
Harnessing positive 
values and behaviours

Annual Report 2014

Mapping the Ability DNA code 



The Ability DNA code that defines how we operate

We focus on ability
not disability
We focus on what each 
person CAN-DO.

Seek first to 
understand

I will listen actively 
to ensure I have the best
possible understanding.

Give a positive 
response

I will work with you 
to agree a positive outcome,

without excuse or blame. 

Personal ownership
I will take full responsibility
for making sure the agreed 

outcomes are achieved 
in good time.

Think: CAN-DO
I will focus on what 

is possible and think 
about what I CAN-DO. 

We engage actively
for feedback
We listen actively to our 
customers, colleagues and 
partners to help improve what 
we do and how we do it.

We value differences
We respect and value the 
individuality of  each person.

We demonstrate
integrity
Our culture is one of 
openness, honesty and
personal accountability.

VALU ES B EHAV IOURS
C O M M I TM E N T S
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Our organisation is founded on a firm 
belief that everybody has ability. However,
many people are unable to use their 
abilities fully because of barriers, or 
perceived barriers, that may be physical,
societal or attitudinal. At Ability, we work
at removing or overcoming those barriers,
so that everybody can achieve their own
personal goals. By doing so, we achieve our
purpose of Promoting Independent Living.

With severe funding cutbacks and 
unprecedented turmoil facing providers 
of housing with care or support, we have
decided to increase our focus on our 
purpose, and on the values and core 
behaviours that differentiate Ability from
other providers of homes and services.

To do this, this year we launched our 
AbilityPOSITIVE+ organisational

development plan. Staff gathered in 
anticipation at the Royal Festival Hall in
April, as we unveiled the plan and a 
programme of activities that would encode
the most positive attributes of Ability 
colleagues and embed them in everything
that we do.

These activities led to the definition of
eight AbilityPOSITIVE+ commitments - the
DNA code, if you like - that defines Ability
and how we operate.

This reports depicts our journey and the
people - our staff - who have participated
in that journey of learning and personal
development, which will define, shape and
characterise Ability services for many
years to come.

David Williams, Chief Executive

Chief Executive’s 
statement
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Developing our people
In April and June, we brought staff together for two highly inspiring
staff conference days.

At our main conference in April, held at The Royal Festival Hall, we
launched our search for the key behaviours that make Ability staff
special. Our aim was to embed them across the whole organisation. 
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We were inviting staff to come with us on
a journey to transform Ability, by working
together for positive change. We wanted
to achieve this by harnessing the power of
shared values and behaviours. 

We went on to encourage staff to join 
delivery groups, giving them the opportunity
to share experiences and ideas, find 
solutions to problems, think about their
behaviours, and, above all, share their 
positive energy and enthusiasm for our 
organisation. Meanwhile, other staff 
offered their time to carry out research
and report back to individual services.
All of this work contributed to the 
development of the eight AbilityPOSITIVE+
commitments, agreed by the Board, that
are now at the heart of our work.

Our four key values put customers first by
emphasising engagement and feedback,
valuing difference, focusing on abilities
rather than disabilities, and demonstrating
our integrity and willingness to be personally
accountable.

We aim to put these values into practice
by fostering a listening and understanding
culture, where can-do attitudes and 
positive responses prevail, and where staff
feel empowered to take personal ownership
of their work.

We are now bringing staff together to
take part in AbilityPOSITIVE+workshops 
to train them in how to make our 
commitments a living reality, both in their
everyday work and in the course of their
personal development. Our programme
will develop over time, with a number of
goals and milestones set in advance. 

We have also asked for nominations for
new Delivery Champions, who will receive
special training. The role of our Champions
will be to help new colleagues settle in, 
as part of our newly improved induction
programme. They will also be available to
support existing colleagues who may
need to find solutions to problems.

Vikkie Spencer, who is a 
Housing Support Worker in
Croydon, took part in one 
of the delivery groups. 

She said: 

After some amazing 
conversations, brainstorming 
ideas and forward thinking, 

I feel more motivated, 
energised and positive 

than ever before.

For a member of staff 
like me to be involved 
in the development 
of the company as a 

whole, and to be able to 
give opinions and 

solutions for change, 
is really exciting.

“

”
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Engaging with our customers
Customers continued to play an active role in Ability 
as members of our Customer Panel. It is now chaired 
by Stuart Rees, who is one of our tenants.

The Customer Panel

The Panel gained three new members and is currently made up of five
Ability Housing tenants and seven customers of Ability Care & Support.

The Panel’s busy year included helping us to recruit support staff, review
complaints and choose which service ideas should get backing from our
new improvement fund.

As Panel Chair, Stuart Rees particularly values meeting Ability staff face
to face. He says:  “No matter how much developments in technology
give us a variety of ways to 
communicate, I still believe 
that face-to-face discussions 
are best - especially when 
complex and possibly 
contentious issues need to
be explained.”

Monitoring customer 
satisfaction

We recently appointed Acuity to carry out
quarterly customer satisfaction surveys,
based around 12 simple questions.

Using written questionnaires and 
telephone interviews, Acuity contacted 
the first 100 customers during October
and November 2014.

The survey showed high levels of 
satisfaction with our overall service (85%),
the quality of our homes (86%) and the
support we provide (83%). Tenants were
also highly satisfied with their 
neighbourhoods (92%).

Only one area, repairs (72%), scored below
80%, giving us useful feedback that we
need to speed up this service.
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Improvements to our website
We have improved our online presence by relaunching our website. 
The new-look website is brighter, clearer and more user-friendly. 

Customers can now use the website to report a repair, 
pay their rent, or apply for housing or support. The site also provides 

key information about services.
www.ability-housing.co.uk

The Q-Team in action

The Q-Team is a group of fully 
trained customers drawn from 
the Customer Panel, who visit our 
services to capture feedback face 
to face.

During the year, the Q-Team made 
five visits to four services, spoke to
27 customers and took written 
feedback from another five. 

To prepare for a visit to Yew Tree 
Lodge in Hillingdon, we trained 
the team in how to communicate 
effectively with tenants with 
learning difficulties. To make 
collecting feedback easier, they 
were able to use a touch-screen 
tablet. 

The Q-Team produces summary 
reports and action plans, which 
are reviewed by the Customer 
Panel, shared with customers and 
discussed with the Team Leader or 
Service Manager for each service. 
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Investing in our homes
By the end of September 2014, we had completed three new 
developments, providing self-contained, supported living flats 
for a further 31 people.

Our scheme at Granville Road in Reading
provides nine flats for people with 
physical impairments or mental health
difficulties, while at Southbridge Road in
Croydon, there are seven flats for people
with learning difficulties or physical 
impairments. 

At Sessile Court in Hayes, we now have
15 flats for people with mental health
difficulties. Ability has been awarded the

contract to provide 24-hour intensive care
and support at this scheme from April.

We currently have two further 
developments on site for people with
mental health difficulties. Wishbone
Way in Woking will provide 12 flats,
while Ninfield Road in Bexhill will 
provide 14. Both schemes are due to 
be completed in June 2015.

Granville Road, Reading
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Meeting the Ability Standard

We continued improving the condition of
our existing homes by bringing them up
to the Ability Standard, which is higher
than the Decent Homes standard set by
the Government.

Decent Homes requires us to upgrade homes
so that they have reasonably modern
kitchens, bathrooms and boilers, and good
quality insulation. In addition, we have
opted to prioritise four further areas that
customers helped us to identify - home 
security, health and safety, fuel efficiency
and disability adaptations.

By the end of 2015, all our properties are
due to reach the Ability Standard. By then,
we will have carried out work to two-thirds
of our properties within three years - 
investing £850,000.

Tailored new kitchens

We replaced kitchens at Balfour Drive in Liss, during the year - taking the 
opportunity to plan and upgrade them in line with individual tenants’ needs.

Tailoring a kitchen to meet a customer’s abilities makes a significant 
contribution to enabling independent living. 

Funding estate improvements

The Board introduced a £25,000 Improvement Fund for estate improvement
projects suggested by tenants. Each improvement has to offer lasting 
benefit to customers, cost between £100 and £2,500, and involve only low 
on-going maintenance costs.

We asked the Customer Panel to prioritise the applications we received and,
by the end of the year, we had approved the first five projects.

As a result, we provided garden furniture and a ‘calm room’ 
for private customer meetings for our service in Woking 
and we installed sensor lights in Bournemouth and Poole. 
Our Bournemouth scheme also benefited from a new 
communal herb garden and better disabled parking.

In Surbiton, we upgraded the scheme’s large garden, 
extending the patio to make it more accessible for 
wheelchair users. We also introduced a new sensory garden.

Peter said: “I love the fact my kitchen was
personalised to suit my needs. For example,
the set of movable drawers and a pull-out 

drawer worktop - very modern!”
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Governance and finance
Chairman’s statement

This is the last statement I will make as
the Chairman of Ability. Our regulators,
the Homes & Communities Agency,
think that holding the post of Chair
should not go on forever and I 
entirely agree.  

On ‘my watch’, the organisation has
changed, grown and diversified with
new homes, new places and new 
services, for a much wider community.
We have also taken some key decisions
that would have been difficult at the
beginning of my time here - so I think
the Board has grown and moved 
forward as well. 

However, some things have stayed the
same: a vision of what services and
housing should look like and how 
residents and service users should be
able to shape and benefit from what 

we do. The core value of facilitating 
personal growth and expanding skills
and aspiration, is something we have 
always tried to keep at the centre of
what Ability stands for.

I have learned a lot myself over this time
about the technical aspects of risk, 
governance and strategy required to
lead a Board, but also rather more about
people and why they become involved
in an organisation like Ability.

This is an opportunity to thank everyone
I have met in my time at Ability - 
particularly the staff who work so hard
to achieve our objectives and especially
David Williams, who has supported the
Board so well, through easy decisions
and more difficult times as well.

I hope the future remains bright for
Ability and I would like to welcome 
Jane Harrison as the new Chair and
wish her every success.

John Daley, Chairman

‘...the organisation has changed, grown and 
diversified...’
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Value for money

Achieving the best possible value for money is key if we are to meet the aims
of Ability’s business plan. We recognise that our commissioners have reducing
budgets and that they are restricted by the rules of competitive tendering.

In line with our value for money strategy, our aim is to achieve genuine savings,
rather than simply offering the cheapest service. During 2013-14, we were able
to reduce the average cost of a support hour by 5%. We also kept the cost of
our overheads to around 11% of turnover.

In addition, we closed a loss-making registered care home and transferred
the residents to more suitable accommodation. The building will now be 
redeveloped into self-contained supported housing.

Over the next year, we aim to make a further £50,000 in cost savings. We will
also re-tender our repairs contract to achieve the best possible value and a
better service. 

Finance Director’s report

Financial statement

In the 2013-14 financial year, our turnover from rents and service charges 
increased by £207,612. The increase came from the additional income 
generated by a net gain of 37 housing units and it partly offset a reduction 
in our Supporting People contract income of £197,080. Overall, Ability’s total
operating costs for our lettings activity increased by £580,037 to £7,752,598.

The operating surplus for the year was £851,069 (9.7% of turnover), compared
to a budget surplus of £853,227. The surplus after interest was £411,976
(4.7% of turnover). This is consistent with forecast expectations and the 
business plan target of operating surpluses of at least 10% of turnover, with
surpluses after interest of at least 3% of turnover.

Other income and expenditure activities resulted in a net cost of £129,004
(2013: £205,550). This is in line with expectations and is attributable to 
development activities. Management services and sundry items contributed
a surplus of £42,763 (2013: £31,300).

Ability’s cash balances have decreased, from £771,546 to £696,788. Additional
drawdowns of £2m were made during the year and the funds were used for
our development activities. 

Succession planning

The Board reviewed its compliance with 
the National Housing Federation’s Code 
of Governance and identified that the
Chairman had exceeded his maximum term
of office and that another member would
reach their maximum term within a year. 

Accordingly, a succession plan has been
agreed and implemented, resulting in the
recruitment of three new Board members.

Ian Lines is currently the Asset Investment
Manager at Hanover Housing. Nicola Philp
is a Human Resources specialist and the 
UK head of employment law for a large 
corporate organisation. Sally Reay is 
Finance Director at Bracknell Forest Homes.
All three will become full members of the
board at the AGM in March 2015.
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Board Members
at 30th September 2014

Board
John Daley (Chair)
Wendy Crichlow
Adrian Polisano
Vince Mewett 
Jane Harrison 
Jane Minter 
Karen Hillhouse

Executive Directors
David Williams Chief Executive
Donna Marshall Finance Director and Company Secretary

Registered Office:
The Coach House, Gresham Road, Staines, Middlesex TW18 2AE

Company Number: 1261380
Charity Number: 271547

Registered with the Homes and Communities Agency, 
Number LH 2174

Auditors: Grant Thornton UK LLP

Solicitors: Devonshires

Bankers: Lloyds TSB Bank plc

@AbilityHA www.ability-housing.co.uk


