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Managing Social Housing Providers: How do board directors manage the trade-
offs and tensions between traditional social value and the contemporary need
for self-sustaining profit in the North East of England?

Dr. Cara Hatcher, Northumbria University, Department of Architecture & Built Environment

Abstract

A key challenge for the UK is the current housing crisis — a central but often overlooked challenge
within this is the funding of Social Housing Providers (SHPs) and the tensions this causes within such
organisations. This paper examines this situation through the perspective of board directors within
these organisations. Increasingly, SHPs are now encouraged to operate entrepreneurially with less
central government funding available. Within this context, the role of the board director has become
increasingly challenging due to political, social, and financial pressures. The consequence is a new
tension between tenant and social housing provider that is being played out in the traditional
mediating role of the housing board. This paper analyses the funding and social tensions of SHPs using
an innovative multi-layered research methodology including - incorporating a detailed documentary
analysis of practices relating to decision making capabilities, and in-depth interviews with board
directors as they seek to mediate the tension between state, new market imperatives and the tenant.
The original findings indicate that SHPs are having to adapt their traditional business model to meet
the needs of the contemporary tenant and wider community. Yet, within this entrepreneurial
challenge they have still managed to maintain a socially focused imperative. These findings shed new
light on the working practices of the SHP under the context of austerity and new modes of SHP

provision associated with entrepreneurialism.

Keywords: Decision Making, Social Housing, Social Housing Providers, Third Sector,

Entrepreneurialism

1. Introduction

The aim of this research is to explore the decision-making process in Social Housing Providers (SHPs),
focusing on the board of directors and the context of organisational decision making (Holding et al,
2020; Zhou, 2022) amidst a backdrop of current social care, health, and well-being funding reductions
(Wilson & Barton, 2022). The research investigates the consequent trade-offs at board level in

decision-making and the impact this has on delivery objectives; particularly, the tension between the
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traditional social objectives of an SHP and the more recent financial constraints within which SHPs
have to operate. Out of necessity, such constraints have led to SHP boards adopting more
entrepreneurial behaviours to navigate this constrained landscape (Phelps & Miao, 2020). Historically,
the SHP ethos and organisational objectives have been focussed on the socially driven objectives of
the SHP but there has been a shift from non-profit to profit driven entrepreneurialism (Billis, 2010;
Phelps & Miao, 2020) since the advent of austerity. More recently, this situation has been exacerbated
by the cost-of-living crisis and inflation, the need to de-carbonise stock, the further reduction in

available grants, and the contemporary political imperative for ‘profit driven” within SHPs.

The research first draws out the various decision-making capabilities in SHP’s and the perceived
‘threat’ of entrepreneurialism as a foreground to subsequent primary data analysis of high-profile
board members within the decision making reality. Research originality rests upon a) the novel
methods of data collection (based in ethnography and an expert interviewing strategy) and the central
focus on the hard to access board-based decision process — that is traditionally hard to access. Within
this traditionally hidden dialogue, the management challenges within the SHP organisation are
identified but also a positive story of resistance as the entrepreneurial imperative is co-opted to still
maintain a social focus for SHP’s. While the research is empirically centred in the Northeast, the
discussion and findings have relevance for the wider national housing debate in the UK and, further
afield, any practitioner, policy maker or academic struggling with the demands of social housing

provision in a contemporary age of funding reduction and wider pressures in the socio-economy.

There is comparatively little research around the role of SHP board members in mediating this new
complexity. The research that does exist, has investigated the constrained decision making around
SHP delivery objectives that has brought into question the not-for-profit ethos of the SHP (Marsh,
2018). This has led to SHPs having to re-evaluate their internal delivery model as an organisation,
looking not only at non-profit but profit driven decisions. It is this issue that the research has
subsequently investigated over the last 8 years in the Northeast of England. In order to examine this

issue, the central research question is:

What are the tensions and trade-offs in SHP housing board decision making while navigating

organisational delivery amidst financial constraints?

In order to achieve this, a multi-phase methodology has been utilised. In the first phase, ethnography
and participant observation set the context for initial understanding of the underlying case studies. In
a social housing setting, the researcher can utilise ethnography as primary source of information to

produce pragmatic questions to pose to the SHP (Franklin, 1990). This was then supplemented with
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an in-depth documentary analysis; confidential field note observations of SHP boards and a series of
8 expert interviews with Chief Executive Officers and Board Directors in a semi- structured interview

process representing 7 organisations.

The remainder of this paper first sets out the in-depth documentary analysis and the conceptual
grounding of the paper — focusing on the tactical necessity of managing the SHP from within the
organisation, the advent of entrepreneurialism, the consequent tensions between traditional socio-
financial demands and the changing external landscape. It then sets out the research methodology in
greater detail, detailing the methods adopted and the ethical consideration and safeguards that were
put in place to protect the respondents. The findings and analysis are then considered, arguing that
decision making is complex for the SHP, but board members are tactically persevering so that social
demands prevail. Finally, the conclusion, reflects upon the conceptual position and sets out the main
contributions to knowledge namely the trade-offs demanded by SHPs in balancing finance and social

tensions, research limitations and opportunities for new research.

2. Research context and conceptual framework

2.1 Social Housing Providers in England

Social housing is one of many terms used to categorise housing for the most vulnerable in society and
those in need with SHPs operating independently and not for profit within this broad spectrum of
provision (Mullins, 2010; Gov.uk, 2012). It provides housing for specialist care, the homeless and
where other alternative forms of accommodation are just not viable, feasible or attainable
(Hutchinson & Ward, 2010). SHPs exist within what has overtime become known as the “Third Sector”
in the UK. There have been differing and somewhat opposing views to the definition of the Third
Sector (Alcock, 2010; Mason & Simmons, 2014; Mason, 2012; Mullins, 2010) but for the purpose of
this research, the Third Sector is defined as an organisation that is neither public nor private. It is an
umbrella term that within social housing can be defined as a balancing state or a “floating signifier”
for civil organisations carrying out responsibilities previously led by government (Hansson & Lundgren,

2020).

With the move towards a profit driven SHP marketing and management (Mason, Kirkbride & Bryde,
2007; Mason et al, 2007 Rolfe, 2020; Billis, 2020), there is a perceived need for SHPs to adjust their
model of operation as independent, non-profit organisations which provide housing usually below
market rent (Mullins, 2010). Subsequently, SHPs are increasingly run entrepreneurially, managing

their own finances and funding rather than relying on government grants (Billis, 2020). This
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entrepreneurial turn in SHPs accelerated following the advent of “rent reduction” under the Welfare
Reform and Work Act 2016 and the resultant financial constraints (Scanlon et al, 2017; Wainwright &
Manville, 2017). These changes to financial support from the government and housing policy have led
to a shortfall in finances, subsidies, and grants. SHPs have therefore had to make trade-offs (for
example when managing the tension between uncertain income, higher borrowing costs and a tighter
rent cap) in relation to their core social housing provision and while orientating towards profit-based

enterprises (Rolfe, 2020; Manville & Greatbanks, 2020; Scanlon et al, 2017).

These trade-offs (for example deferring stock improvement initiatives due to reduced financial head
room) are outside the traditional comfort zone of SHP’s whose deep-rooted ethos is protect and
preserve, particularly through avoiding risk-based activities which include the threat of the private

sector on their market share (Manville & Greatbanks, 2020; Van Bortel & Gruis, 2019).

2.2 Entrepreneurialism

The process of entrepreneurialism is depicted as a search for innovation in the form of “new markets,
new products services, processes and organisational forms” (Phelps & Miao, 2020). For SHPs, the
fundamental shift in the focus of activity has challenged the traditional business ethos of the board as
they consider other strategic options in order to secure the longevity of their organisation, and this
echoes entrepreneurialism (Harvey, 1989). More recently the challenges faced by SHP’s has been
given new focus due to Brexit and the Covid 19 pandemic. Brexit initially caused disruption in the SHP
marketplace in terms of labour and raw construction materials which led to a lack of development.
This was further exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic that affected the ability of clients to pay rent

due to mass furlough (Gov.uk, 2022).

The shift towards entrepreneurial delivery such as building for the private rented sector, partnerships
with the private sector for profit goals and diversification in to schemes that are outside the remit of
the traditional SHP (e.g. stocks and shares and energy investment) can be considered risky, potentially
jeopardising existing stock through lack of financial stability (Billis, 2020) - this has “deepened the
transition from urban managerialism to entrepreneurialism” (Penny, 2021, p1). Since Harvey (1989)
first considered ‘urban entrepreneurialism’ it has become a ‘tricky game in which local actors struggle
to organise collectively the capacity to gain influence” (Hertting et al, 2021). Pragmatically, it also
presents new financial accounting provision within SHPS that they do not necessarily have the
infrastructure in place to fulfill - financial instability in turn could lead to stock reduction through poor

financial decision-making (Mullins, 2010).
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While research indicates that ‘the involvement of boards of directors in strategic decisions can have a
positive influence on a given firm’s strategic directions and its outcomes” (Nurit & Abraham, 2020,

p200). In general terms, there is an agreement that there are 3 interrelated roles for the board:

1. The board monitors the senior executives within the organisation.
2. The board implements corporate strategy.

3. The board is the outwardly facing link to the external world (Ruigrok et al, 2006).

Within the third sector, the board must also consider the social and financial factors of the business
(Billis, 2010; Billis, 2020) alongside external factors such as the socio-economic and political context.
There is an implication that entrepreneurship is influencing “social realms far beyond the marketplace
and shaped our understanding of what “ought to be” in terms of inequality, careers, and how to
approach grand challenges” (Eberhart et al, 2022, p2). Balancing finance and social tensions are
directly linked to the changing landscape and linked heavily with the operation of the SHP as part of
the Third Sector (Billis, 2010; Billis, 2020; Czischke et al., 2012; Malpass, 2000; Mallin, 2016; Manzi &
Morrison, 2018; Mason, 2012; Mullins,2016; Mullins et al., 2012; Sacranie, 2012; Tang et al., 2017;
(Gregory et al., 2016). Arguably, the entrepreneurial imperative is now disrupting the SHP decision
making process, provoking financial and social tensions in the fabric of the SHP. This research and its
original board level decision making focus examines how SHPs have attempted to manage this
situation from within their own organisation. The next section discusses the research methods

conducted with SHPs and the analysis of their responses.

3. Methods

This research endeavours to determine the reality of decision making within SHP board of directors,
particularly looking at their appetite for risk, return and core business strategies in the changing socio-
economic landscape in the UK. Given the nature of the study, it is important to consider the
behavioural characteristics of board directors in terms of decision-making. Effective board director
characteristics should include the ability to make decisions that are core to the mission of the
organisation and are mindful of governance issues. There also needs to be a balance of board
characteristics and skills (Westphal & Zajac, 1995), the purpose being to determine how readily they

can adapt to the changing economic environment.

The research made use of the “elite/expert practitioner” (Muldoon — Smith & Greenhalgh, 2016;
Temenos & McCann, 2013) method to target primarily sitting Chief Executive Officers. This is because

of their holistic knowledge of the board, decision making, and organisational operation within SHPs.
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It is however important to acknowledge potential flaws in the term’s elite/ expert, which is a method-
based context is open to interpretation (McGuinness et al, 2015). Indeed, there is an implicit weakness
in the research that less influential voices have been given less say in the research. This is conceded

and returned to in the conclusion as an opportunity for new research.

The first phase of research involved a board observation of an SHP (discussing staff cuts, mergers,
social tensions & financial pressures) which fed into the subsequent design of the methodology as the
struggles and tensions at board level highlighted the importance of layered decision making. The
dynamics between board members, allowed insight into decision making at the board level which fed
into interview design. Following on from the board observation an in-depth documentary analysis
was conducted followed by an interview process with 8 expert interview participants (IP1-8 in the
proceeding section). A semi structured interview format was used, designed around the themes
arising from ethnographic based board observation and, secondly, prior literature review presented
in Section2. While conducting interviews, the research utilised theme-based flash cards (describing
the context of each question) that were presented to the expert respondent. Throughout the study
and in line with ethical compliance, to protect anonymity practitioner identities and exact locations
have been redacted. A thematic approach based within grounded theory (Muldoon — Smith &
Moreton, 2021; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) allowed for an interpretation of board members own

viewpoints to emerge from within the organisation.

Interview participants were selected based on their representation not only within the board but also
for their knowledge and expertise within decision-making. The participants consisted of interview
participant one (IP1), a chair of a northern SHP, interview participant two (IP2) a CEO of a northern
SHP, interview participant three (IP3) a CEO of a northern SHP, interview participant four (IP4) a former
CEO of a northern SHP, interview participant five (IP5) a CEO of a northern SHP, interview participant
six (IP6) a CEO of a southern SHP, interview participant seven (IP7) a CEO of a northern SHP and
interview participant eight (IP8) a finance board member of a northern SHP. The participant responses
are discussed with the findings section of the research and are weaved into the narrative on a thematic
basis allowing for comparative analysis of the participants. The range, depth, knowledge and expertise
of these 8 participants is vast. Their insight into decision-making at board level has been vital to this
research understanding the key pressures that SHPs are currently facing in terms of social and financial
tensions. In addition, by representing the board members own viewpoints in the text it allows these

stakeholders a voice in academic debate that is rarely heard on their own terms.

The research diagram below in Figure 1 has been utilised to show the methodology undertaken in this

research.
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Figure 1: Research Process

4. Findings

4.1 Maintaining a social focus.

SHPs now have to balance their core social provision and the finance and funding tensions of the
entrepreneurial age (Harvey, 1989). The new evidence presented in this paper indicates that SHPs, via
board of director involvement, have managed to resist the dilution of social aims with economic
imperatives mainly through the management of risk with IP1 stating “there is an obvious risk of losing
income, that’s obvious, but we have monitoring procedures in place to manage this situation while
maintaining our social objectives ” (IP 1). Indeed, reflecting the arguments of Mason et al. (2007), the
social mission was still very much at the forefront for these organisations. With IP3 arguing that
“within decision-making we are very clear about what our central social purpose is” (IP3). Some of

these organisations have had to balance the tough decision-making of finance requirements with
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community investment goals around placemaking that have been deferred. The ideals of personal
values and current organisational goals are emphasised within SHPs because they are distinct in their
social purpose highlighting “social purpose is and what we are here to do and everything
understandings and knows that and therefore decision making is wrapped around social purpose”

(IP3).

4.2 The challenge of maintaining social objectives.

The challenges for SHPs are complex (Billis, 2020). Rolfe (2020), Manville & Greatbanks, (2020);
Scanlon et al, (2017) discuss the impact entrepreneurialism and funding cuts have on SHPs, leaving an
exponential deficit in capacity to carry out basis functions and financial head room to make
investments. Indeed, many of the participants have had to deploy diversify or “merge” (IP 2)
strategies. IP3 runs a smaller SHP, and they have their own distinct challenges because of the impact
other larger housing organisations have made on them in their area. They identify key regional
differences even within a one-mile radius (IP3). It has also placed tension upon the traditional role of
the tenant. While “tenant involvement” (IP5) either directly at board level or indirectly through
organisational engagement is paramount to informed decision making. The demand to cut services
that tenants have asked for on behalf of their communities and the impossibility of funding wider
placemaking objectives in the current financial conditions has led to difficult in maintaining tenant

buy-in.

All participants agreed the strong correlation between good governance and clear decision-making
(Czischke et al., 2012; Gregory et al., 2016; Sacranie, 2012) was paramount in managing these
challenges. Decision making has been challenging since the introduction of universal credit, rent
reductions, the reduction of government grants leading to decisions being based on the financial
aspects but “every organisation has challenges, and the changing landscape is the challenge” (IP6).
The focus on finances dilutes social purpose but this is tempered by greater emphasis on “having the
right people and the right governance culture” (IP7) in place to manage this complexity. The ideal of
this governance surrounds a well-structured and well-run organisation and “culture” (IP 7) of the SHP
is key. IP1 commented “our relationship with our funders and regulators was very comfortable” (1P1)

but that this was based on “making sure that we are running the organisation in a proper way.”

4.3 Financial tactics

Crucially the SHP it is about tenants and welfare rather than just profit. For this type of organisation,
decision-making is intrinsically linked to social purpose (Kelly, 2015). IP1, IP2 and IP4 confirmed the
prior demand to alter business practices and strategies due financial challenges which in turn led to

‘difficult decisions’ (IP8) being made and delivered (Czischke et al., 2012; Sacranie, 2012). However,



239
240
241
242
243
244
245
246

247
248
249
250
251
252
253
254
255
256
257

258

259
260
261
262
263
264
265
266

267
268
269
270

the hybrid nature of SHPs has allowed the provider to look at alternative funding (IP7) and importantly
“additional funding which will help us to grow that development process in the future” (IP5). In this
sense the entrepreneurialism of Harvey (1989), rather than diluting the social objectives of the SHP
has actually helped them maintain their social focus. Rather than continually reducing services in the
face of constrained financial head room. This has been complimented by decisions around
restructuring, deferral of payments and, in turn, efficiencies of staffing whilst trying “to avoid
compulsory job losses” (IP5) and ensuring focussed recruitment with “development skills” (IP5) in the

area of financial investment.

While SHPs are not-for-profit organisation, opportunities to invest in the private sector or alternative
investments (which provide additional and consistent income) have the potential to become
entrepreneurially attractive in supporting SHPs within the financial “squeeze” (IP7). Indeed, SHPs are
a desirable investment and also have the capacity to invest in other markets but with “risk” (IP1).
However, the majority of respondents still preferred to use government grants or “traditional” (1P7)
to support themselves and ensure regulatory compliance. This is because the reliance of external
funders is directly linked to “good governance” (IP7) and is central to maintaining governance
structures and the successful operation of these organisations. in line with the arguments of Billis
(2010, 2020), Czischke et al., (2012) and Manzi & Morrison (2018), all of the participants consider the
key is balance tensions between social and financial, rather than concentrating on one of the other

element.

5. Conclusions

In response to the underlying research question, What are the tensions and trade-offs in SHP housing
board decision making while navigating organisational delivery amidst financial constraints? The
landscape, especially post rent reductions, for the 8 participants, involved a variety of challenges such
as: staff cuts (IP1, IP2, IP4 and IP5); loss of surplus income due to rent reduction and the introduction
of large-scale universal credit (IP2); organisational changes to structure such as mergers causing staff
cuts (IP1 and IP7); and leadership shake ups (IP4) whilst others have decided to face the challenges
(IP3) alone as they are unable to change external factors but would rather safeguard their own

provision, referring to the fact they were nothing without good staff (IP3).

The slipperiness of social purpose has ultimately led to difficult decisions when these organisations
are on a quest to become social enterprises that self-fund and regenerate (IP6). Within this situation,
it appears that entrepreneurialism could be the key to success for SHPs (Morrison, 2017) but Penny

(2021) argue investment is not key. Many SHPs have already adapted to the landscape and were
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future-proofing their provision by restructuring, ignoring outside factors or pressures (IP3), rewriting

business plans (IP1, IP2), integrating alternative investments successfully (IP1, IP2, IP4, IP5, IP7).

However, in making these claims it is important to consider some limitations to the study. This
research in terms of primary data gathering was based predominantly in the Northeast. For example,
the rent reductions and mechanisms in place to find alternative funding may well be more difficult in
the North due to the lack of investment opportunities and demand and land values, compared with
Central London. However, while focused in the Northeast and its individual context, the findings still
have relevance for the wider national housing debate in the UK and, further afield, any practitioner,
policy maker or academic struggling with the demands of social housing provision in a contemporary
age of funding reduction and wider pressures in the socio-economy. That being said, there is
considerable potential to widen the case study analysis and compare with additional locations. In
addition, the research intentionally focused on board of directors and within this, primarily Chief
Executive Officers. This has most certainly given less interest to other board members and indeed
other stakeholders involved in the SHP management process (local authorities central government,
tenants, investors etc). There is therefore potential to extend this enquiry to include these
perspectives in a wider engagement with the increasingly hybrid nature of SHPs under conditions of

austerity and constrained financial conditions.
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