service user scrutiny and involvement in an organisation’s 
practice. This development has led to 

•	 	The	conformance	and	performance	roles	being	given	different	emphasis	at	
different times 

•	 	Conformance	=	holding	management	as	their	agents	to	account	–	i.e.	
emphasising scrutiny

•	 	Performance	=	‘adding	value’	to	the	organisation	i.e.	taking	a	more	
leadership role 

•	 	Power	imbalances	developing	between	management	and	governing	
bodies – through management controlling information; professionalization 
of managers creating increasing convergences in experience, background 
and	interests	/values;	and	use	of	threat	of	regulatory	consequences	to	get	
decisions through.  

Source:	Mullins,	D.	2013	‘The	Evolution	of	Corporate	Governance	Structures	and	Relationships	in	English
Housing Associations’ in Cornforth, C. and Brown, W. (eds) Nonprofit Governance Innovative
perspectives and approaches.	Routledge.	http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415783378/

Probity
The Regulatory Code expects all providers to have in place sound policy and 
practice covering how it would identify and manage fraud and corruption, and 
conflicts of interest. A code of conduct and strong conflict of interest policy is 
important to maintain high standards of probity and prevent reputational or financial 
loss. A code should outline the laws, policies and standards that apply to governing 
body members. 

Conflicts of interest are unlikely to be eliminated in any organisation but a sound 
policy will allow the provider to recognise where these exist and manage them.

Providers were found in almost all cases to have developed sound practice. At 
registration four providers (10%) did not have codes of conduct, at compliance only 
one provider did not. 
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Practice Example – Promoting Excellence in Corporate 
Governance  
This Class 3 provider has thought long and hard about how to strengthen 
its corporate governance by promoting model practice throughout the 
organisation. They accept that policy and practice documents covering fraud 
and corruption, risk management and codes of conduct are necessary but on 
their own insufficient to ensure good practice.

The approach taken has been one where: 

•	 	The	organisation’s	staff	and	governing	body	members	have	been	actively	
involved in assessing what needs to be done and in making the changes

•	 	policy	and	practice	is	clearly	aligned	to	both	the	organisational	context	and	
the cultural characteristics of the providers’ client group

•	 Policy	and	practice	is	reviewed	and	performance	assessed.

Here are a few examples of their approach.

Introducing a service ethics policy. This short and clear policy brings together 
the key elements from more detailed policies on conduct and fraud but also sets 
out the positive values or behaviours the organisation wants to encourage, such 
as courtesy, respect and responsibility. Indicative of its approach is the fact that 
its	first	‘value’	is	‘behaving	in	ways	that	promote	high	quality	services’.	

Recognising and accommodating cultural attitudes and behaviour to protect 
staff but avoid offence. When reviewing their gift policy they recognised that 
many clients or their relatives felt it was necessary to offer gifts to staff in the 
belief that this was necessary to secure good treatment. The gift policy thus 
works to both discourage the practice through communication to clients – the 
policy is translated into community languages – but mitigate the risk (and 
offence if these are returned) should gifts be made. Staff feedback has been 
excellent as illustrated below

“I think what’s been implemented is a good and accountable system”

“ This will eliminate the uneasy feelings of those residents who  
cannot afford to give out red packets (monetary gifts) like those 
residents who can afford to do so”

“ I feel uneasy when I receive red packets from residents. With the 
guidelines, I know how to handle this situation from now on”

Measuring corporate governance by participating in an external benchmarking 
exercise that scores organisational performance across the areas below and 
allows comparisons to be made between organisations in different sectors:

•	 Purpose	and	context	of	the	governing	body

•	 Foundation	and	structure	of	the	governing	body

•	 Financial	reporting

•	 Timely	and	balanced	disclosure

•	 Risk	management

•	 Enhanced	performance							

Mandatory annual refresher courses and competency tests to ensure practice 
remains sound.     
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4. Risk Management
Risk	management	is	described	as	the	management	of	the	“effect	of	uncertainty	
on	objectives”	(Standards	Australia	2009).	It	is	critically	important	for	all	providers	
because the identification, assessment and prioritisation of risks allows the 
organisation to minimise, monitor and control the risks and to benefit from 
circumstances which prove to be more favourable than anticipated. While carried 
out some time ago the findings from the UK Housing Corporation’s Learning the 
Lessons from Problem Cases (3) remains valid and is specific to the social housing 
sector. This study identified the failure to identify and monitor risks as contributing to 
the majority of difficulties encountered by the 18 case study landlords examined.

Many providers have become more complex organisations, for example by carrying 
out their own development and becoming involved in public private partnerships 
(PPPs), and the external challenges and uncertainties have increased. The nature 
of the risks they face and the mitigation strategies required have demanded a more 
sophisticated approach than might have been previously necessary. 

The governing body should be able to define, describe and prioritise the risks facing 
their organisation, and allocate responsibilities for monitoring and managing these. 
The governing body has the ultimate responsibility for ensuring an effective system 
is in place, but may delegate certain specific duties to an audit and risk committee 
or similar. Governing bodies should have information that enables them to identify 
the key risks arising both from existing operations and in advance of decisions on 
new business being made. They also require sufficient information for them to be 
confident that the risks are being managed. This will include information about the 
provider’s performance, including explanations for any underperformance and the 
extent to which the organisation can itself correct any shortcomings. 

This section considers the approach to risk management reported by providers. It 
looks at the types of risks that were considered by providers, the ways in which risk 
was being managed and the performance management systems they had in place.

Risks Considered
Any activity brings some degree of risk to an organisation. A provider was expected 
to have identified the prime risks, the circumstances in which they might materialise 
and both the likelihood and the impact of the risk occurring.

While providers will have faced some common risks such as IT failure or loss of key 
personnel, other risks would have been more or less critical depending upon the 
business and environment in which they operated. Figure 4.1 (page 44) identifies 
some typical risks being faced by providers and shows how many considered these 
in their risk management plans. 
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Yes No No information4

Fraud and corruption 21 15 4

Natural disaster 19 16 5

Business continuity 20 17 3

Development 16 15 9

Governance 25 12 3

Operational processes and 
service delivery

34 4 2

Future risks e.g. 
demographic change; 
climate change 

21 17 2

HR 32 6 2

Information 25 13 2

Compliance 27 11 2

Reputational/Public	
profile

23 15 2

Assets 27 11 2

Strategic – risks to 
achieving the business 
plan

20 18 2

Financial 35 4 1

Figure 4.1: Risk categories – Number of Providers who reported – Compliance 2011

4 Note that Class 3 providers do not need to submit detailed risk plans as part of their compliance returns

The most common risks that were being considered at compliance were similar 
to those reported at registration. Financial risks were being considered by 88% of 
providers, with just one provider confirmed as not doing so. Most key operational 
type risks were also being considered by over 80% of providers.     

Around half the providers who provided information considered fraud and 
corruption, governance, business continuity and natural disaster risks; also similar to 
the position at registration.   

Development risk was considered by 16 providers consistent with the number 
developing or with advanced plans to do so at the time of compliance. Asset risk 
was	assessed	by	27	(68%)	but	a	higher	proportion	of	Class	1	and	2	providers	
considered this, reflecting their greater responsibility and in some cases actual 
ownership.

Compliance	risk	was	being	assessed	by	27	providers	(68%)	and	although	there	
was scope for more to do so this represented an increase from the position at 
registration when 19 (43%) reported they did so. All but three Class 1 and 2 
providers were doing so.  
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Future type risks were found in 21 providers’ risk registers, which was a similar 
number to the position at registration. A higher proportion of Class 1 and 2 assessed 
these	(19	of	the	27).			

Reputational risk may involve not just the individual provider’s own business, but 
the impact of its activities on the sector as a whole. At a time when key policy and 
decision maker’s confidence in the sector was being built, managing reputational 
risk is critically important. Reputational risk was considered by 23 (58%) providers, 
which represented a small increase since registration. A greater proportion of Class 
1	and	2	providers	considered	this	risk	(20	from	27).		

It is important to have a framework that links the identification of risk throughout 
the strategic planning process, with business objectives at both the strategic and 
operational levels. Therefore, providers that planned to grow through development 
and other business activities should have had a good awareness of their operating 
environment and should have integrated risk assessment into a range of relevant 
business practices. 

This is an ongoing process. The key external and operational risks arising from 
business plan objectives should be identified. Then an assessment should be made 
of the likelihood of those risks occurring and the potential impact if they occurred.

Strategic	risk	i.e.	the	events/omissions	that	“could	inhibit	an	organisation’s	ability	to	
achieve its strategy and strategic objectives (Frigo and Anderson 2010) were being 
assessed by 19 (48%) providers and 18 (45%) had taken actions to mitigate the 
risks. These findings were similar to those reported at registration.

Risk Systems
For a risk management system to be robust it must have been integrated into 
practice, implemented and periodically reviewed for its effectiveness. The 
information reported by providers allowed conclusions to be drawn about practice. 

The	AS/NZS	ISO	31000:2009	Risk	Management	Principles	with	which	practice	
needs to comply in order to be effective are set out below. Risk management 
should:

•	 create	and	protect	value

•	 be	an	integral	part	of	all	
organisational processes

•	 be	a	part	of	decision	making

•	 explicitly	address	uncertainty

•	 be	systematic	structured	and	timely

•	 based	on	the	best	available	
information

•	 be	tailored	

•	 take	human	and	cultural	factors	into	
account

•	 be	transparent	and	inclusive

•	 be	dynamic	and	iterative	and	
responsive to change

•	 facilitate	continual	improvement	to	
the organisation 
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Figure 4.2 below compares the number of providers with integrated, fully 
implemented, and regularly reviewed risk systems in place.

Figure 4.2: Risk Systems in Place at Registration and Compliance 2011
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Reviewed

Implemented

Integrated
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•	 Integrated risk systems were considered to be in place where risk management 
planning was informed by a risk register and there was evidence of clear linkages 
between the risk management plan and other planning documents such as 
business and operational plans. Twenty seven providers (68%) had integrated risk 
systems, which represented an increase from 21 (50%) at registration. All Class 1 
and 2 providers were considered to have an integrated system.

•	 Implementation was considered to have taken place where it was clear that 
responsibilities had been allocated to the board and staff members and that 
their respective roles were being discharged. Twenty six (65%) providers showed 
evidence of having implemented risk. By contrast it was found that at registration 
30	(71%)	could	provide	evidence.	This	was	possibly	explained	by	the	fact	that	a	
number of providers had or were in the process of reviewing their systems and 
had not completed implementation. 

•	 Reviewed was considered to have occurred when there was evidence that 
both risks were reviewed and the system and controls were subject to periodic 
evaluation. Thirty two providers were found to be reviewing their risk systems, 
which represented an increase from 29 at registration.

There was also emerging evidence that organisations were starting to use software 
based risk and compliance management systems. While on their own these systems 
did not demonstrate robust risk management practice, they could provide a useful 
tool to prompt action.
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Practice Example – Managing Risk and Uncertainty in a 
Growing Organisation 
This Class 1 provider has taken wholesale approach to the review of its risk 
management system to ensure that it identifies where risk and uncertainty 
currently exists, picks up on new and emerging risks, monitors and mitigates the 
risks and involves individuals throughout the organisation from the governing 
body	to	front	line	staff	by	establishing	‘a	vigorous	risk	aware	culture’.

A risk consultant was initially engaged to determine the provider’s risk 
appetite, challenge the provider’s practice, and work with people throughout 
the organisation to design proposals to build on and improve their systems.

Its new comprehensive risk management and framework has a number of 
features worth highlighting. 

It very clearly defines the provider’s risk appetite and the action necessary 
where the risk level is assessed as extreme or high. Take the examples given 
to define risk consequence below, which are grouped into safety, reputation, 
financial and organisational objectives. It achieves the difficult balance 
between allowing the organisation to be innovative and try new things whilst 
introducing controls to reduce as far as possible a negative impact on the core 
business.

The Board Role in Risk Management
Observing the principles of good governance is critical in risk management and risk 
mitigation. The governing body should be involved in determining the provider’s 
proposed business strategy, shaping the strategic objectives, identifying risks and 
considering what level of risk is acceptable to the organisation. This should include 
considering the consequences of failing to manage these risks. Then it must be 
given the opportunity and sufficient information to allow it to re-visit, review and 
challenge the emerging strategy and direction as part of the approval process. 

Debate within management and the governing body, particularly in relation to any 
new opportunity or new direction, should be informed by what could go wrong, the 
likelihood of that happening, the cost if it did go wrong and what could and is being 
done to limit the possibility.

The study sought to determine what role governing bodies were involved in 
managing risk – through assessing its understanding of what risks were created 
by certain activity, their role in making decision about significant new business 
decisions as well as how they reviewed the operation of internal control systems.
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Insignificant Minor Moderate Major Catastrophic

Ailments Not 
Requiring 
Medical 

Treatment

Minor Injury 1 Life 
Threatening 

Injury or 
Multiple Minor 

Injuries

1 Death or 
Multiple Life 
Threatening 

Injuries

Multiple Deaths

Self-
improvement 

review required

Internal reviews 
required to 

reverse decline 
in reputation

Scrutiny 
required in the 

form of external 
reviews	and/or	
investigations

Loss of 
confidence of 
our	funders/
govt tenderer

Complete Loss 
of Integrity with 
the Registrar's 

Office

</=	$100k >$100k	-	$1M >$1M	-	$3M >$3M	-	$7M >$7M

Very little 
consequence to 
achievement of 

objectives

Would 
require some 
adjustment 
to achieve 
objectives

Would require 
significant 
adjustment 
to achieve 
objectives

Would threaten 
achievement 
of a strategic 

imperative

Would stop 
achievement 
of a strategic 

imperative

It is inclusive, with clear roles and responsibilities assigned to the Board, 
senior management and all other staff. For example departmental managers 
have to prepare risk profiles with their business plans, risk assessments 
should be conducted by a broad cross section of staff including those not 
necessarily involved on a day by day basis and one executive manager has a 
co-ordinating function to oversee the system works as it should.

It is precise – there are key performance indicators and targets to be met, 
standard tasks to be carried out, unambiguous definitions to pin down 
assessments. 

It is not static; it is responsive and has built in moments for review beyond the 
usual annual assessment of effectiveness. 

There is a strong reporting culture that includes a compliance based system to 
trigger action but also requires risk to be featured on monthly staff meetings. 
Expectations	set	by	the	Board	and	CEO	are	high	and	any	incident	has	to	be	
reported and responded to within 24 hours 

The	risk	management	plan	is	a	model	example	of	how	to	make	risk	‘come	
alive’ by translating risk into day to day activities and showing the practical 
steps	being	taken	to	address	any	problems.	Essentially	it	makes	risk	relevant	
to front line staff making it clear how what they do can help or hinder the 
organisation’s success. An extract is set out below.
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Risk Impact of risk happening

Partnerships (support providers & tenants) 
not being effectively managed

Tenants not being serviced as required 
thus resulting in potential risk to tenancies. 
Withdrawal of support partnerships. Links 
to reputational risks and registration and 
accreditation status.

Source No. Sources

Current controls and 
adequacy of controls

Risk Treatments
A	=	Fully	Adeq.		M	=	
Moderately	Adeq.		I	=	

Inadequate

6.2

Relationship not managed 
adequately (including Fee 
For Service Partnerships)

Currently 
xx manage 
local level 
relationships 
with spasmodic 
interaction via 
bbb 

1

XX’s	to	manage	
local level 
relationships 
with 6-8 week 
meetings. bbb 
to have quarterly 
catch-up 
meetings with 
relevant senior 
level staff of 
support partners 
or Fee For Service 
partners. All 
meetings to be 
documented.	XX’s	
to report monthly 
to bbb.

While the new system has not been in place for long the benefits are already 
apparent with the provider reporting that tenant grievances have reduced, 
property inspections increased and budgetary performance improving.

The existence of audit and risk committees was one indication of governing body 
involvement providing it did more than sign off on the audited financial statements. 
Evidence	was	sought	that	audit	and	risk	committees	were	directly	involved	in	
establishing systems of internal control and were monitoring their effectiveness, 
were overseeing legal and regulatory compliance and the internal audit process. 
Figure 4.3 (page 50) illustrates the position found at registration and in the 2011 
compliance returns.
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Figure 4.3: Governing Body Involvement in Risk management – Comparison at 
Registration and 2011 Compliance 

Reviews	of	CEO	performance

Independent governing 
reviews

Governing body self 
assessment

At	compliance	28	(70%)	providers	had	audit	and	risk	or	audit,	risk	and	finance	
committees, an increase from 20 (48% of the sector at registration).

Audit	and	risk	committees	were	in	place	for	all	27	Class	1	and	2	providers	compared	
with	18	out	of	27	(67%)	at	registration.	An	assessment	of	audit	and	risk	committees’	
effectiveness as demonstrated by minutes and reports suggested that 22 providers 
(55%) were determined to be effective at compliance in that they considered more 
than just the financial statements, minutes or reports and showed there was active 
interrogation and questioning of decisions by management. This was a similar 
finding to that at registration but may be explained by the relatively recent origin of 
some committees. 

Oversight may also be strengthened by the existence of internal audit arrangements. 
These if well conducted can provide the governing body with assurance about 
whether the organisation is operating in accordance with its policy, procedures and 
legal and contractual obligations.

Internal audits of policy and procedure were found to have been carried out and 
reported to either the governing body or risk and audit committee of policy and 
procedure by 18 (43%) providers at registration, and 19 (48%) at compliance.

Performance Monitoring 
Governing bodies are expected to receive regular reports on all areas of the 
provider’s performance. In summary it needs to understand:

•	 Whether	it	is	compliant	with	its	legal	and	contractual	obligations

•	 Whether	it	is	meeting	its	key	goals/objectives	in	its	strategic	plan

•	 If	it	is	performing	well	–	financially	and	in	terms	of	its	service	delivery

In addition, governing bodies will want to have information about trends, 
comparative information (benchmarking data or similar) with other organisations, 
levels of satisfaction, and the risks associated with its business.

  Compliance

  Registration
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Without performance information, governing bodies would be unable to hold 
management accountable, would find it difficult to make decisions about the proper 
degree of business delegation, and rationally agree aims, objectives and targets for 
the organisation.

The quality of reports provided to the governing body is considered by the Registrar 
as crucial – evidence is sought that trends are included, variances from targets 
explained, and on occasions comparisons are made against suitable benchmarks. 
There should be evidence of how the governing body has used this information. 

Governing bodies are expected to ask for external independent reports in cases 
where the specialist or complex nature of the subject is outside the expertise 
or experience of the organisation, or where there was particular concern about 
performance. 

The project found that 36 providers received clear and meaningful reports for at least 
some functions. Fewer providers produced a comprehensive performance report 
encompassing all business functions. Notably, there were at least two and possibly 
four providers undertaking development that did not appear to have reported on this 
function to the governing body. 

Thirty nine providers (98%) were reporting appropriately on financial performance 
(with the information being unavailable for the remaining provider), and 35 (88%) 
were reporting on tenancy management. 

Quality assurance (QA) models were reported as being used by 21 (53%) 
providers. Twenty one providers (53%) also reported they were monitoring trends in 
performance compared with 16 (38%) at registration.  

One quarter of providers (10) reported they were using some form of external 
benchmarking. Information on benchmarking was not collected at registration. 
Further evidence from the compliance program suggested benchmarking was taking 
place across small groups of providers for tenancy management and senior staff 
salaries, and being explored for other functions such as development. However, 
agreed and accepted benchmarks remained to be developed for most indicators 
for both the sector as a whole and for specific sub groups such as supported 
accommodation services. 
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Practice Example – Performance Management
Community Housing Compliance Network

The Community Housing Compliance Network has recently been set up to 
provide a practice forum for staff responsible for service delivery quality, 
continuous improvement, compliance, registration and accreditation in their 
organisations. 

The network has agreed terms of reference and has an initial membership 
drawn from six community housing providers. It is facilitated by Global-Mark 
(the organisation has providing an accreditation service for NSW-based 
community housing providers against the National Community Housing 
Standards) who will provide the venue and carry out administrative duties.

The Network aims to meet quarterly:

•	 	Facilitate	information	and	innovative	practice	sharing	in	the	compliance,	
accreditation, governance and risk management fields

•	 	Discuss	and	understand	the	impact	of	new	requirements	in	respect	of	the	
above areas

•	 	Share	information	about	new	systems,	packages	and	methodologies	
available to organisations to support compliance and risk management 
type activities

•	 Benchmark	and	promote	best	practice	in	these	areas	

•	 	Provide	feedback	to	or	seek	clarification	from	the	agencies	responsible	for	
compliance, accreditation etc where member’s have common interests or 
concerns

•	 Run	workshops	and	training	

•	 	Promote	greater	awareness	of	relevant	issues	amongst	the	community	
housing sector

Key Performance Indicators and Targets
More providers reported using performance indicators (PIs) and measuring 
performance against targets (and reporting to boards) compared to the position at 
registration,	from	18	(43%)	to	29	(73%).	Thirty-five	boards	(88%)	appeared	to	be	
monitoring tenancy management performance on voids, vacants and evictions and 
had specific performance standards for these. However, it was unclear if they also 
considered other important operational areas e.g. repairs, tenant satisfaction and 
complaint turnaround times against specific targets and took action when these 
targets were not met.
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Practice Example – Neighbourhood Planning Tool
Making a Difference at a local level

A large Class 1 community housing provider has been investigating ways in 
which it can assess whether the services delivered meet the needs of the 
communities it works in. Based on examples from the UK they have produced 
a neighbourhood planning tool which is structured around the providers’ four 
key	‘outcome	pillars’	These	four	pillars	are:

•	 	Facilitating	Economic	Independence	–	improving	resident’s	financial	independence	
by	alleviating	housing	stress	and	providing	‘Housing	Plus’	services;

•	 	Education	&	Skills	Development	–	improving	school	performance,	retention	 
and completion of studies and thus employment prospects through initiatives 
such as grants and bursaries to projects, groups and individuals;

•	 	Improved	Health	and	Wellbeing	–	improving	mental	and	physical	well	being	
by providing and procuring support services; and

•	 	Facilitating	Community	Inclusion	–	by	empowering	tenants	and	supporting	
communities to become self reliant and independent.

The tool incorporates indicators that aim to measure tenancy, property, 
community, financial and overall wellbeing. 

Indicator Some possible measures

Rental Affordability Percentage of tenants maintaining 
successful tenancy (not in arrears)

Tenants	paying	<=	30%	of	income	on	
housing

Financial Inclusion Number of tenants assisted with Home 
Power Saving Project

Energy	savings	($)	realised	through	
completing Home Power Saving 
assessment and action plan

School Completion Educational	Bursaries	awarded	(#	and	$)

Number of students completing Year Twelve

Lifelong Learning Number	of	tenants	enrolling	in	TAFE	
programs

Labour Market Participation Number of tenants in the workforce

Health & Well Being Score of Personal Wellbeing index

Tenants reporting having a developmental 
or physical disability and being linked in 
with service and supports

Safety & Security Tenant report high satisfaction with safety 
and security of street and neighbourhood

Tenant	Engagement Number of block meetings conducted 
annually

Number of proposals submitted to landlord 
from local neighbourhood groups
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Indicator (cont.) Some possible measures (cont.)

Your landlord listens to you (tenant 
empowerment)

Tenants	reports	good/excellent	Housing	
information and support – interest shown in 
listening to your views.

Asset Management Average R&M Spend per property

Arrears/Debt	Management Average	tenant	debt	($)	

Vacancy Management Average vacancy rate

Void Management Average void rate

Tenant Satisfaction Tenants very satisfied or satisfied overall

Landscape Score Rating from Inspection

Quality of life Since becoming a tenant QOL has 
improved or remained same (if good/
excellent prior)?

The information will be displayed as a dashboard on the providers’ website 
(see a partial mock up below using illustrative) that anyone can easily get 
feedback on how the provider is faring against the four pillars. It will draw 
information from the providers own routine data collection on affordability, 
voids,	tenant	and	project	case	studies,	housing	programs	and/or	other	local	
community sources.

Measuring Outcomes & Reporting: Neighbourhood Planning & 
Sustainability Model

Red –  
needs action

Top  
Quartile

Amber – monitor Average

Green – 
sustainable

Portfolio 
Size

Rental 
Affordability

Financial 
Inclusion

School 
Completion

Cost Centre

Location A                                           44

Location B                                           42

Location C                                          206

Location D                                           52

N/A
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5. Strategic Planning
As highlighted throughout this report, many providers have made or were planning 
to make substantial changes to their operations. These have required (or will require) 
governing bodies to make critical choices about the future business direction and 
the use of resources. In these circumstances the strength of providers’ strategic 
or business planning process had also become increasingly important. This report 
considered what the information submitted by providers indicated about how they 
prepared,	implemented	and	reviewed	their	business/or	strategic	plans.			

In considering providers’ strategic plans5 it was expected that they would have 
provided a complete picture of the organisation, reflecting its aspirations and 
objectives, its understanding of the environment it operated in and its place in 
that environment, the risks and opportunities it faced, and the range of services it 
delivered. A comprehensive plan should have considered the expectations and, 
where appropriate, take account of and be consistent with the objectives of partners 
and key stakeholders as set out in their own key strategic documents. The plan 
should have provided an analysis of resources that would be needed over a defined 
time-frame, including finance, assets, staff and systems to meet the provider’s 
strategic objectives. It must also consider alternatives in the event that planned 
goals become impossible to achieve.

Strategic or business planning is the process, or perhaps more accurately the range 
of processes, by which the plan was developed. Business planning should be 
dynamic rather than static and therefore the processes used to produce the plan, as 
well as the plan itself, should be considered and reviewed regularly over time. 

It was deemed essential that the planning process and the plan itself was integrated 
with, and consistent with, the provider’s underpinning strategies, in particular its 
environmental analysis, supporting implementation plans and risk assessment. 

As the governing body is ultimately responsible for the governance and direction of 
the provider, the strategic plan must be grounded in the senior staff and governing 
body’s joint understanding of the environment in which the organisation operates. It 
is important that governing bodies and senior staff understand and appreciate the 
place of the provider in which it operates, what it is trying to achieve and the key 
risks and opportunities it faces, and the choices it should make about its future. 

Good governance means the governing body, as well as the provider’s management 
team, understands the strategy and the risks that are implicit in the strategic plan. 

In this section information from providers about key components of their strategic 
planning process and documentation has been considered. The findings are 
reported under the following headings:  

•	 environmental	analysis

•	 implementation

•	 financial	planning

5 The terms business and strategic plan are frequently used interchangeably. The plan we describe in this 
section is a document setting out the providers’ aims and objectives and its financial plans and resources for a 
specific period.  
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•	 scenario	planning

•	 performance	review.

The study reported on risk assessment in relation to strategic plans in the previous 
section.

Environmental Analysis
A good strategic plan will have been underpinned by robust research and analysis 
appropriate to the size, current business activities and future ambitions of particular 
providers. Amongst the analysis that providers might consider would be the 
characteristics of the environment the provider operates in or would like to operate 
in and information on the communities in those locations; the demand for the 
providers’ services and accommodation; the scope for the provider to expand or 
improve	existing	services,	enter	new	services	or	acquire/develop	additional	property,	
or withdraw as appropriate; the ability of the provider to take advantage of new 
opportunities; the position of the provider relative to its peers and competitors; past 
performance; and the risks and threats faced by the provider. 

This study found that many providers had considered or collected information that 
could be Classified into three categories as illustrated in Table 5.1 (page 58).  

Housing Needs and Demand
Information about the future demand for social and affordable housing was 
considered critical for all larger providers in order to inform not only decisions about 
new development acquisitions, but also about the type and amount of services 
they provide and future maintenance and upgrading of their existing stock. Ideally 
providers need access to up to date housing needs information at a sufficiently local 
level to allow them to be confident that they understand components of housing 
demand including size and tenure preferences and affordability. They also need up 
to date information on the gap between demand and existing and forecast supply to 
ensure individual development initiatives can meet income stream targets.

Providers were found to be relying on a combination of information sources about 
housing needs and demand; predominantly Housing NSW and local government 
data and studies, census information, and housing supply and demand studies. As 
Figure 5.1 shows, 28 providers were found to be using specific demand studies; 
whether this was an increase since registration being less clear given the number of 
providers for whom the position was unknown at that point. The rigour, as well as 
the origin i.e. the extent to which they were commissioned by the provider or had 
been carried out by Housing NSW of these studies, was more difficult to ascertain.  

However, there was evidence that at least five providers had commissioned or were 
about to commission their own housing needs studies. In one case this study had 
been carried out to inform a decision about whether to develop or acquire additional 
properties, and had been followed up with a further study to put forward options for 
the provider to help meet the gaps in supply identified. Some housing providers may 
find it relatively expensive to procure these studies, and scope may exist for joint 
commissioning or some central facilitation.
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Figure	5.1:	Information/research	to	used	inform	providers’	strategic	plans	–	
registration and compliance 2011

  Compliance

  Registration

External	operating	
environment

Internal capacity

Housing demand and 
Suppy

In addition to specific consideration of housing demand and supply, 11 of 39 
providers indicated they were setting their strategic planning objectives with 
reference	to	a	formal	examination	of	external	factors.	A	PEST	(political,	economic,	
social and technological) analysis (or similar) was the most mentioned framework by 
which providers reported they received, quantified and analysed the flow of external 
information. Figure 5.2 (page 58) illustrates some examples of the factors that might 
be considered collated from a number of provider examples. The documents being 
examined	for	this	study	were	initiated	in	many	cases	in	2009/10	and	there	was	
emerging evidence that the planning processes were becoming more sophisticated. 
A number of providers indicated they were holding facilitated strategic planning 
sessions at which governing bodies would examine their operating environments. 

0 25 302015105
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Figure	5.2:	PEST	Analysis	–	Example

Political/Legal Economic

Change in governments

Change to housing legislation

Change to other legislation

Change to regulation

Change to benefit system

Change to government investment 
strategy or to development

Program priorities

Planning policy

Environmental	stewardship

Sustainability

Value for money

Performance of securities market

Need to fund super costs

Interest rate fluctuations

Inflation/deflation	–	differential	rates	for	
different cost inputs

Unemployment levels

Competition for funding

Stability of private funders

Availability and stability of private 
contractors

Comparative	tenure	costs/risk

Diversification

Flexibility of labour market

Poverty and deprivation

Socio-cultural Technological

Demographic change

Migration

People’s expectations

Consumerism

Rural	services/isolation

Crime and anti-social behaviour

Training and education

Abandonment

Energy	efficiency	requirements

IT dependency

Building standards

Partnering

Shared services

Accessibility of information for diverse 
groups

Systems development and complexity

Internal Capacity
As well as understanding the business and the environment that the provider 
operates in, it is essential that the organisation appreciates its strengths and, 
perhaps even more importantly, where any vulnerability might lie. Successful 
organisations build on their strengths, address weaknesses and protect themselves 
against identified threats. A SWOT (strength, weaknesses, threats and opportunities) 
analysis provides one mechanism for systematically thinking through the extent to 
which an organisation can cope with its operating environment and the many factors 
it has to manage. It brings together or synthesises disparate sources of information 
about the provider to arrive at an overall assessment of its performance, including 
its financial capacity and health as well as other factors. This process can ensure 
that planning proceeds on the basis of a sound knowledge of the situation within the 
organisation (SW) and outside it (OT). 
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There was evidence that providers were considering their internal capacity, with 25 
providers found to have carried out an exercise such as a SWOT analysis. Again, 
because of the absence of information at registration, whether this number had 
increased was uncertain.  

Figure	5.3:	SWOT	Example

Strengths and Weaknesses Economic

Level of competition 

Relative and absolute income levels 

Cost base 

Relationship management 

Financial strength 

Customer service levels 

Services provided 

Quality of governance 

Management team 

Staff skills and competencies 

Location and condition of housing stock 

Information systems 

Quality of infrastructure 

Presence and standing in the sector 

Changes in legislation 

Likely increase in cost of super 
contributions for staff 

Potential property transfers 

Availability and terms of private sector 
funds

Regulatory changes 

Technological change 

Increased maintenance costs 

Changes in interest and inflation rates 

Increased involvement in regeneration 
activities 

Availability of development sites 

Partnering arrangements 

Increased	choice	in	landlords/housing	
options

Diversification into new services 

Environmental	obligations	

Diverse customer base

It was beyond the scope of the project to have examined the extent to which 
providers had integrated the results into their strategic plans. The evidence noted 
earlier concerning the incidence of strategic planning days provides an ideal 
opportunity for the governing body to consider and balance the opportunities 
against the skills present in the organisation when setting objectives.
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Practice Example – Listening, involving and responding to all 
communities – an ABORIGINAL ACCESS STRATEGY
This	Class	1	provider	wanted	to	bring	to	life	its	vision	‘to	listen	and	learn	from	
our local community and tenants and to use this information in order to provide 
the	best	possible	housing	outcomes	from	available	resources‘	for	its	newest	
and growing group of tenants from the local Aboriginal community.

The provider’s first step was to recognise that if the project was to be 
successful they would need to listen to the community before embarking on 
any particular scheme. They first engaged in December 2011 an experienced 
Aboriginal Community Project Officer to design, develop and oversee an 
Aboriginal	Access	Strategy	for	2012-17.				

This over-arching strategy guides how the provider will improve access to 
culturally appropriate services delivery for Aboriginal people. It has looked at 
current practice, barriers to Aboriginal people using services and consulted 
widely about what to do to overcome problems. Some key activities are 
described below. 

They externally facilitated Cultural Awareness Training for their staff and they 
are using what was learnt to shape service delivery so it is responsive to the 
Aboriginal community. These were far from being dry and routine sessions 
and the provider’s staff were particularly enthusiastic about the involvement 
of six local Aboriginal elders who spoke about their personal life experiences.  
The elders came from a mix of housing tenures including public, Aboriginal 
Community Controlled and general Community Housing.  

An	Aboriginal	Employment	Strategy	has	been	prepared	with	the	help	of	
an experienced consultant funded through a grant from the Department of 
Education,	Employment	and	Workplace	Relations	(DEEWR)	–	see	page	62.	

Stakeholder Views 
Providers have a range of stakeholders whose needs and views they need to 
understand as these could influence (rather than necessarily be met by) their 
strategic plans. The key stakeholders may include some or all of the following 
groups.

Tenants and service users will want to ensure that they are being effectively served 
by their landlord. 
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Attraction Recruitment Support Retention

Attract Aboriginal 
people across 
positions in the 
organisation.

Regarding 
Local Aboriginal 
community:

Develop 
relationships

Be a conduit sharing 
information both 
ways

Develop 
Communications 
Strategy ensuring:

Promotion of 
positive messages

Strategies tackle 
identified problems

Develop and 
promote pathway 
programs.

Create and 
implement a 
streamlined 
recruitment 
processes.

Promote 
organisation as an 
employer of choice

Raise awareness in 
the workplace of:

Aboriginal history 
and problems 
currently 
experienced in 
Aboriginal heritage 
and culture.

Appointment of 
Senior Management 
and Steering 
Committee to 
manage process.

Identify and 
eliminate internal 
barriers to success.

Build cultural 
competence.

Clearly articulate 
business case:

In corporate 
documentation

Supervisors Guide 
for Managers of 
Aboriginal staff

Monitoring of targets 
in performance 
management 
process

Provide:

Mentor support

Professional 
development

Build skills and 
capabilities of 
existing staff 
to contribute 
to succession 
planning.

Set up:

Job retention mentor 
program

Aboriginal 
employees support 
network

Engage	an	EAS	
provider who 
understands 
Indigenous issues.

Summary of strategies for developing Aboriginal Employment Opportunities 

Objective:

Increase the number of identifying Aboriginal employees to 10% by 2015

During Reconciliation week in partnership with a local primary school the 
provider launched their own Reconciliation Statement. Joined by Bernardo’s 
Cooinda Aboriginal Supported Playgroups and Careways a reconciliation walk 
from the Primary School to the housing office was made. This culminated in 
reading the Statement and a raising of both the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Flags by the provider’s Chair and an Aboriginal Tenant. The flags 
remained flying throughout Naidoc week. Dancing exhibitions were given by 
the	Dapto/Koonawarra	Youth	Connect	Project,	primary	school	children	had	
prepared culturally inclusive songs and the Aboriginal Men’s Group cooked a 
BBQ lunch.
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From March to June 2012 the provider ran an Aboriginal Artwork Competition 
to provide an opportunity for local artists to display their artwork and also 
select some for future promotional purposes. One local Aboriginal tenant 
received an encouragement award in the competition.

Two Aboriginal specific tenant group meetings have been held and will 
continue to meet every quarter. Tenants will have an opportunity to raise 
issues of concern, input into the Aboriginal Access Strategy and help oversee 
its implementation.

The provider also currently hosts the Commonwealth’s Indigenous Housing 
and Infrastructure Group. This group feeds into the regional Aboriginal 
Community Based Working Group which provides feedback on local needs 
to all levels of government. It has a specific housing cluster group which 
has been instrumental in initiating many projects for local Aboriginal people.  
One example is elders’ accommodation at Primbee which the provider is 
currently managing until the local Aboriginal Corporation receive registration. 
Networking through the housing cluster group has provided direct feedback 
on the needs of Aboriginal people and contributed to the accommodation’s 
popularity, so much so that another similar scheme is being developed using 
Nation Building funding.  

The provider is also in a partnership with Care South – Better Futures, to 
provide medium term accommodation for Aboriginal Teen Mums. This project 
links housing and support and will include home visiting, parenting programs 
and access to quality childcare and is due to open in January 2013.  

More activities are planned with a review of the organisation’s Application 
Policy to ensure it is culturally appropriate and, if funding is secured a 
research project looking at reasons for the high incidence of homelessness 
of	young	Aboriginal	people.	Evidence	collected	through	the	provider’s	Crisis	
Accommodation Facility has motivated the second project and options to 
fund the research are being pursued.      
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UK Practice Example – Involvement of Stakeholders in 
Informing the Strategic Plan
This Housing Trust carried out is first social audit about five years ago – 
motivated in part by research that found considerable evidence supporting the 
link between social responsibility and business performance – and the wish to 
increase the accountability of the housing association (HA). The HA decided 
to develop a method of reporting that would measure their social performance 
and in the process involve all their stakeholders. Balancing Priorities was 
the outcome – an audited report that aims to focus on the totality of the 
organisation’s performance – not just the financial and quantitative measures 
commonly used. 

The process was integrated into existing work programmes and strategy. 
A social audit panel was established composed of representatives of the 
stakeholders to whom they were reporting and they provided advice on the 
work and how to use its findings. The panel was chaired by the chairman of 
the Housing Trust. The audit was composed of five stages:

•	 	Identifying	and	selecting	their	main	stakeholders	and	assessing	the	type	of	
relationship they currently had with the HA. This looked at factors such as 
their ability to influence, their interest and the impact the Trust had on them. 
The point was particularly to identify stakeholders where the relationship is 
less developed than ought to be the case.

•	 	Defining	the	measures	of	performance	–	and	deciding	what	would	be	most	
meaningful for each stakeholder group.    

•	 Collating	the	accounts/performance	information.

•	 	Verifying	the	report	–	which	involved	the	accountants,	internal	staff	steering	
group and the social audit panel.

•	 	Reporting	–	including	the	findings,	suggested	objectives	and	what	they	
believe should be done with the results. This is structured around the 
perspectives of the key stakeholders – tenants and the community, staff, 
local authorities, repairs and maintenance service providers, members of 
the boards, private funders and the regulator. 

Lenders will want to ensure the viability of the business over the period covered by 
the funding provided. It is vital that providers can continue to convince lenders of 
their viability and stability in order to ensure that facilities remain available on the 
best possible terms. Good quality and robust business plans will be a valuable tool 
(and indeed have been required to meet banking covenants) to help secure funds at 
competitive rates. 

Local Government with their role in planning policy and decisions to consider 
future housing need will be able to influence the implementation of providers’ plans 
through, for example, decisions on development applications. 

The State and Federal Governments will, for example, seek to ensure that the 
provider has appropriate governance and accountability mechanisms in relation to 
any public money which it receives. 
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The social audit approach is however time intensive and it took a year to 
produce. Another initiative that is capable of repetition on a more frequent 
basis is peer review. 

The aim of this exercise was to collect information that would allow the 
organisation	to	realise	their	mission	–	‘create	places	where	people	want	to	
live’. This involved learning about what matters to their stakeholders and how 
to effectively influence them. The stakeholders targeted were the funders, local 
authorities, developers, residents, politicians and job applicants recognising 
that all these will have some say in for example whether funding and land is 
made available, whether the organisation has the right staff to deliver and 
whether	the	‘end	product’	satisfies	the	users.

The peer review sought to provide answers to the following questions:

•	 The	extent	to	which	the	HA	can	be	distinguished	from	other	organisations;

•	 The	extent	to	which	stakeholders	understand	their	marketing	messages;

•	 	How	effective	marketing	and	communications	are	at	influencing	
stakeholder decisions and why; 

•	 	Any	credibility	gaps	between	the	messages	given	about	and	the	reality	of	
performance;

•	 	Perceptions	of	strengths	and	weaknesses	(structured	around	key	themes	
eg accessibility, openness to innovation, slowness, unresponsive).

The peer review was carried out by a team of independent volunteers who 
came from a wide range of backgrounds and who were prepared by a series 
of briefings and visits to the HA so they had sufficient background knowledge 
to prepare relevant questions and carry out the interviews. The process was 
carried out over three days in a specially hired venue and the report was 
produced and fed back to staff and key governing body members at the end 
of the event.   

The HA considered the exercise had produced relevant and useful information 
and this became routine practice.

Source: Reforming Housing Association Governance: A Review of Practice 

The evidence available was limited in what it said about the extent to which 
strategic plans had been formally consulted upon. Figure 5.4 (page 65) illustrates the 
information that was available.  

Around	two	thirds	of	providers	(and	24	of	the	27	Class	1	and	2	providers)	reported	
they had taken into account political factors but it was less easy to determine in 
what way. There was some evidence which suggested faith based organisations 
were more likely to have more active engagement strategies, possibly reflecting their 
history and ability to draw on larger centralised communication and public relations 
teams. 
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Figure 5.4: Stakeholder Views informing Strategic Plans – Compliance 2011

  Yes

  No

   No Information

0 2010 30 5040

Tenants/service	Users

Political stakeholder

Tenant or service user feedback was being used by 60% of the sector. The feedback 
was being collected either from surveys but in some cases also from established 
tenant	advisory	panels/groups	or	specific	consultative	forums	set	up	as	part	of	the	
planning process. 

Strategic Planning – Implementation
Once approved, the strategic plan must be used. It should be central to all strategic 
and operational decisions throughout the year. Both strategic and operational 
planning are essential to an organisation’s success. Operational planning converts 
the strategic plan into more detailed and focused team and individual objectives.

Operational planning should show how the services and functions are delivered 
in order to meet not only short term targets, but also the strategic objectives that 
have been set. There should be a clear focus on the delivery of any new initiatives 
as well as the continued delivery of the core day to day business. An operational 
plan provides staff with a clear focus on the work targets that are expected of them. 
Operational planning serves to focus management’s attention on issues of capacity, 
staff development and resources. 

The operational targets and actions identified in the business plan should therefore 
be	clearly	embedded	in	the	provider’s	internal	management	plans	or	departmental/
service action plans. Almost all providers indicated that team and section plans were 
produced to guide their work throughout the year.

This section reports what other supporting plans providers had produced. The most 
commonly occurring being: 

•	 development	

•	 asset	management	

•	 procurement	

•	 service	improvement

•	 human	resources.	

Evidence	was	found	that	at	least	a	third	of	providers	stated	they	had	produced	plans	
such as those illustrated in Figure 5.6 (page 66).
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Figure 5.6: Business development considerations – Compliance 2011

Yes No No Information

Service Improvement 32 5 3

Asset Management 34 4 2

Development 16 15 9

HR 22 12 6

Procurement 14 22 4

Service Improvement Plans 
The strategic plan should have, if appropriate, shown how the provider intended to 
improve or develop its core services. This could draw on the SWOT analysis and in 
particular, the views of its service users. Similarly, a provider that intended to expand 
its activities into new areas or services should clearly show how these activities 
would be resourced and how their impact on the organisation’s overall performance 
would	be	assessed.	Over	75%	of	providers	demonstrated	evidence	of	action	plans	
outlining how they intended to make service improvements.

Procurement strategy 
A	provider	was	likely	to	use	a	range	of	contractors	and/or	third	parties	to	help	
it deliver key aspects of its plans. Many providers were selecting contractors 
or business partners for repairs and maintenance, support services, leasehold 
accommodation, and increasingly new development, consultancy and private 
finance. Providers should be in a position to demonstrate a clear rationale for using 
its selected procurement routes. Ideally a procurement plan should have set out their 
approach, showing how services and contracts will be commissioned, explain how 
the	provider	manages	and	reviews	contractor/partner	performance	and	ensured	that	
it secured value for money from its practice. 

The study found that 14 (35%) providers indicated they had considered procurement 
in their strategic planning process; a small increase in the position at registration 
where 11 (approx 25%) had done so. There was other evidence from the compliance 
program that procurement processes were being reviewed in light of increased 
maintenance responsibilities. There was also similar evidence to suggest that a 
small number of providers were strengthening the way in which they procured 
and managed support service provision. There was also an indication that some 
providers through their peak bodies were also considering the opportunities for bulk 
buying and procurement initiatives. 

How providers will undertake and manage new property development was less clear, 
given that at the time of the 2011 compliance program few had actually started the 
process and those that had were generally part of organisations with pre-existing 
development expertise and practice.     
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Practice Example – Strong Governance and Executive 
Management
This Class 1 provider has embarked on ambitious plans to establish and then 
grow its business incrementally across Australia. It recognised from the outset 
that if it was to succeed it would require not just a highly skilled Board but a 
strong executive management team to drive and implement its vision.  

Based on an appreciation of what competencies the organisation required to 
build and sustain their core businesses the organisation identified through a 
skills based assessment that the following types of people were critical for 
success:

•	 	Communicators	–	People	with	the	ability	to	influence	and	persuade	the	
individuals and agencies responsible for making decisions relevant to the 
providers strategy 

•	 	Entrepreneurs	–	People	with	the	vision	to	come	up	with	ideas	and	initiatives	
to meet needs, but also with the experience to put these ideas into practice 
i.e. capable of putting together a business case, working with potential 
partners and starting a new activity from scratch 

•	 	Motivators	–	Managers	with	the	enthusiasm,	personality	and	knowledge	to	
be able to nurture and support front line to deliver the strategy

•	 	Administrators	–	Individuals	who	will	ensure	the	business	is	run	well,	the	
budget is achieved and all obligations are met

Recruiting to posts and the growth of the staff team has been an incremental 
process, with the need to prioritise based on availability of both funding and 
talent.

The provider has just about completed both its Board strengthening and its 
work force planning with the aim of continuous improvement of its Board 
governance and corporate governance structures. 

Its Board has three recently recruited independent Directors bringing expertise 
at an executive level in property development, risk management and legal 
services.

Human Resources 
Providers must ensure projections for growth or diversification into new areas took 
into account the skills, knowledge and capacity of the organisation, both staff and 
governing body, to respond to the challenge. 

It needed to consider whether the skills exist in-house, if staff could be trained or if 
there was a need to recruit or perhaps use external consultants. Ongoing training 
and development for staff and governing body members and succession planning 
are also important factors. 
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They have also structured three new senior managers roles within the 
executive team :

•	 A	Housing	and	Community	Development	Director;

•	 A	Development	and	New	Business	Director;	and

•	 A	Finance	Director.

In addition a National Communications and Marketing Manager has been 
appointed to manage the organisation’s brand and provide advice on 
communications with internal and external stakeholders.

This provider is also supported by the skills of specialised senior staff 
employed by its parent company. 

The organisation leverages the parent company’s support through access 
to specialised services including a Legal Counsel who has a top tier legal 
background, Head of Treasury who with a background in debt financing 
and bond issues, and a General Manager for Compliance to support the 
organisation’s compliance function.

The organisation is both nationally accredited under the National Community 
Housing standards as well as individually registered under each State in which 
the organisation holds property.

Organisations often focus on recruitment, but retention policies are also important 
because the effect of losing key staff can often be more serious than expected, 
partly because it is not easily quantifiable. Just over 50% of providers demonstrated 
that their strategic plans had been supported by HR planning. Reflecting the 
increase in their scale and scope, a greater proportion of Class 1 and 2 providers 
(around two thirds) indicated they had taken into account their HR requirements. The 
evidence of changes in senior management roles noted earlier supports this finding.

Development Strategy/Plans
The strategic plan, where relevant, should accurately reflect the provider’s plans for 
investment in new developments or acquisitions. Providers will need to take a long 
term view of development, drawing on the results of the environmental analysis 
work they have carried out. Critically, it will have examined its development capacity 
(before committing to particular projects) and its strategic plan will have been clear 
about what level of growth it can accommodate without risk to its core business 
and overall viability. Governing bodies should have seen financial projections 
incorporating the planned development so they can be assured it is in the interests 
of the organisation to commit time and resources to taking forward these plans to 
the next stages.  
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Practice Example – Responding to community needs - 
making a difference through improving ‘mainstream’ services 
and investing in social enterprise 
Not all community housing providers see property development as their main 
vehicle for tackling disadvantage in their communities. A number have already 
recognised the potential for investment in social enterprise to make a real 
difference.

There are several definitions of social enterprise but two key features 
which if the business is managed well will produce benefits over and 
above those generated from an entirely not for profit or, the private sector 
approach. The first relates to revenue generation – social enterprises may 
generate a proportion of their income from running a commercial operation, 
supplementing traditional not-for-profit funding. The second relates to the 
entrepreneurial nature of social enterprises and their fresh approach to solving 
social problems. 

In essence social enterprise is about tackling old problems in new ways – 
through innovation, entrepreneurial flair and financial self-sufficiency. It is about 
borrowing the best from business and traditional not-for-profit organisations to 
achieve maximum social impact. For example an organisation may generate 
revenue through a training and employment program for disadvantaged youth 
to build and sell recycled furniture. 

In 2012 this Class 2 provider delivered a variety of services to over 4800 
people, an increase of nearly 40% since 2011. This growth was almost entirely 
in their housing and homelessness service streams.

With this huge growth in service delivery the provider recognised its 
responsibility to ensure this expansion was accommodated at the same time 
as future growth was planned and prepared for. 2012 has been a time of 
consolidation, learning and re-focus for them. They have invested time and 
resources in strengthening their quality management systems and have gained 
accreditation for not just their service delivery arms but also the corporate and 
administration functions by gaining ISO 9001 Quality Management Systems 
and	AS/NZS	4801:2001	Occupational	Health	&	Safety	Certification.	Not	only	
will this benefit the existing business but it will provide assurance they are 
ready for work in a more competitive grant funding and business environment. 

In anticipating new risks as well as opportunities, the provider has taken 
an entrepreneurial approach as they realise that not-for-profit organisations 
cannot rely solely on grant funded programs. Taking the initiative they have 
identified alternative sources of income for their programs by both refining 
practice in the successful enterprises they have already established and 
planning new businesses.

An	example	of	this	was	a	near	doubling	of	the	profit	(from	S127K	to	$228K)	at	
their Repsychler’s Op Shop. They did this through better and more targeted 
advertising and raising more donations through advertising and picking up 
donations from places and people other similar businesses have not reached. 
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The shop provides employment 
opportunities in all aspects of the 
business for people with disabilities. 
Its employees (who may be tenants 
or clients of mental health or disability 
services) are its strength, they are paid, 
not volunteers and customers rated  
the service overwhelmingly positively.  
So much so it is now the number one  
Op Shop in the area.

To	plan	for	expansion	the	provider’s	CEO	visited	the	UK	this	year	to	research	
and learn from over 25 social enterprises operating across the country and 
attend	the	Community	Enterprise	in	Scotland	(CEiS)	Annual	Conference.	She	
met	with	other	CEOs,	Chief	Financial	Officers	and	Business	Development	
Managers to learn from their experiences. Of particular interest was learning 
from those organisations that have borrowed funds to re-invest in business or 
to build community housing projects. 

A key lesson from the visit was the necessity to deploy more business 
orientated practices. A different skill set is needed from those traditional in 
service delivery or even property development. Successful social enterprises 
have to make a profit if they are not only cross subsidising other services but 
also to ensure they do not harm the core business. 

Other lessons learnt by the provider is think big (if you want to make 
any difference), expand on what you already do well and ensure you can 
demonstrate solid corporate and financial governance to any potential investor 
or financier. Whilst the not for profit (NFP) sector may have strong governance 
they have less of a track record in running a business for profit and need to 
convince they have the capacity to do so. There are plenty of examples across 
the UK, US and Australia. Particularly exciting and successful were the Coin 
Street Housing Project in London and Kibble in Glasgow to show what can be 
achieved. However the provider thinks more could be done by the community 
housing sector to seek support from Government and potential investors in 
the corporate world and convince them of the capacity of the sector to set up 
and run social enterprises. 

	  



Strategic Stewardship Research Project 71

Practice Example – Strategic Planning  

Developing a Growth Strategy

The Class 2 provider commissioned a regional housing study to inform its 
future business strategy. This study found that significant population growth 
was forecast in its operational area, that housing costs were increasing and 
affordability for households on low to moderate incomes was declining. At the 
same time new housing supply was overwhelmingly for sale at market rates 
while waiting lists for social and affordable housing options were rising.      

The provider wants to respond to the gap in affordable housing options but 
recognises both the funding challenges and also the capacity building within its 
own organisation to enable it to expand its property portfolio without risk to its 
overall business performance and financial viability.

Prior to embarking on developing 
its growth strategy, the provider had 
strengthened its governance and 
recruited new members with the skills 
and expertise to oversee and support 
this objective. Members with a 
background in property development, 
communications and political 
experience were recruited.

 

Strategies will be flexible as providers will be presented with opportunities they had 
not anticipated. If the provider is aware about its overall development capacity it 
will assist them in understanding whether these opportunities may require them to 
reprioritise or reschedule existing projects in their development plans.

Providers will need to assess the economic benefits of potential new developments 
or acquisitions in relation to the risk profile of the proposals, particularly in relation 
to	costs	of	borrowing,	the	availability	of	government	financial	support	and/or	the	
income to be raised from sales to cross subsidise affordable housing. 

The provider should also be able to articulate why it is well placed to develop new 
housing based on, for example, the capacity it has acquired to deliver; its previous 
success	in	this	area,	its	success	in	using	public/private	investment	to	deliver	good	
quality homes and how well it has managed its existing portfolio. 

It is crucial that the provider considered the business case for any planned 
investments in the context of a challenging funding market, its other commitments 
(development and otherwise) and to ensure that sufficient resources are available. 
Will there be a need to, for example, front fund new developments and carry the 
risk? Can the provider accommodate any cost overruns? Does it have adequate 
contingency plans? 

The 16 providers who were developing or intending to develop in the near future at 
the 2011 compliance stage had a form of development strategy in place, although 
reflecting the early stages that plans had reached.
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The provider building on the regional housing study expertise produced 
growth	options	for	its	board	and	designated	specialist	‘growth’	sub-	
committee. These options included joint ventures, mergers and acquisitions, 
renovations as well as new property development. It has put in place a clear 
and comprehensive plan to support its growth strategy. 

The elements of the strategy have included:

•	 	The	development	of	long	term	financial	projections	to	demonstrate	the	
financial capacity the provider has to service debt once its ongoing 
maintenance and routine costs are accounted for

•	 	Communication	with	key	stakeholders	who	will	influence	the	outcome	of	
the providers’ growth plans

•	 	Identifying	land	acquisition	opportunities	with	the	intention	of	preparing	
options for the growth sub-committee

•	 	Ensuring	that	its	risk	management	system	is	strengthened	to	include	new	
risks	to	which	a	provider	developing/acquiring	new	property	is	exposed.	 
An initial risk seminar facilitated by an expert in the field has led to the 
provider appointing consultants to carry out a risk management review.   

•	 	Exploring	funding	options	with	banks	and	other	potential	investors	in	
property

•	 	Updating	policy	and	practice	and	scoping	systems	requirements.	Examples	
have included:

•	 Property	and	acquisition	policy

•	 Selecting	feasibility	modelling	software		

•	 	Initial	concept	design	for	a	(theoretical)	development	of	20	units	of	
affordable	housing	to	demonstrate	the	costs/benefits	of	various	scenarios	
to inform the providers’ selection of specific schemes

Making a funding application made to produce a detailed feasibility study for a 
small scale development in partnership with other local providers

The plan also recognises the need to put in place an approved list of 
consultants for professional development services and to recruit development 
expertise to oversee any projects. However these activities are dependent on 
the progress made in taking forward specific initiatives.
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There was also substantial evidence that detailed individual project appraisals to 
inform	decision	making	were	being	carried	out	as	Figure	5.7	illustrates.

Figure	5.7:	Providers	Carrying	Out	Development/Project	Appraisal	–	 
Compliance 2011

  Yes

  No

   Not known
0 10 20 4030 50
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There has been almost a doubling of providers with such appraisal processes 
in	place.	Evidence	from	the	compliance	program	indicated	that	the	appraisal	
processes were generally sound and involved consideration of the relevant risk 
and involvement of the governing body. There was less evidence available that an 
individual development’s impact on the overall business was a part of the appraisal 
and approval process. However, in many cases the use of the appraisal process had 
been limited given the stage at which development had reached.

Just two providers amongst the 16 with development intentions did not have a 
finalised development appraisal process. Six Class 1 or 2 providers did not have a 
development or project appraisal process in place.

Asset Management 
Class 1, 2 and 3 providers are required under the Regulatory Code to prepare a 
strategic asset management plan. The information needed to form the strategy 
for asset management would include, for example demographic, demand, and 
stock condition data. The strategy should have considered the most appropriate 
options for specific properties (depending upon the provider’s asset management 
responsibilities) and these could have included: 

•	 Major	repair/refurbishment/renovation;	

•	 Re-modelling	or	re-configuration;	

•	 Mothballing	(agreeing	to	postpone	any	decision	until	more	information	is	
available); and

•	 Disposal/divestment	of	stock.	

These options would clearly have different financial implications for providers 
and therefore it is essential that objectives within the asset management strategy 
feed into the financial forecasts in a consistent way. If relevant, providers should 
have ensured their strategies for managing and maintaining existing assets were 
consistent and compatible with their strategy for developing or acquiring new units.
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Practice Resources:  
(1) Community Housing Directorate – Asset Management Policy –  
October 2012

This Policy has been developed in the context of developing the Community 
Housing Asset Management Strategy, which provides a framework for 
strategic asset management and the planning of community housing assets 
to ensure that housing supply is targeted to meet housing need. It has been 
produced to support the following two objectives 

1. Maintain assets and enhance amenity – to ensure the development, 
replacement and maintenance of community housing assets is in line with 
appropriate quality and community standards

2. Portfolio planning to meet housing need – to ensure community housing 
providers plan their portfolio effectively to meet local housing needs and 
deliver sustainable housing outcomes.

(2) Understanding our Assets

A Self Assessment framework for Boards of Housing Associations – Housing 
Corporation

Although published in 2003 and targeted at the UK housing sector this 
publication provides very useful guidance to enable governing bodies  
(and probably staff) to test their asset planning practice.

It clearly sets out the planning process including identifying objectives, the 
information needed to inform the strategy’s development and the elements of 
which it should be composed.

It poses questions that enable a governing body to assess their approach 
rather than setting out prescriptive steps an organisation should take although 
pointers to good practice are given.

A sample is given below.

Financial aspects of asset management

What do we know about the costs and values of our housing assets?

•	 What	is	the	value	of	our	assets	and	how	might	this	change	in	future?

•	 What	does	it	cost	to	manage	our	housing?

•	 	Have	we	a	full	financial	picture	of	the	social,	economic	and	environmental	
costs of our asset management strategies?

•	 	How	much	will	it	cost	and	when	will	we	need	to	invest	in	our	existing	stock?

For many providers their responsibilities in respect of asset management would 
have increased or may do so in the near future following acquisition or development. 
Governing bodies’ involvement in the development of the strategic asset 
management planning process is therefore particularly critical. 
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Thirty four providers (80%) had in place a finalised and fit for purpose asset 
management strategy by the 2011 compliance program, a small increase from the 
position	at	registration;	31	(75%	approx)	providers.	Nineteen	providers	had	also	
submitted evidence that they had considered the environmental sustainability either 
of	their	stock	and/or	also	new	development	design.	

Financial Planning 
The study considered the evidence that providers had carried out robust financial 
planning as part of their developing their strategic plan. The strategic plan’s financial 
implications should have been tested to provide assurance that its objectives do 
not have adverse consequences for the provider’s business as a whole. Financial 
forecasts must reflect the provider’s strategic objectives and priorities, as well 
as	any	relevant	factors	identified	in	the	PEST	and	SWOT	analyses,	and	the	risk	
management process. 

At	compliance,	31	(just	over	75%	and	similar	to	the	position	at	registration)	providers	
had demonstrated that their financial plans were clearly linked to their strategic 
planning process and could show how they intended to resource the objectives in 
their plan. All developing providers had such plans in place. 

The	provider	must	have	a	clear	idea	about	its	cost	drivers,	what	resources/grant	it	
has access to and the income required to deliver its services, manage its existing 
portfolio and service any debt. Being able to forecast accurately and update the 
projections on a routine basis will enable better decision making. Information will 
enable the governing body to identify where changes are required and respond 
reasonably quickly. This includes where:

•	 Relatively	minor	adjustments	are	necessary	to	ensure	activities	keep	on	track;

•	 The	business	plan	may	need	to	be	revised	to	achieve	the	desired	outcomes;	and

•	 It	becomes	clear	that	a	strategy	is	no	longer	appropriate.	Strategies	are	likely	to	
be changed even less frequently than business plans but, for similar reasons, the 
business should be able to do so whenever necessary.

A robust financial plan to inform the business model should include detailed annual 
data for a specific time period for where there is a degree of certainty about income 
and expenditure, with more summarised information taking the forecasts out over 
a period relevant to, for example, loan periods or asset management strategies. 
A summary of the provider’s key financial ratios may also be included to assist 
stakeholders to understand the financial position. These may reflect both internally 
generated financial ratios as well as those required by external stakeholders, for 
example, lenders’ covenants. 
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Financial Planning – Rolling Forecasts
Rolling	forecasts	i.e.	forecasts	that	look	ahead	on	a	‘rolling’	time	horizon,	
can be especially useful in enabling a business to respond rapidly to 
unexpected developments and opportunities such as a tender proposal or 
a delay in acquiring development approvals as they are unconstrained by 
financial years. Rolling forecasts allow businesses to regularly monitor their 
expected performance compared to their target over the forecast period. 
They also enable decision making to be unconstrained by financial year ends; 
increasingly necessary as activity spans multiple years.

Typically they involve casting a series of short term budgets covering a 
medium term horizon. Supposing the organisation forecasts over a two year 
period it might choose to update every quarter and so at the end of the first 
quarter it will revise the next seven quarters based on actual performance and 
add a new eighth quarter.

As forecasts are inherently uncertain predictions about the future, attempts to 
prepare precisely accurate forecasts for a year or more is difficult and probably 
of limited use for day to day management purposes. 

The organisation needs to understand its main business drivers which 
determine the main items of income and expense, to what extent these are 
fixed and also the key relationships between key variables e.g. rental income 
and employment rates. The frequency with which forecasts will need to be 
updated will be dependent upon how quickly key assumptions change. In 
the community housing sector this will depend on the business scope and 
scale and the extent to which they are exposed to changes in the external 
environment. 

The Institute of Chartered accountants in Australia identifies some common 
features of good forecasting including:

•	 	Establishing	concise,	clear	instructions	and	assumptions	to	use	when	
preparing forecasts for consistency and clarity, (e.g. expense inflation rates);

•	 	Ensuring	the	forecasts	are	‘owned’	by	managers	responsible	for	delivering	
services and are not simply a financial tool;

•	 	Skilled	financial	staff	to	ensure	the	forecasts	are	accurately	prepared	and	
updated; and

•	 	Concise	analysis,	including	any	key	‘local’	assumptions	made	so	users	can	
properly understand the forecasts.

Preparing forecasts accurately requires skill, business understanding 
and focus on what really matters. It involves speaking to the people who 
understand the business being forecast e.g. speak to the asset manager re 
repairs and maintenance costs or operations about rent and income forecasts. 
It also means learning from mistakes which can indicate key assumptions need 
to be revised. They do however take time especially if the organisation does 
not have a forecasting model. 
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Practice Examples – Financial Planning
A number of providers are strengthening their approach to financial forecasting 
recognising their governing bodies and executive management teams need 
more information to make decisions as their organisations: 

•	 Become	more	complex;	

•	 	Are	exposed	to	more	risk	(events	that	can	be	anticipated)	and	uncertainty	
(events which are less easy to spot); and 

•	 Need	to	respond	to	new	developments	and	opportunities.

Financial forecasts that are reported to management seamlessly with past 
financial and business results provide governing body members with more 
powerful input than reporting them separately.

Some providers are purchasing forecasting software and others have developed 
their own customised modelling tools. One large provider has with external advice 
built	its	own	model	which	allows	it	to	alter	key	assumptions,	and	add/subtract	
new activity to understand the impact on its overall financial health. With little effort 
multiple scenarios can be presented to allow its governing body to understand the 
potential consequences of for example a successful PPP bid, interest costs of 
a new bank loan, a change in interest rates or a reduction in property values.  

The study sought information about how providers had subjected their strategic 
plans and financial forecasts to stress testing and sensitivity analysis. Financial 
forecasts are not set in stone; rather they are projections around which variations are 
likely to arise from various risk outcomes.

Evidence	was	sought,	for	example,	that	providers	had	drawn	together	several	
financial scenarios and sensitivities, including unforeseen or unplanned events to 
assess the impact these would have on their business. Variables do not necessarily 
change in isolation, so an awareness of the relationships between them is essential. 
Key items that they might have considered included:

•	 Economic	variables	such	as	interest	rates	and	differential	inflation	rates,	 
e.g. for maintenance expenditure and staffing costs;

•	 Current	and	forecast	rent	income	including	losses	due	to	empty	properties,	
arrears, and bad debts; and

•	 Changes	to	direct	and	indirect	government	funding	including	welfare	benefits.

There was limited evidence that most providers were carrying out robust sensitivity 
analysis. The study found that 20 or 50% of providers had produced clear 
assumptions on which they had produced financial plans, which represented an 
increase from eight at registration. More Class 1 and Class 2 providers had clear 
assumptions	(20	of	the	27).

Fewer subjected these assumptions to sensitivity analysis. Just six providers 
confirmed they were carrying out sensitivity analysis. However, during the 
compliance program there was emerging evidence that a few providers were 
developing more sophisticated financial modelling either in-house or purchasing 
financial management software.
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Some of the macroeconomic variables that are separately identified in their 
model are set out below.

Interest Rate – Fixed (BBSY)

Interest Rate – Variable (BBSY)

Consumer Price Index (CPI)

Property	Rents	Escalation

Property	Market	Value	Escalation

Property	Construction	Costs	Escalation

NRAS	Incentives	Escalation

Property	Expenses	Escalation

Admin	&	Overhead	Escalation

Interest	Earned	on	Surplus	Cash	Rate

The model is designed so that each of these variables can be adjusted 
separately for each of the next five years to track their impact on financial 
statements as well as graphs of banking covenants, property values, debt 
levels, the timing of debt facility draw-downs and cash flows.

In addition to these macroeconomic variables, the model also addresses 
detailed expenses by line.

It anticipates growth in repairs and maintenance expenditure as their property 
portfolio ages. They can also allow for varying levels of contribution to their 
Long Term Maintenance Reserve for future refurbishment expenditure.

It	is	designed	to	be	a	‘live’	tool	with	actual	performance	being	uploaded	every	
three months in order that financial projections can be regularly updated. The 
provider is reassessing its budget setting process and contemplating moving 
from annual fixed budgets to rolling forecasts. 

The model was tested prior to its adoption in July 2012 by comparing its 
forecasts and assumptions for the prior financial year to actual performance 
for the same period.

The model was also designed so that it could be given to potential funders to 
enable them to perform scenario analysis and sensitivity testing of the various 
assumptions and modelling inputs.

Scenario Planning  
Scenario planning is a planning tool for comparing different possible states or 
scenarios. The aim is to develop strategic policy today to deal with plausible 
situations	that	might	be	faced	in	the	future.	Each	scenario	is	a	credible	‘story’	of	
how various related but uncertain elements might interact under certain conditions 
or alternative futures. It can enable better decision making by allowing policies and 
programmes to be evaluated.
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Practice Example – Strategic Planning  
Evaluating the outcomes from regeneration initiatives – two examples

The Class 1 provider is directly involved in a major regeneration of a large 
public housing estate in south west Sydney. Housing NSW has entered into a 
public private partnership to replace around 10% of the existing homes on the 
estate. While the project’s focus is mainly residential, it is also envisaged that 
construction will include a library, community centre and some retail provision. 
Additionally, the renewed site will include a public park and several smaller 
public open spaces.

The project will alter the mix of social housing in the area by eliminating 
the bedsit dwellings accounting for almost half of the homes demolished. 
The new social housing component of the scheme will be predominantly 
1-bedroom homes (80%) with 2-bedroom dwellings making up the balance. 
This is considered appropriate given the intention to designate all tenancies as 
‘seniors	housing’.

Strategic	plans	should	address	“what	if”	scenarios	at	a	high	level.	This	demonstrates	
that the governing body and management have considered how the organisation 
would cope if it was forced to change direction. 

Examples	of	the	higher	level	strategic	issues	to	consider	under	scenario	planning	
are:

•	 Changes	to	the	provider’s	loan	portfolio;	

•	 Development	of	new	units,	including	unit	costs,	government	assistance,	and	
revenue returns; and

•	 Asset	management	strategies	over	the	life	of	the	plan	including	stock	
reinvestment and divestment strategies.

Production of the strategic plan should have included stress testing that reflects the 
risks that the provider could face. This should specifically draw on the risks to the 
objectives	and	if	relevant	the	PEST/SWOT	analysis.	

Overall, scenario planning should give stakeholders confidence that the provider  
had considered thoroughly how it will cope under a range of circumstances.

There was no evidence from the information submitted as part of the 2011 
compliance returns that scenario planning was being carried out. During the 
compliance assessment process there was some limited evidence that a small 
number of the larger and more experienced providers undertaking development  
had either carried out or were intending to carry out some scenario planning.   

Delivering the Strategic Plan Successfully 
The project looked for evidence that providers were actively monitoring, reporting 
on and evaluating the progress of their plans. Since registration there had been a 
marginal increase in those providing evidence – generally in the form of reports to 
their boards of both performance against stated objectives and also against budget 
forecasts. 



Registrar of Community Housing80

 
The provider is contributing to the design and layout of seniors’ apartments 
and ways to involve tenants in community activities and events. The new 
social housing constructed under the plan will be managed by the provider 
which already has a significant presence in the area and has contributed to 
the renewal scheme through accommodating former tenants of cleared homes 
needing to be rehoused off the estate. Former tenants relocated to facilitate 
demolition will be offered the opportunity to take up tenancies in the newly 
completed flats.

Significant financial and organisational resources are being committed to 
the development and the project partners want to understand both the 
immediate and longer term impacts on the residents and the community in 
general. A longitudinal study to track residents’ outcomes during and after the 
redevelopment is being developed.

The longitudinal research objectives can be grouped under three headings: 

•	 To	measure	the	quantitative	social	impacts	of	the	scheme;

•	 	To	gauge	resident	views	about	scheme	design,	implementation	and	
outcomes; and

•	 To	probe	resident	experiences	and	aspirations.

The study will be undertaken by means of key stakeholder interviews, analysis 
of housing management records and other secondary data, a residents survey, 
and in-depth interviews involving the estate’s tenants (including former tenants 
decanted off the estate)

Issues to be investigated will include:

•	 The	management	of	the	rehousing	process;

•	 Tenants’	experience	of	the	choices	around	rehousing	from	the	estate;

•	 	The	comparative	pros	and	cons	of	tenants’	former	and	current	homes;	and

•	 	Tenants’	expectations	on	returning	to	the	estate	post-redevelopment	–	
against which an assessment of the regeneration’s long term success could 
be measured.

Being undertaken alongside the redevelopment project itself, the evaluation 
will	be	‘formative’	rather	than	‘summative’.	One	potential	benefit	of	this	
approach is the capacity for the study to act as a channel for resident 
feedback on project implementation, thereby making it possible for resident 
views to influence ongoing developer and social landlord activity as the 
scheme is rolled out.

The second project in which the provider has been involved is a Senior’s 
Living Hub inspired by the Humanitas model developed by Hans Becker in 
Netherlands	and	across	Europe.	The	model	incorporates	includes	apartment	
complexes, lived in and partly run by independent older people, and offering 
services on a needs basis. These services include medical, daily care, 
recreational, educational and social, up to and including nursing home 
type care. More detail is available from: http://www.bensoc.org.au/director/
whatwedo/olderpeople/oceanstsite/humanitasfoundation.cfm
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The development is a 44 unit medium density building located in the suburb’s 
commercial centre. The property provides low income rental housing for 
seniors aged 55+ from a range of cultural backgrounds. It is planned to 
include an innovative integrated place model including housing, community 
and tenant space, a satellite office for the provider and retail space.

The provider has formed an expert 
working group comprising the Council, a 
specialist aged care provider, a multicultural 
community care service and architects to 
develop a concept plan for the ground floor 
service hub for seniors and surrounding 
social housing community.

The provider has also partnered with 
University of Western Sydney who will 
oversee a PhD research project to capture 
baseline data for senior residents who have 
moved and track quality of life, health, 
community connectedness outcomes. There 
are two main research aims:

•	 	To	examine	the	impact	of	the	housing	
on the lives of tenants (what the AHURI 
research agenda has come to call the 
non-shelter benefits); and 

•	 	To	provide	feedback	to	the	provider	on	
the experience and satisfaction levels of tenants especially in relation to 
tenancy management issues.

A longitudinal survey is proposed where tenants would be interviewed 
soon after they move into their dwelling and at subsequent regular intervals 
thereafter.  

	  

Setting appropriate targets and measures is critical to achieving the desired actions 
and performance. So it may be helpful, when considering objective setting, to adopt 
the	‘SMART’	approach:

•	 Specific	–	the	objective	should	be	clear	about	what	needs	to	be	achieved;

•	 Measurable	–	ensure	that	it	is	clear	what	has	been	achieved	or	is	likely	to	be	
achieved, for example not just reduce but reduce by 10%;

•	 Achievable	–	the	objective	must	be	capable	of	being	achieved	given	the	level	 
of resources, financial strength and competencies available;

•	 Relevant	–	each	objective	must	contribute	to	the	overall	vision;	and

•	 Time-bound	–	there	should	be	a	precise	date	by	which	the	objective	should	 
be achieved.

How often performance is reviewed is important. Providers should review 
performance at intervals consistent with the nature of their objectives and the 
risks or uncertainty involved. A review of the continuing validity and relevance of 



Registrar of Community Housing82

strategic objectives could take place annually or earlier if circumstances dictate. The 
governing body must hold management accountable for poor or under-performance, 
but it must also examine and consider its own role in making decisions in a timely 
way. This is effectively done by regular progress reviews.

Figure 5.8 below shows the numbers of providers who had measurable outcomes 
in their strategic plans and how many were reporting on progress against these 
outcomes.

Figure 5.8: Strategic Plan Review – Registration and Compliance

  Compliance

  Registration

Regular review of financial  
performance against forecasts

Regular review of the  
strategic plan

Measurable Objectives

There was less evidence about whether objectives had been achieved. Financial 
performance was examined by comparing the financial forecasts at registration with 
the actual performance presented at compliance. For 29 of 38 providers where this 
comparison could be made, financial performance was consistent or better than the 
forecast.    

Social auditing is one example that has been used by organisations in other 
jurisdictions to assess and demonstrate their social, economic, and environmental 
benefits and limitations. It is a way of measuring the extent to which an organisation 
lives up to the shared values and objectives it has committed itself to. 

Social auditing provides an assessment of the impact of an organisation’s non-
financial objectives through systematically and regularly monitoring its performance 
and the views of its stakeholders. 

Social auditing requires the involvement of stakeholders. This may include 
employees, clients, volunteers, funders, contractors, suppliers and local residents 
interested in the organisation. Stakeholders are defined as those persons or 
organisations who have an interest in, or who have invested resources in, the 
organisation. 

Social audits are generated by the organisation themselves and those directly 
involved. A person or panel of people external to the organisation undertakes 
verification of the social audit’s accuracy and objectivity. 

0 105 15 25 3020 35
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