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Progress on Scrutiny Review recommendations 
Empty Homes Standard: July 2026 

Cottsway’s Scrutiny Group explained…  
We are a small group of customers who meet regularly and work with other residents and staff to 
review Cottsway’s services and performance to help make improvements. 

Cottsway’s Empty Home Standard sets out the 
condition a property must be in before a new 
customer can move in. It covers safety checks, 
repairs, cleaning and other work needed to 
make the home ready to let. 

Our original service review 
We originally reviewed the Empty Homes 
Standard in 2021 and recommended that 
Cottsway should: 

• Improve the level of information given in 
the published standard 

• Include more information on safety and 
security and energy efficiency  

• Review the criteria for decorating packs 
should also be reviewed.  

We believe that providing clearer information 
about what the Standard does and does not 
include would help set realistic expectations 
and improve customer satisfaction. 

You can read our original Empty homes 
standard review 2021 summary at: 
www.cottsway.co.uk/scrutinygroup 

What’s happened since 
In 2026, we decided to revisit our 
recommendations and see what improvements 
had been brought about for customers and 
staff. We focused on four actions: 

1. Reviewing the current empty homes 
standard to see if it includes more 
information on safety, security and energy 
efficiency as we previously recommended. 

2. Checking the current criteria for decorating 
packs to see if they are reasonable. 

3. Reviewing communications with customers 
about the Empty Homes Standard to assess 
whether they meet an acceptable standard. 

4. Checking impact of our previous 
recommendations on customer satisfaction 
to see if they had been successful in helping 
improve the service. 

This review involved desk-based comparisons 
of the current published standard (2022) and 
the 2019 version that was in use at the time of 
our original scrutiny review to check that the 
standard had been updated in line with our 
original recommendations. We also reviewed 
Cottsway's online communications about the 
standard, along with the information currently 
provided by the Neighbourhood Housing Team 
regarding the decorating packs. 

We compared the results of the lettings 
satisfaction surveys from the year of the original 
scrutiny review (2020-21) with the most recent 
results (2025-26) to assess whether satisfaction 
had improved and, if so, by how much. 

https://www.cottsway.co.uk/scrutinygroup
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Our findings 
Current Empty Homes Standard 

While our recommendations regarding the Standard have been met there is still room for 
improvement, especially with regard to safety and security. Since our original review in 2021, there 
have been significant developments, including the introduction of Awaab's Law, and we feel the 
Standard would benefit from being refreshed to reflect these changes. Signposting customers to 
information about Awaab's Law and its requirements around damp and mould could provide useful 
context and improve understanding. 

There have also been major developments in energy efficiency, with increasing numbers of homes 
benefiting from measures such as heat pumps, solar panels and improved insulation. As these were 
not referenced in previous versions of the Standard, we believe they should be considered as part of 
any future update. 

We also feel the Standard should provide more specific information about gifted items, particularly 
the implications of accepting responsibility for them. Decisions about accepting a property and signing 
a tenancy agreement often need to be made within a short timeframe, which may not give 
prospective tenants sufficient opportunity to fully consider these implications. 

Finally, we discussed the use of key boxes, an issue that was also highlighted during the recent 
scrutiny review of the Ending your tenancy process. As actions arising from that review are already 
being progressed, we have not considered the matter further here. However, we look forward to 
receiving an update on progress in due course. 

Decorating packs 

We understand that changes have been made to the criteria for receiving a decorating pack since our 
original review in 2021, and that the budget for the scheme has increased. When we requested 
information about the current decorating pack scheme, we were initially informed that all new 
tenants, except those moving into new-build homes, could be offered a pack. 

However, we are aware of a Cottsway customer who recently moved into their home and did not 
receive a decorating pack, despite believing they would be eligible. When staff supporting this review 
enquired whether a pack could be supplied, they were informed that the customer's Neighbourhood 
Housing Officer (NHO) had not recommended them for one. 

Cottsway’s website and Empty Homes Standard state that Cottsway will: 

• Provide decoration packs where the decoration standard is particularly poor. 

Given this, we believe there would be benefit in introducing more clearly defined criteria, including: 

• What constitutes a "particularly poor" standard of decoration.  
• A clear and accountable decision-making process to ensure decorating packs are allocated fairly 

and consistently. 

We welcome the improvements that have been made to the scheme. Crown, the new supplier, now 
delivers decorating packs directly to customers' homes, and recommendations for a decorating pack 
can be made by Tenancy Support and Sustainment Officers (TSSOs) as well as NHOs. 

Communication 
The Empty Homes Standard (“Moving into an empty property”) is easy to find online either by using 
Google or the website’s search function. The online content is divided into clear, easy-to-find sections, 
written in plain language, with a link to the pdf. However, we found several different terms used to 
refer to the document and would like to see a single, consistent title adopted throughout. 
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While we welcome the decision to rename the Standard and rewrite it in plain English, the website 
still refers to both "moving into an empty home" and "moving into a previously empty Cottsway 
property". We believe the term "home" is preferable when referring to where customers live and is 
more in keeping with efforts to reduce the stigma sometimes associated with social housing. 

Customer satisfaction  

We examined customer satisfaction survey results from before the original scrutiny review (2021-22) 
and compared them with annual results to the end of the 2025-26 financial year. 

The findings showed significant improvements over the period, with overall satisfaction reaching high 
levels. We noted that the 2021-22 results reflected a challenging time following the Covid-19 
pandemic, when both customers and staff were adapting to new ways of working during lockdown. 
Although the final stay-at-home order ended in March 2021, some restrictions remained in place until 
December that year. 

Given these circumstances, it is perhaps unsurprising that satisfaction levels in 2021-22 were noticeably 
lower, particularly in relation to outstanding repairs. It is therefore encouraging to see the significant 
improvements achieved since then. The changes between 2021-22 and 2025-26 are shown below: 

Lettings survey 2020-21 
(115) 

2021-22  
(59) 

2025-26 
(156+1) 

Change 

Overall condition of home 81% 77% 89%  

Outstanding repairs 70% 66% 86%  

Helpfulness of staff 92% 87% 93%  

Cottsway ‘easy to deal with’ 91% 89% 95%  

Overall lettings process 88% 87% 91%  

Net Promotor Score +54 +59 +69  

We also compared customer satisfaction levels for new lettings in older properties and new-build 
homes. While satisfaction levels for new-build homes were already high at the time of the original 
scrutiny review, satisfaction for older properties was considerably lower. Since 2021-22, however, 
satisfaction levels for customers moving into older properties have improved markedly. In particular, the 
following measures showed significant improvements between 2021-22 and 2025-26: 

• Overall condition of the home – was 77% and increased to 85% (9%) 
• Repairs satisfaction lettings – was 66% and increased to 81% (15%) 

The year-by-year trend in overall satisfaction and net promoter scores has followed the same pattern 
of an initial fall followed by a recovery and a continual increase thereafter.  

Year Overall satisfaction Net Promotor Score 

2020-21 88% +54 

2021-22 87% +47 

2022-23 87% +42 

2023-24 89% +49 

2024-25 94% +62 

2024-25 94% +62 
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Conclusion 
Overall, we believe that the recommendations 
from our 2021 review of the Standard have 
been implemented. The Standard has been 
renamed, rewritten in clear and accessible 
language, and continues to be promoted to 
customers in a similar way. 

The decorating pack scheme has been expanded 
through an increased budget, making it available 
to more customers. The packs are now delivered 
directly to customers' homes, which is a positive 
improvement. However, we still have some 
concerns about how decisions are made regarding 
eligibility and allocation. 

Customer satisfaction has improved across all 
measures. However, changes in the wider 
operating environment mean that the Standard 
would benefit from further update to ensure it 
remains current and relevant. 

We also consider the Standard to be a key 
document for customers. As legal and 
regulatory requirements can change relatively 
quickly, we believe it should be treated as a 
living document, subject to more frequent 
review than is currently the case. This approach 
would help ensure that the Standard remains up 
to date and continues to reflect customer 
expectations, regulatory requirements and 
organisational priorities. There may also be 
other key customer-facing documents that 
would benefit from a similar approach. 

Recommendations following our 
latest review of the Empty Homes 
Standard 
1. The Standard should be updated to reflect 

new energy technologies, relevant 
regulatory standards, and recent changes in 
housing legislation. 

2. Cottsway should consider developing a 
schedule to review the Standard on a 
regular basis. This should include a process 
for reporting and monitoring changes 
through the Operational Customer Insight 
Group. Consideration should also be given 
to applying this approach to other key 
customer-facing documents that would 
benefit from being treated as 'live' 
documents. 

3. Clear and accountable criteria should be 
established for the allocation of decorating 
packs, so customers understand whether 
they are eligible and decisions are made 
consistently. 

4. More information about decorating packs 
should be published online, including 
eligibility criteria and details of the pack 
contents for different property sizes. 

5. Reference to the decorating pack should be 
included in the 'Moving in' section of the 
Customer Charter. 
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