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What value means to Women’s Pioneer 

 

Our Value for Money(VFM) Strategy sets out how Women’s Pioneer Housing approaches, 

measures and reports VfM and how VfM supports our main corporate objective. This is 

available on request and a summary is published on www.womenspioneer.co.uk.   

 

We focus on three key areas that in our judgment offer the greatest scope for significant 

impact:  

 The return on our property assets measured against our objectives 

 The costs of delivering specific services and how this compares to other similar 

organisations 

 Operational efficiency and efficiency gains achieved and planned over time 
 

We have developed performance measures to track improvement in these areas and we 

participate in a benchmarking club, Housemark, in order to understand how our 

performance compares with other social landlords. We have also begun to benchmark our 

costs against other registered providers of a similar size and located in central London and 

we plan to look outside our immediate sector for appropriate comparators so we can learn 

from best practice elsewhere.  We are particularly aware that the social value of our work is 

the most difficult area to evidence and are developing ways to measure this. 

 

Women’s Pioneer (WPH) has a long history and exists to provide housing for women in 

central London and value for money is always referenced against this objective and the 

challenges that operating in a high value area brings. 

 

A summary of our self-assessment of how we achieve value for money in 2015 as follows: 

 

 We continued to maintain a strong focus on managing our day to day operating 

performance and costs.  For the most part we met our own and regulatory 

performance standards and compared well to our peers.  However there are some 

areas where we do not perform as well as our peers and we have identified those 

and are addressing how we will improve our performance in future. 

 Our operating are costs within then middle two quartiles of the sector for most of 

our areas of processes with the exception of lettings and cyclical maintenance where 

our size and property stock make us more expensive.    

 We know our major area of difference from the average relates to the cost of 

maintaining our properties which are primarily 1930’s high value converted blocks of 

flats in high value central London areas. 
 We have significant financial strength with assets valued at a market value of £413m 

and a value in use estimated at £68m.  Interest Cover (excluding Social Housing 

Grant amortisation, capitalised repairs and depreciation) of 234% this means our 

adjusted operating surplus is over twice the cost of our interest commitment. 

 We have the capacity to support additional borrowings for investment in new units 

both through acquisition and through our Hidden Homes programme.  We also have 
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the capacity to invest in the enhancement of our existing units through our More 

than Decent programme.  This has been enhanced through securing long term 

finance from The Housing Finance Corporation aggregated bond issue and support 

from Santander and RBS with loan facilities 

 Cost of borrowing with an average interest rate of 4.40% with 73% of our finance at 

fixed interest rates not subject to mark to market exposure. 

 WPH closed its final salary pension scheme in 1988 and switched to a defined 
contribution scheme at that point recognising very early that affordability in the long 

term would become an issue.  Our current scheme matches employee contributions 

of 3-4% with a 7-8% employer contribution.  We feel this is a good provision to staff 

without impacting on the long term financial viability of the association.  In addition 

we have moved to a market based salaries structure which allows us to recruit and 

retain staff both competitively and cost effectively. 

 Return on assets of 4.87% in 2015 

 

 

Housemark Benchmarking Report 2014 results 
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The last comparable year for our financial performance is 2014. This shows that despite our 

reliance on general needs our turnover has increased in line with the median of our 

comparator group although our operating margin is in the lowest quartile which reflects the 

absence of any property sales or shared ownership which is pursued by the majority of 

other providers in the group.  The adjusted net leverage shows that our borrowings are 

very low compared to most providers which will change marginally as we develop new 

homes over the next five years. 
 

Our housing management performance benchmarked by Housemark 

 

How we compare with other providers through Housemark 

Measurement Quartile 2014/15 Quartile 2013/14 

Total cost of housing management 3 3 

Cost of rent collection 1 1 

Cost of resident involvement 2 1 

Cost of anti-social behaviour 1 1 

Cost of lettings 4 1 

Cost of tenancy management 2 4 

 

Return on our property assets 

1. Our existing property portfolio is a mix of tenanted and leasehold properties funded 

by original private investment, grants, reserves and recent loans.  The asset management 
strategy was reviewed in 2015 and confirmed that Women’s Pioneer would retain 

attractive well located stock in good condition that generated surpluses. A methodology 

has been agreed for systematic options appraisal and where stock does not meet these 

criteria disposal is arranged to achieve the highest market value 

 

2. Our responsive maintenance service is supported by professional advice, on site staff 

presence for diagnosis and a post inspection regime.  Customer satisfaction surveys are 

provided after every repairs visit and contribute to contractor appraisal. We benchmark 

our performance through Housemark and the cost of our service to a basket of similar 

small providers (below) 
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How we compare with other providers through Housemark 

Measurement Quartile 2014/15 Quartile 2013/14 

Cost of responsive housing 

repairs 

2 2 

Cost of repairs to void 

properties 

2 2 

Cost of cyclical work 4 4 

Cost of major property work 1 1 

 

 

3. The nature of the group’s, lifts and communal heating and hot water plant. 

Installations and improvements are co-ordinated to coincide with other planned works 
(see below) and term contracts in place for long term maintenance to keep the cost as 

low as possible. 

4. Planned maintenance is benchmarked through Housemark. The programme is 

informed by a stock condition survey and supervised by external consultants to ensure 

appropriate cost and quality. It is fully costed and provided for within the business plan 

and budgets approved by the Board. This includes our ‘More than Decent’ programme 

that systematically improves older stock, enables work to be carried out in the most cost 

effective way and reduces responsive maintenance costs. 

 

More than Decent 

 

The objectives of the More Than Decent programme are: 

 

 To provide the necessary re-investment in properties last refurbished over 30 years 

ago to provide a future life of 40 years without the need for significant re-investment 

 To reduce the time taken to bring the flat back into letting in the future 

 To reduce responsive repair costs 

 To increase rental income 
 

In 2015 we completed 42 more than decent upgrades: 

 Time savings in the commissioning of makeover voids have resulted in the potential 
for rental income to be obtained sooner, thereby improving turnover. 

 The More than Decent homes programme uses better quality fittings and an 

improved standard of finish to reduce maintenance costs over the longer term. 

Responsive repairs for madeover flats are approximately 50% lower than for those 

flats that have not been madeover. 

 The average letting period on madeover flats continued to fall in 2015 and was 3 days 

less than non madeover voids 

 

 

5. The Board has approved the development of 17 new housing units, four to be let at a 

subsidised rent and thirteen at market rent. Each building and site owned by the group is 

being appraised to assess its potential for providing additional or larger homes (the 

Hidden Homes programme) All rental investment activity is expected to payback within 

30 years using the current risk weighted long term cost of capital for the organisation.  In 

this way we are improving the return on our assets within our long term business plan 

capacity 
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The Hidden Homes model   
 

Our development model plays to particular strengths: 

 

 We undertook almost no development using the post 1988 funding systems.  

 Our existing business generates a healthy profit even after we make our ongoing 

More Than Decent investment and continues to do so for the foreseeable future 

 Our existing stock has potential in unused or underused space that once developed 

produces an asset worth much more than the development cost, due to high local 

prices. 

 There is potential to generate income through market rent because these are so high 

locally (as assessed by Savills in their report to us in autumn 2013) and appear to be 

led by a global rather than local market.  

 
The model allows rents from flats let at market levels to support the borrowing necessary 

to fund the development of new units to be let at levels discounted at between 60% and 70% 

from market levels.  In the pilot the borrowing required to create five additional units and to 

improve and extend two further units required the renting of a single unit at market rent.   

 

During 2016-2018 17 new homes are in the pipeline for development. 

 

 

 

 

6. A full review of our housing assets has ensured we understand values, borrowing 

capacity and existing regulated rental returns as well as the level of discount to market rents 

for our stock. This led to adoption of 5-year fixed term tenancies that protect the values of 

these properties and enable flexibility in usage in the long term. 

 

We rent our high value properties in Central London at discounted rent levels and 

therefore the return on our assets recognises social as well as financial return. The net 

return on the original investment in our assets is measured below and benchmarked against 

other small providers in London: 

 

 Average 

comparator 

Women’s Pioneer 

2014 

Women’s Pioneer 

2015 

Return on 

investment (GN 

housing only) 

5.51% 4.17% 4.87% 

 

 

Incorporating both OMV and social return into this measure produces the following result: 

Social Return on Assets £m Return 

Assumed Open Market Value of housing stock 397.2  

Financial return 1.9 0.5% 

Rent subsidy 3.5 1.0% 

Total qualifying social return on investment 

(SROI) 

5.4 1.5% 
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Proposed action plan for 2016: 

 

 The asset management strategy is to be reviewed to incorporate our experience to 
date from the ‘more than decent’ programme, longer cyclical periods, hidden homes 

and our capacity for increased investment in current or new housing provision. 

 Continue the programme in 2016 within approved Business Plan expenditure. 

 Maintain and improve where possible, the average turnaround time. 

 Monitor the benefits of the programme against future responsive repair expectations 

  and re-letting time. 

 Monitor customer satisfaction. 
 

 

The cost of delivering our services 

 

1. We have a Procurement Strategy in place which takes into account quality, reliability, 

benefits for tenants, long term cost and security of supply as well short term pricing. 

Procurement activity is reported to the Board annually.  Work with long term partners is 

valued because it reduces the time and cost of procurement and improves quality of 

outcome. We seek opportunities for collaborative working which may include joint ventures 

and cost sharing arrangements.  Socio-economic equality is an important factor in 

procurement decisions. Where it is consistent with our overall Value for Money strategy we 

will prioritise suppliers that share our values, for example, those headed by or with a 

significant number of staff who are women or others disadvantaged in the jobs market. Using 

a crude measure of added social value we estimate that we have created the equivalent of 

five additional jobs in the area during the year. 

2. Staffing levels have been contained. We moved away from NJC salary scales to 

external benchmarking against the market in 2012 and offer a tax efficient auto-enrolment 

compliant defined contribution pension scheme. Women’s Pioneer has no long term pension 

liabilities.  Our staff turnover is at the median point in our Housemark comparator group. 

3. Staff sickness declined dramatically due to smarter management of staff absence from 

nineteen in 2013/14 to six in 2014/15. 

4. We have a flexible view on in- and out-sourcing with decisions made on the basis of 

both cost and effectives of service. ICT support costs were benchmarked in 2014 and 

remain outsourced while most post repair inspections are now carried out by an expanded 

team of Estate Services Officers.    In 2015 we renegotiated our outsourced service which 

reduced the overall cost by £15,000 (10%). Our tenant survey in 2013 indicated an 

extremely low confidence rating for on line services and this influences our rate of 

movement towards on line delivery. However as we aim to improve our services and 

efficiency we are continuing to pursue digital communications at a deliverable pace. 
5. We own our own offices close to our largest cluster of tenanted properties. This has 

been expanded and adapted over time and we carry no rental costs despite being in a high 

value area of west London Our disaster recovery plan has also been developed to utilise 

existing facilities in another neighbourhood at minimal extra expenditure.   
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How we compare to other similar organisations 

We have benchmarked key indicators of performance against the average results using the 

financial performance of a ‘basket’ of five other small housing associations based in central 

London. Four of these associations have financial years ending on 31st March and one on 30th 

September.  

 

 Average 

comparator 

Women’s 

Pioneer 2014 

Women’s 

Pioneer 2015 

Operating margin 26.92% 22.6% 25.99% 

Turnover £11,181k £7,321k £7,525k 

Operating Surplus £2,490k £1,656k £1,956k 

Management cost per unit £1,222 £1,039 £1,046 

Day to day maintenance 

cost per unit 

£1,093 £892 £906 

Cyclical and planned 

maintenance cost per unit 

£918 £1,438 £1,459 

Debt per unit £27.2k £20.15k £20.15k 

Staff cost per unit £1,369 £1,073 £1,038 

Chief Executive cost per 

unit 

£104.09 £76.59 £76.97 

 

Actions for 2016 

 

 Renegotiation with core housing and financial systems provider to increase systems 
efficiency and reduce staff time. 

 Collection of more data to improve the quality of Housemark benchmarking and 

extending benchmarking with similar sized providers in high value locations. 

 


