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When only humans can solve  
human problems – housing 
allocations in Great Yarmouth27 l A standard approach to  

social housing creates  
waste, poor outcomes and 
increases demand

 l Demand to go on the waiting 
list is often solved by other 
means – not by providing 
housing

l Centrally-implemented 
system and reliance  
on IT is no guarantee  
of a good system

l Transformation in the  
public sector requires us  
to challenge our current 
ideas and concepts

What is  
the context? 
The housing allocations manager was 
concerned at rising demands on the 
choice-based lettings workflow. With 
more applicants than properties, they 
witnessed an increase in customers’ 
frustration. The government describes 
this current issue of limited stock  
and ever-expanding waiting lists as  
a national crisis. In addition, austerity 
is taking its toll on managers 
attempting to stop cutting services.

What’s the story?
The manager and a team of 
frontline staff got together to look 
at understanding the workflow as 
experienced by the service users. 

The first issue came straight after 
the applicant’s initial enquiry. This 
was because most further contact 
from the authority was done by letter. 
Getting on a waiting list took months 
as each application involved logging, 
processing and filing across three IT 
systems. Kim Tugwell, a Home Select 
caseworker, explained that spending 
all day processing application forms 
felt ‘like being on a treadmill never 
getting anywhere’. The system 
created further anguish as nearly 
ten percent of applicants appealed 
against their banding. 

For the team, the deeper learning 
then followed: 

The folly of banding 
The first major learning point was 
that priority banding did not mean 
applicants would be housed any 
quicker. It took on average 30 months 
to be housed. 

The gold banding meant the wait was 
on average 675 days, silver banding 
meant 750 days and bronze banding 
meant 655 days. 

Housing need
The next thing that astonished the 
team was when they spoke to people 
on the waiting list. The majority were 
not in need of housing (56 per cent) 
and could be removed from the list. 
Two thirds of all those contacted  
had out-of-date records. 

Another discovery was made 
observing the choice-based lettings 
process. Across 105 properties 
advertised, 2,600 bids were received. 
It became clear users had little choice 
or control, just the illusion of control. 
The reality was that most had no hope 
of being housed in the short term.

Understanding real need
The next discovery emerged 
gradually. It is a lesson about 
closely understanding customer 

demand. One housing applicant, 
Ivy, made contact during the team’s 
observations. Ivy wanted to move 
to a one-bedroom bungalow. Her 
application included a medical form 
guaranteeing a higher banding. This 
would have secured Ivy a silver band 
classification and allowed her to 
bid online. However, one-bedroom 
bungalows are rare generally and 
scarce in her chosen location. The 
team considered it unlikely that she 
would be housed adequately and 
would remain on the list indefinitely. 
It took a great deal of debate among 
the team about how to proceed and 
another three phone calls to Ivy to 
understand how the service could 
help. As the team asked her more 
questions, they learned Ivy loved 
where she lived, but could not afford 
a gardener to maintain her garden. 
Her mobility was gradually being 
reduced over time. Her real need was 
help with her garden and to stay in 
her home, so the team arranged for  
a voluntary group to do the 
gardening. This allowed Ivy to 
continue in the same property where 
she was happy. 

Solving people’s problems 
and embracing a flexible 
approach
The workflow’s failing started with the 
assumption all service users wanted 
a house. 
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When the team began to ask service 
users questions, they found many 
people who made contact were 
suitably housed – but had a housing-
related problem. The application 
form and system design ensured that 
people making contact rarely spoke 
to a human being. Previously, 100 
per cent of demand was translated 
as: ‘give me a house.’ This meant all 
applications were turned into demand 
for a house, when in reality that 
applied to just 15 per cent.

Of itself, high housing need does 
not always require a social housing 
solution. Often enquiries involve 
wanting help with a deposit to access 
private accommodation or solving  
a dispute with a private landlord. 

It is possible the government’s so-
called ‘housing crisis’ isn’t as bad as 
it appears. Examination of the system 
suggests there are a number of 
solutions to each applicant’s enquiry, 
and that a successful outcome 
relies on knowledge of the service 
user. When staff are free to speak 
to applicants and understand their 
issues progress is made.

The application forms and the 
multiple and expensive IT systems 
that stopped people listening and 
understanding have now gone at 
Great Yarmouth Borough Council. 
They ended the choice-based lettings 
scheme that drove so much failure 
and cost into a system that frustrated 
both clients and employees. 

Freeing staff to understand and 
become creative in solving problems 
released huge energy and creativity. 
It turned housing officers from paper 
shufflers back into human beings.  
It’s only people, not IT, who have  
the ability to absorb the huge range 
of demand that is presented in  
human service systems. 

Over time, the waiting list at Great 
Yarmouth dropped from 6,000 in 
2010 to 309 in 2015. The council’s 
Home Select team now has a new 

purpose expressed in customer terms: 
‘Help me solve my housing problem.’ 

Bridget Southey, Home Select 
Manager, said her job is now 
much more satisfying: ‘It’s now 
about getting out there, building 
relationships and understanding 
people.’ 

Who are the  
key partners?
Housing allocations and 
homelessness, financial advice, 
benefits advice, social care, anti-
social behaviour, and the community.

What has been the impact?

Waiting list 
Demand satisfied 
Failure demand 
Appeals
Staff numbers
Social impact

From 
6000
30%
63%
27/ month
22 
encourage  
dependency

To
309
80%
3%
1/ year
15
encourage  
independency

The elements  
of success
l The manager and the staff viewing 

their current work from the service 
users’ perspective

l Designing a system that dealt with 
the variety of presented situations

l Understanding each service 
user’s real needs

l Actively transforming the workflow, 
challenging and removing waste

l The increase in effective outcomes 
improves people’s lives and 

impacts positively upon the public 
sector as a whole

l Decision-making is delegated  
to staff

l The emergence of motivation  
and enthusiasm within staff

What has been 
learned?
The biggest discovery was seeing 
how the service had been designed 
to ration properties, and make 
people do awkward activities to 



prove how in need they were for 
housing. This was in order to protect 
the system from a public who would 
be devious enough to exaggerate 
to get a property. The application 
form was the perfect embodiment of 
this thinking: a long document that 
asked questions designed to sift out 
lies, with little or no relevance to the 
customer’s original problem. In fact, 
the application form acted like  
a very basic front-end; it was 
unresponsive and bureaucratic.  
The real finding is that people told  
the truth and generally wanted  
help to solve a problem. The logic 
following that realisation led to a 
dramatic reorientation of the staff’s 
mindset. The team realised the 
application form was unable to 
understand people’s real problems. 
It was only human beings who could 
deal with the variety of demand 
presented by service users. 

Implications for 
other councils?
Transformation like this case study 
is not recommended for every 
organisation. Each council can 
examine its own services, and their 
impact on those in need, then decide 
themselves how far they want to go 
in re-designing their services. In 
Yarmouth’s’ case, they decided to 
change every part of the service and 
remove CBL. That may not be the 
right solution for your organisation.

Who are the key 
contacts?
John Mortimer, Service Designer,  
07772 285982  
john.mortimer@uwclub.net
Kate Watts, Director, Great Yarmouth 
Borough Council,  
Kate.Watts@great-yarmouth.gov.uk
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