TENANTS MARGINALISED AND POWERLESS

A summay of Changing Boards, Emerging Tensions by Liz Cairncross, Oxford Brookes University (Paper presented to the Housing Studies Association Conference, Spring 2004)

Four key findings emerge from this paper, based on extensive original research among housing association boards, and a detailed analysis of previous work done by other academics.  

Cairncross’ most important conclusion is about the marginalisation of tenant board members:

“Non tenant board members of housing associations have increasingly become ‘elite volunteers’, that is predominantly male, graduate professionals and managers …There is a danger that boards dominated by professionals are likely to assume a level of knowledge and understanding, particularly on the financial side, which tenant board members lack, leaving them marginalised and unable to contribute effectively to board discussions.”
Secondly, she notes the increasing commercialisation of Housing Associations:

“There are a number of signs of increasing convergence between the models for boards in both the private and housing association sector… The introduction of discretionary payment for board members… is another indicator of the growing parallels between the private and housing association sector… Walker (2000) characterises housing associations as behaving increasingly like private sector organisations ‘property-driven’ and managing stock as an asset to maximise returns”

Previous studies have found that 

“most of their housing association case studies were actively seeking to develop “a more consumerist approach… stock transfer associations [are] more customer-focused and more consumerist.”

Cairncross confirms the view that tenants are mistaken if they think they will be able to represent other tenants on the board:

“While tenant board members may perceive themselves and be perceived as representatives, formally their accountability is to shareholders, funders and the regulator as individual and corporate members of the board, primarily an upward accountability.”
Not only is there a complete loss of democratic accountability in this process, but it also causes problems for the tenant board members themselves, because of this “uncomfortably ambiguous role”.

Finally, she suggests that tenants on the boards of transfer associations are only there in a “symbolic” role, and that “tenant board members are valued in giving legitimacy to transfer associations”.  She quotes some research done in 2001 which found that the role of voluntary board members is “primarily symbolic, providing a fig leaf to cover the unpalatable fact that the real power lies elsewhere. ” Others have found that “boards were subject to processes of manipulation, screening and institutionalised pre-emption … hapless and manipulated by chief executives and other executive directors.”
