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Our approach 

We aim to achieve better value for 
money in everything we do by providing 
efficient services for people living in our 
existing homes and releasing financial 
capacity to build more affordable 
housing for new customers. 

Our value for money approach was most 
recently reviewed at Cottsway’s Board meeting 
in April 2020 and we continue to regularly 
review and scrutinise our strategy. The 
Coronavirus pandemic started in March as we 
approached 2019-20 year-end. Much of our 
work and the measures in this report were  
pre-pandemic, but we have referenced any 
impact experienced. 

Our Board has defined our approach to value to 
money as: 

Working efficiently and effectively in 
everything we do, we will maximise the 
return on our assets and maintain or 
improve customer satisfaction.

About Cottsway 

Founded in 2001, Cottsway is the 
largest housing association in West 
Oxfordshire.

The average house price in our area is up to  
12 times the average annual salary. We make a 
surplus every year to reinvest in great homes 
and services for people who cannot afford to 
buy or rent on the open market, as well as adding 
social value to local communities. 

We already have over 5,000 homes and house 
more than 10,000 people in West Oxfordshire, 
Gloucestershire, Wiltshire and Worcestershire. 
We are forward-thinking, with strong partnerships 
helping us to achieve more, and we aim to have 
6,000 homes by 2026.

Triple focus

These three strands ensure that there’s a 
strong focus throughout the business:

1. Strategic oversight
The Board evaluates our performance 
against our measures. This is a key part of 
our commitment to co-regulation with our 
customers and Regulator. The rigorously 
evaluates all opportunities to grow or 
change our services by testing whether they 
meet at least two of three requirements: 
improving customer satisfaction, increasing 
surpluses, or delivering new homes.

2. Operational focus
We have our own behavioural framework 
‘We are Cottsway’ and use this to ensure 
our staff work towards a consistent 
culture and approach to all aspects of our 
work, including value for money which is 
embedded in everything we do.

3. Measurable delivery
We use a range of measures to capture hard 
evidence about our business performance. 
We use the scorecard devised by the social 
housing sector as a way of benchmarking 
efficiency along with reporting 
requirements from the Regulator, which 
are shown in this report in green. We also 
compare ourselves with similar providers 
and add additional measures as required.
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Our performance 

Our full financial statements include all the measures we use to assess value for money.  
These are available, along with our Annual Report 2019-20, at: www.cottsway.co.uk/publications 

Measure 1: Operating margin overall

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

38.30% 39.16% 40.00% 43.79%

Measure 2: Operating margin (social housing 
lettings only)

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

38.56% 39.49% 42.19% 46.78%

Measure 3: Increase/decrease in overall 
operating margin

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

-1.70% -0.84% -3.79% 2.22%

Measure 4: EBITA MRI (as a percentage of 
interest)

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

162.19% 154.61% 171.07% 172.76%

Test 1: How healthy is our business? 

The first three measures show how well we make surpluses every year by being efficient in our day-to-
day activities, as well as how much cash we can generate. The fourth measure shows operating cash 
generated after deducting capitalised repairs, with the percentage indicating how much headroom we 
have to meet interest payments on outstanding debt, in line with the Regulator’s value for money code.

Our overall margin has fallen slightly due to lower property disposals and shared ownership sales 
ahead of plan, which contributes to a lower margin. Our interest cover is slightly above target due to a 
reduction in housing cost per unit, compared to target.
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Test 2: How many more homes can we build? 

We delivered 186 affordable homes in 2019-20, an increase of 28% over the previous year and 6% 
ahead of target. We exceeded our re-investment in new homes due to faster delivery of homes from our 
developer partners.

These figures show we are determined to maximise the number of new affordable homes we build 
to tackle the shortage of supply in our area. Our gearing illustrates that we are continuing to borrow 
against existing assets to invest in new homes.

We are working with local partners and 
stakeholders and we are actively looking for 
additional opportunities to increase investment 
to support delivery of new homes. 

Measure 5: Homes developed

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

186 175 145 137

Measure 6: New supply delivered (social 
housing %)

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

3.70% 3.60% 3.00% 2.90%

These figures are based on year-end stockholding 
numbers and show an increased growth as our 
development plans come to fruition and was ahead of 
target due to early hand over of homes from developers. 
At year end we have 20 unreserved shared ownership 
homes, this number has grown due to the timing of 
handovers and the lock down caused by Coronavirus.

Measure 7: Reinvestment %

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

12.02% 10.67% 7.14% 8.40%

Measure 8: Gearing

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

60.50% 61.76% 58.17% 57.64%
 

Our motivation 
There are more than 25,000 people 
on waiting lists for affordable housing 
in the areas where we operate. 
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Test 3: What difference do we make to people? 

We deliberately operate within a manageable and cost-effective distance of our Witney office to help us 
deliver the best quality, value-for-money homes and services.

Customer satisfaction remains high with 89% of our customers happy with what we provide in return 
for the rent they pay, 2% above target. We have introduced two new customer satisfaction measures: 
the first on repairs transactions as we believe the service we provide greatly influences how our 
customers view Cottsway overall; the second is a net promoter score which demonstrates a customer’s 
willingness to recommend the organisation.

The final two show how we are investing our own money in new homes and other local priorities. Our 
investment in new homes has risen significantly, but not grown at the level we wish due to delays in the 
start on land-led sites. We aim to increase this investment.

Measure 9: Customer satisfaction with value 
for money

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

89% 87% 88% 87%

Measure 10: Customer satisfaction with repairs 

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

89% 89% 89% 88%

Measure 11: Net promoter score 

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

37 35 35 31

Measure 12: Investment in new housing for 
every £1 generated from operations

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

1.98 2.44 1.03 1.37

Measure 13: Investment in communities for 
every £1 generated from operations

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

0.04 0.05 0.04 0.04

Our investment
We invested more than £7.2 million 
in 2019-20 to maintain and repair 
existing homes.

Our responsiveness
Our trade operative team 
completed 100% of emergency 
repairs on time.
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Test 4: How well do we manage our assets? 

Using our capital means we can maximise the surplus we can make to reinvest. Return on capital is 
ahead of target and will fluctuate over time as our development programme grows because the return 
on new homes is initially lower than for existing ones. 

The second measure shows that our occupancy levels remain high as we continue to focus on ensuring 
empty homes are made available for new customers as quickly as possible, giving someone a place to live 
more speedily and reducing lost rent. The third relates to our programme of works to ensure we use our 
resources effectively to maintain and improve existing homes.

Any poor-quality homes, or ones that gave an inadequate financial return, are subject to a rigorous 
options appraisal, resulting in nine homes being sold during 2019-20. Along with proceeds from other 
sales, this generated a surplus of £0.6 million for reinvesting in new homes and local services.

Measure 14: Return on capital employed

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

3.79% 3.49% 4.49% 5.18%

Measure 15: Occupancy

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

99.30% 99.90% 99.30% 99.55%

Measure 16: Ratio of responsive repairs to 
planned maintenance spend 

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

0.330 0.329 0.332 0.367
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Test 5: How efficient are we? 

The first measure indicates how much we spend on each home we own - for example, on repairs and 
maintenance, management and service charges - and is an overall indicator of Cottsway’s efficiency. The 
headline cost reduced mainly because of increased efficiency due to the rise in new homes, while at the 
same time maintaining decent homes standards. 

The second measure shows how effective our systems are in collecting all rent owed, while the third is 
the proportion of turnover required to cover our running costs. We are introducing a measure showing 
how our standard repairs service costs against sector benchmarks as we use this as part of our value for 
money reviews on efficiency. 

Measure 17: Headline social housing cost £ 
per home

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

£2,692 £2,957 £2,756 £2,439

Measure 18: Rent collected

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

100.55% 99.9% 100.89% 99.42%

Measure 19: Overheads as a percentage of 
adjusted turnover 

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019 2018

10.4% 10.5% 11.0% 10.9%

Measure 20: Cost of standard repairs versus 
ARK* benchmark

2020 
actual

2020 
target

2019

95% 95% 91%

*Independent specialist advisors
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Test 6: How do we compare? 

Cottsway compares itself with a peer group 
made up of Registered Providers who are large 
scale voluntary transfer organisations with 
between 3,000 and 7,000 homes operating 
within the South East and South West. This 
closely matches our operational area from a cost 
basis and therefore provides good indicators on 
performance. 

Benchmarking ourselves in this way enables us 
to review our performance and target areas for 
improvement. We focus on those aspects that 
relate to how we deliver services and new homes. 

Our performance is mostly well above the 
average and either close to or in the top quarter 
in terms of operational performance. Our 
interest cover and return on capital are lower as 
we are developing more homes, which initially 
reduces returns. 

It should be noted that the comparison results 
are based on 2018/19 as the information 
for 2019/20 is not yet available. These do 
not have the impact of the final year of rent 
reduction included and we believe more of our 
performance will be in the top quarter once 
these are published.  

Headline social housing cost £ per home

2020 
actual

Upper 
Quartile

Median Lower 
Quartile

£2,692 £3,095 £3,421 £4,108

Operating margin overall

2020 
actual

Upper 
Quartile

Median Lower 
Quartile

38.30% 39.20% 33.20% 27.80%

Operating margin (social housing lettings only)

2020 
actual

Upper 
Quartile

Median Lower 
Quartile

38.56% 40.45% 35.90% 29.87%

EBITDA MRI (as a percentage of interest)

2020 
actual

Upper 
Quartile

Median Lower 
Quartile

162.19% 220.30% 194.10% 174.15%

 

New supply delivered (social housing %)

2020 
actual

Upper 
Quartile

Median Lower 
Quartile

3.70% 2.84% 2.12% 1.05%

Return on capital employed

2020 
actual

Upper 
Quartile

Median Lower 
Quartile

3.78% 5.43% 4.50% 3.42%

Overheads as a percentage of adjusted 
turnover

2020 
actual

Upper 
Quartile

Median Lower 
Quartile

10.40% 10.26% 12.59% 14.59%
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Our priorities for 2020-21

We entered the new financial year responding to the Coronavirus pandemic and the 
new challenges this brings. At the time of writing (July 2020) our offices are closed 
and other than our trade operatives, our staff are working remotely in line with 
government guidance.

Our prior work to enable agile working has 
meant that we have been in an excellent position 
to react. Following the initial lockdown, we have 
re-started most services and we are working 
to get fully back to business as usual. We are 
carrying out emergency repairs and many 
routine repairs, all health and safety compliance 
and repairing and reletting vacant homes. All of 
our development sites are now active again and 
we will have new homes completing this year. 

Our business is resilient to the current situation 
with funding facilities and ample liquidity in place.

We continue our digital journey, with our new 
website launched in spring 2020 and during the 
year we will implement our new IT systems as we 
progress with work to enable customers to self-
serve online for more of our services.

Given the remaining uncertainty about the impact of the pandemic, our Board has not set specific value 
for money targets for 2020-21, but we continue to monitor performance closely and will publish the 
results for the year in 2021.

If you think Cottsway can do even more to increase value for money,  
please email your ideas to: contact@cottsway.co.uk

Cottsway House
Heynes Place
Avenue Two
Witney
Oxfordshire OX28 4YG

www.cottsway.co.uk

E: contact@cottsway.co.uk
T: 01993 890000

Follow us on:  
Twitter, Facebook and YouTube

https://twitter.com/Cottsway
https://www.facebook.com/CottswayConnect
https://www.youtube.com/user/Cottsway
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