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ABOUT THE CENTRE FOR 
RESPONSIBLE CREDIT
The Centre for Responsible Credit (‘CfRC’) is an independent research and policy unit 

hosted by Learning and Work Institute. Established in 2010, we have a remit to monitor the 

development of credit markets; research models of responsible provision, and to promote 

policy responses which protect the long term interests of households.

We strive to challenge the economic orthodoxy that has led to Britain’s current personal 

debt crisis and provide high quality research to support effective policy and service delivery. 

Our work has a high impact, and is often cited in Parliament and the national media. Examples 

include our research into the regulation of high cost and predatory lending in the UK, which 

led to a cap on the total cost of credit that can be charged by payday lenders.

Our current work programme is grouped around three themes:

 Improving Credit Regulation;

 Getting Britain out of Debt; and

 Supporting Financially Healthy Lives.

Further details can be found on our website at www.responsible-credit.org.uk and you can 

follow us on Twitter at @responsiblecred
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Supported Rent Flexibility pilot was designed and delivered by the Centre for Responsible 

Credit 1, Well Thought Ltd., and Optivo Housing Association from January 2017 through to the 

end of March 2019. 

The ‘Rent-flex’ scheme provided a small sub-group of Optivo’s social housing tenants with the 

opportunity to set up a personalised schedule of rent payments over the year rather than 

make payments in twelve equal monthly instalments, as is traditionally expected. 

The pilot was focused on working age, ‘financially squeezed’, Optivo tenants in London and the 

South East. These were eligible for the pilot if they were: 

 Responsible for the payment of at least some part of their rent (i.e. not in receipt of full 

Housing Benefit being paid directly from the local authority to the landlord); 

 Had dependent children, and 

 Either had outstanding rent arrears of up to £500 or had been in arrears at any point in 

the previous twelve months. 

The offer of payment flexibility to these tenants was contingent on their engagement with Optivo’s 

existing Money Matters service, which supported them to undertake an annual budgeting exercise 

and identify the months in which they were likely to face their greatest financial pressures. 

The Money Matters service also provided advice and support for tenants with pre-existing 

financial problems: helping them to maximise their incomes and reduce living costs prior to 

their entry onto the Rent-flex scheme.

The pilot tested out marketing and engagement strategies, on-boarding and support processes, 

and examined whether the Rent-flex scheme could:

 Make it easier for tenants to pay their rent, without recourse to credit use and without 

cuts to living standards;

 Help them to plan ahead and make it easier for them to save; and

 Improve their overall well-being (for example, by reducing stress and anxiety about money).

In addition, the pilot explored whether providing rent flexibility to tenants could build trust 

between tenants in financial difficulty and their landlord: and whether this reduced the need for, 

and intensity of, debt collection activity if they experienced subsequent problems.

1 The Centre for Responsible Credit is an independently directed policy and research unit within Learning and Work Institute. 
For this evaluation, the Centre for Responsible Credit also wishes to acknowledge the significant contributions made by 
Gemma Glass at Optivo, Andy Eymond at Well Thought Ltd., and our CfRC Associates, Emma Hamilton and Martha Lawton.
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ABOUT THE EVALUATION
The evaluation has examined both the processes that we used to design and implement the 

Rent-flex scheme within Optivo, as well as the outcomes that were achieved for tenants. 

The process evaluation has involved a review of engagement strategies, on-boarding and 

support processes used within the pilot. This has involved analysis of tenant responses to the 

communications used in the marketing phase of the project as well as qualitative interviews 

with both tenants and staff. 

For the outcomes evaluation we used a mixed-method approach, comprising:

 Qualitative interviews with tenants at the on-boarding stage, and after they had spent a 

full year on the scheme;

 Analysis of rent payment performance for tenants prior to, during, and, to a more 

limited extent, after their time on Rent-flex; and

 Examination of Optivo’s tenant contact records for the same periods.

The main fieldwork and data gathering to inform this evaluation report took place from 

December 2018 through to the end of the February 2019.

ABOUT THE TENANTS
The pilot recruited fifty-nine tenants who had not previously been in contact with Optivo’s 

Money Matters service. These were recruited from a pool of 129 tenants who had responded 

positively to an e-mail survey about financial problems and who were subsequently offered the 

opportunity to trial Rent-flex. 

 Tenants were recruited from across London (37%), East Sussex (34%) and Kent (29%);

 Just under two-thirds (62%) of tenants in the pilot were single parents, with the 

remainder in couple households. They were all working-age, and all of them contained 

someone in employment. Over half (58%) of this employment for single parents was 

full-time, whilst in over three-quarters (77%) of couple households at least one partner 

was working;

 In line with the eligibility criteria for the pilot, all households contained dependent 

children. The median number of children per household was two, and the median age of 

children was between five and ten years old. 
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KEY FINDINGS
Rent-flex sought to improve the financial well-being of tenants through a combination of 

support provided by Optivo’s Money Matters Service during the on-boarding phase, and by 

allowing more personalised schedules of rent payments over the year.

The on-boarding phase delivered:

 Direct financial benefits, with a total value of around £70,000, to forty-two tenants in 

the pilot; and

 In depth budgeting support to twelve tenants, including advice on switching tariffs, 

cutting costs, and organising bill payments.

Tenants obtaining this support from the Money Matters Service were very positive about the 

impacts that this had, with many describing the Financial Inclusion Officer as “fantastic”:

 For people receiving direct financial benefits, support included the relief of immediate 

financial hardship; help to clear pre-existing debts, (notably in respect of water 

charges), obtain their benefit entitlements, and put in place more affordable repayment 

arrangements in respect of Council Tax debt, Housing Benefit overpayments, and 

consumer credit debts.

 For people receiving budgeting advice, the main outcomes were an improvement in 

confidence and skills, and a sense of control over their finances. 

However, in five cases the on-boarding support fell short of what was required. These 

problems were caused by the Financial Inclusion Officer facing a more complex work-load 

than was originally anticipated, and the time-pressure involved in conducting the pilot. Eleven 

tenants required very intensive support during the on-boarding process, and although these 

benefitted significantly as a result, this meant that less time was available to support those with 

low to moderate needs.

Our evaluation therefore indicates a need to balance the pace of recruitment with the capacity 

of the organisation to support tenants to on-board effectively. 

Following the on-boarding phase, Rent-flex agreements were then established for, and used by, 

fifty-eight tenants.2
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USES AND BENEFITS OF THE RENT-FLEX SCHEME

Whilst the on-boarding process provided effective budgeting support and helped to maximise 

tenant incomes, the main Rent-flex element successfully provided tenants with additional 

liquidity during a number of ‘financial pinch points’ in the year.

Most tenants told us that without Rent-flex they would have had to borrow to meet their 

needs; and that the scheme helped them to feel more ‘in control’ of their finances, and less 

anxious about their rent payments. Some tenants used the scheme to cut their ongoing costs 

of living; others were able to build up savings, and a few overpaid on other household bills. 

Wider welfare impacts included better diets; warmer homes, and improved family relationships.

For thirty tenants in the scheme there was also an improvement in rent payment performance. 

On average, these tenants had rent arrears of £155 when they entered Rent-flex3, and they 

improved their rent account balances by £110 over the course of the year4. Our analysis 

indicates that these improvements in rent-paying performance are primarily accounted for by 

the Rent-flex scheme, giving a total value of the ‘uplift’ in rent payments attributable to Rent-

flex of at least £2,492. 

In many cases there was also an improvement in the landlord-tenant relationship. This was true 

regardless of whether the rent account balance improved during the scheme. In many cases 

there was also an improvement in the landlord-tenant relationship. This was true regardless 

of whether the rent account balance improved during the scheme.  This was reflected in 

improved contact levels with tenants, including when people experienced financial problems 

over the course of the year.

RISKS OF THE RENT-FLEX SCHEME

However, the Rent-flex scheme also poses some risks. These are most apparent where tenants 

use the scheme to under-pay early but are then subject to negative income shocks, including 

loss of employment. In these cases, the scheme can elevate their level of rent arrears and 

require long-term repayment plans to be put in place. 

The on-boarding process is key to mitigating these risks, by maximising incomes and supporting 

people to budget effectively, and by establishing a relationship of trust to encourage tenants to 

report any problems as soon as they occur. In addition, the on-boarding process needs to ensure:

 That the pre-existing financial behaviours and current circumstances of the tenants are 

fully understood and addressed; and/or

3  However, there was a wide variation from this average, with eight tenants having rent arrears of over £400 (the 
maximum for the group was £600) and eight tenants in credit (to an average of £250) at the time of joining the 
scheme

4  Again, there was significant variation from this average with eight tenants improving their rent account balance by over 
£200
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 That tenants fully understand how the scheme works and can afford the payments 

required of them from the outset.

However, the on-boarding process cannot eliminate risk altogether, and negative income shocks 

appear to occur more often for those tenants with very high levels of pre-existing rent arrears 

prior to joining the scheme; and those with very insecure forms of employment.

It should be noted that the level of risk associated with the scheme is reduced for every 

month that a tenant delays utilising the underpayment facility (and overpays on their account), 

so the point at which tenants are on-boarded to the scheme is likely to be important. 

The fact that all tenants in the pilot were from the same demographic (low income parents) 

meant that offering the scheme close to either Christmas or the school holidays also prompted 

most to underpay within a short space of time. Risks could therefore be mitigated in the future 

by either mixing the demographic (such that some tenants are over-paying whilst others are 

under-paying) or by timing the recruitment of tenants further in advance of the months in 

which they would prefer to under-pay.

Finally, it may be possible to link the Rent-flex scheme to other forms of support. For example, 

some tenants may require debt consolidation loans or need access to affordable credit for 

the purpose of buying essential household items. Employment and skills support for tenants 

trapped in a ‘low pay/ no pay’ cycle would also be beneficial.

LIMITATIONS OF THE EVALUATION
Although the evaluation has gleaned several important insights into the support needs 

of tenants, it should be noted that the demographic was restricted to low income parent 

households, and predominantly lone parents. The findings are therefore specific to this group 

and may not apply to other tenants.

The small sample size also means that we are not able to draw any firm conclusions, about the 

proportions of this tenant group having low, moderate, or high support needs. The support 

needs of tenants could vary significantly if the scheme is conducted at larger scale, which may 

have significant resource implications and impact the pace of recruitment. 

Finally, initial problems with recruitment meant that we were unable to construct a control 

group against which rent payment performance could be compared. To assess the extent to 

which Rent-flex impacted on rent accounts, we therefore compared rent payments made by 

tenants on the programme with the year previously, and drew upon the use of Optivo’s CRM 

notes and interviews with tenants, to build up a picture about the impact of the scheme. 
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MOVING FORWARDS
The pilot has yielded several insights into the potential for Rent-flex to both deliver 

improvements in well-being for lower income tenants with children as well as cost savings 

for landlords. However, larger scale trials are needed to more accurately assess the costs and 

benefits of the scheme. 

In respect of the costs of the scheme:

 The pilot invested heavily in the development of new processes and procedures, 

involving considerable staff time. This investment should enable a more streamlined and 

cost-effective approach to the setup and evaluation of Rent-flex in future;

 The on-boarding processes could be more efficient, with many tenants on-boarded 

with little or no support and/or digitally (if a digital platform was created);

 The pilot met the direct salary costs of Optivo’s Financial inclusion Officer and Income 

Officer, plus an element of management time. These costs would not be needed if 

Rent-flex was embedded practice within existing teams, in a larger scheme. Whilst 

these teams would need training in order to implement Rent-flex effectively, this would 

reduce costs significantly.

In respect of the benefits of the scheme: 

 The pilot has demonstrated that an improvement in rent payment performance can 

be attributed to Rent-flex. If Rent-flex was embedded into existing practice, there is 

the potential for this to increase year on year, whilst the level of risk reduces. Further 

modelling would help to explore this in more depth;

 The pilot indicates an improvement in the quality of the landlord-tenant relationship, but 

we were not able to quantify the savings that this may have delivered for the landlord. 

More detailed discussions with landlords could establish a framework for assessing the 

value of this impact;

 Finally, although there is evidence of positive longer-term outcomes for tenants – e.g. 

in respect of health and well-being – the pilot was not able to monitor the extent to 

which these are sustained and so has not provided for an analysis of the social return 

on investment. This would be possible in a larger and longer-term study. 
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2.  OVERVIEW OF THE 
PROJECT

The Supported Rent Flexibility (‘Rent-flex’) pilot was designed and delivered by the Centre for 

Responsible Credit (‘CfRC’)5, Well Thought Ltd., and Optivo Housing Association from January 

2017 through to the end of March 2019. 

The Rent-flex scheme provided a small sub-group of Optivo’s social housing tenants with the 

opportunity to set up a personalised schedule of rent payments over the year rather than 

make payments in twelve equal monthly instalments, as is normally required. 

The pilot was focused on working age, ‘financially squeezed’, Optivo tenants in London and the 

South East. These were eligible for the pilot if they were: 

 Responsible for the payment of at least some part of their rent (i.e. not in receipt of full 

Housing Benefit being paid directly from the local authority to the landlord); 

 Had dependent children, and 

 Either had outstanding rent arrears of up to £500 or had been in arrears at any point in 

the previous twelve months. 

The offer of payment flexibility was contingent on tenants engaging with Optivo’s existing 

Money Matters service, which supported them to undertake an annual budgeting exercise 

and identify the months in which they were likely to face their greatest financial pressures. The 

Money Matters service also provided advice and support for tenants with pre-existing financial 

problems: helping them to maximise their incomes and reduce living costs prior to their entry 

onto the Rent-flex scheme.

The pilot tested out marketing and engagement strategies, on-boarding and support processes, 

and examined whether the Rent-flex scheme could:

 Make it easier for tenants to pay their rent, without recourse to credit use and without 

cuts to living standards;

 Help them to plan for the year ahead and make it easier for them to save; and

 Improve their overall well-being (for example, by reducing stress and anxiety about 

money).

5  The Centre for Responsible Credit is an independently directed policy and research unit within Learning and Work 
Institute. For this evaluation, we also acknowledge the significant contributions made by Gemma Glass at Optivo, Andy 
Eymond at Well Thought Ltd., and our CfRC Associates, Emma Hamilton and Martha Lawton.
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In addition, the pilot explored whether providing rent flexibility could build trust between 

tenants in financial difficulty and their landlord: and whether this reduced the need for, and 

intensity of, debt collection activity if they experienced subsequent problems.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE RENT-
FLEX CONCEPT 
The need for the Rent-flex project was identified from prior research. The financial pressures 

on low income households have increased in recent years and many are now over-indebted6. 

Whilst research indicates that many financial difficulties arise as the result of income shocks and 

unpredictable ‘life events’7 (e.g. the loss of work, onset of illness, or relationship breakdown), 

other factors, on the expenditure side of household budgets, also play a significant part. 

Many of these are reasonably predictable. For example, households with children have been 

regularly reported8 as finding it difficult to meet the cost of Christmas. Many also struggle 

with the costs of looking after children during the long summer school holiday period. Other 

expenditure pressures – such as a need for car servicing or repairs, or a need to replace 

essential household items - may also be anticipated by households.

Although these pressures are often small in nominal terms – typically a few hundred pounds 

- they can create a significant burden for low income households, many of which lack any 

significant savings9. 

As a result, many households resort to using credit to meet the additional cost of these events 

(often at high cost)10. Whilst credit can be helpful to households to smooth out fluctuations 

in income and expenditure, the subsequent repayments limit the amount of income that is 

available for spending, or saving, moving forwards11. 

Over-reliance on credit to meet basic needs over the course of a year may also lead to debt 

being ‘rolled over’ or refinanced. This further increases the total interest and servicing costs 

of credit and can trap some households in a spiral of increasing indebtedness. This then has a 

6  See for example, ‘Britain in the Red’, TUC, 2016 at  
https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/britain-red-why-we-need-action-help-over-indebted-households

7  ‘The Financial Capability Strategy for the UK’, Money Advice Service, 2015, p. 46

8  See Table 1, p. 10, ‘Can consumer credit be affordable to households on low incomes?’, Gibbons, D., Vaid, L., & Gardiner, 
L. (2011). Centre for Responsible Credit.

9  ‘Closing the Savings Gap’, Money Advice Service 2016.

10  See, for example, Banks et al, (2013), ‘Debt on Teeside: pathways to financial inclusion’, Durham University.

11  Orton, M. (2008).’The long term impact of debt advice on low income households: Project working paper 2, The Year 
One Report’. Warwick: Warwick Institute for Employment Research & Friends Provident Foundation.

https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/britain-red-why-we-need-action-help-over-indebted-households
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knock-on impact on their ability to meet the rent and pay other bills and contributes to a wide 

range of negative welfare impacts, including mental health problems, such as depression and 

anxiety12.

However, it is important to note that not all households use credit as a response to 

expenditure pressures. Many are credit averse, and others lack access to credit products. 

In the face of financial pressure these households instead cut back on other areas of the 

household budget, including food and heating, or fall into arrears with rent, Council Tax, and 

utility payments13. These responses also have negative implications for health and incur costs for 

landlords and other service providers as they chase missed payments and/or take enforcement 

action14.

These prior research findings indicated a need for lower income households to be supported 

at times of the year when their expenditure pressures were greatest, but there remained major 

questions as to how this could best be achieved. 

We gained further insight into the possible structure of this support throughout 2015 and 

2016, when, with funding from the JPMorgan Chase Foundation, we undertook a major study 

into the financial health support needs of lower income groups15. 

The subsequent report, ‘Improving the Financial Health of Low-Income Groups’ was published 

in October 201616. This identified the need for improved engagement strategies and greater 

tailoring of services to meet individual needs. It also indicated that more flexible bill payment 

schedules could potentially provide an alternative to credit use in some cases. The most 

relevant findings in these respects are set out in table 1, below.

12  For a summary of negative welfare effects see p. 18, Gibbons, D. (2013). ‘Tackling the High Cost Credit Problem: the 
importance of regulatory databases’. Centre for Responsible Credit.

13  See, for example, Gibbons, D. & Singler, R (2008).’Cold Comfort: A Review of Coping Strategies Employed by 
Households in Fuel Poverty’. Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion & EnergyWatch.

14  For example, Jones, P,. & Barnes, T. (2005). ‘Would you credit it? People telling stories about credit’ report that some 
low income households who have previously got into financial difficulties as a result of credit use become highly averse 
to using it again. The wider problem of lack of access to credit products has been comprehensively researched: for a 
summary of relevant studies see Mitton, L, (2008). ‘Financial Inclusion in the UK: review of policy and practice’. Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation.

15  This included a literature review of over sixty relevant reports and academic papers, together with a field review of 
over twenty projects providing financial health support. The field review incorporated telephone interviews with staff 
engaged in the design and delivery of financial health support services; site visits; and focus groups and qualitative 
interviews with service users. Although the project covered a wide range of provision serving different lower income 
groups, it contained a strand of work which centred specifically upon the needs of social housing tenants.

16  The full report is available here. 

https://www.responsible-credit.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Improving_financial_health_main_report.pdf
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TABLE 1:  
KEY FINDINGS FROM PRIOR CFRC RESEARCH

Engagement strategies Lower income households are generally put off by offers of generic 

‘budgeting advice’ or ‘financial capability’, which can imply that they 

are not good at managing their money. Instead, services should focus 

on providing tangible offers of support which clearly relate to the 

immediate problems people are facing. 

Tailoring of services The design of services needs to be informed by the target group. 

Provision needs to be responsive to specific customer needs, both 

in terms of channels of delivery and content. On-boarding processes 

need to help people resolve immediate financial crises and ongoing 

interactions need to build knowledge, confidence, and skills, and 

promote healthier financial behaviours.

The need for more 

flexible payment 

schedules

Work to improve the knowledge, skills and motivations of lower 

income groups is often frustrated by the lack of appropriate and 

affordable financial products available to them. This includes a lack 

of flexibility in payment schedules. Landlords, Councils and utility 

companies expect to receive regular instalments throughout the year, 

despite low income households facing fluctuations in income and 

spending pressures. This was a driver of credit use, often at high cost.

In line with these findings, the report recommended17 that “a number of pilot projects be 

established… [to] … test out how greater bill payment flexibility could be provided… [together 

with] … the financial capability interventions required to help people use this effectively.”

As the project’s findings emerged throughout 2016, we explored the options to establish a 

bill payment flexibility pilot and considered that focusing on social housing tenants offered the 

greatest potential for initial success. This was both because of the long-term nature of most 

social housing tenancies18, and because of the long-standing commitment in the sector to 

improving the financial health of tenants19. 

In-principle funding for a Rent-flex pilot was subsequently obtained from the Money Advice 

Service’s What Works Fund, and subsequent discussions with Housing Associations resulted in 

an agreement to deliver this in partnership with Optivo Housing Association20. 

17  Para 5.21, ‘Improving the financial health of low income groups’, Centre for Responsible Credit

18  In this respect, we considered that offering payment flexibility would potentially carry less risk for social landlords than, 
for example, energy companies where customers could switch provider more easily and leave with arrears on their 
account.

19  Many social landlords have been active in the field of financial inclusion for over a decade. For example, a baseline 
survey of around 900 social housing landlords conducted by the Chartered Institute of Housing in 2009 found that 
over 65 percent of these either had a financial inclusion strategy in place or had one in development.

20  The initial agreement was with Amicus Horizon, but this merged with Viridian, to become Optivo Housing Association 
shortly after the project was initiated.
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THEORY OF CHANGE
As part of the application process for Money Advice Service funding we proceeded to develop 

a theory of change for the project. This has the following components:

 Offering Rent-flex will improve tenant engagement because:

 –  Rent-flex is easy to understand and provides tenants with a tangible benefit 

without inferring that they have poor money management skills;

 This engagement can be used to improve tenant finances because: 

 –  The on-boarding process provides an opportunity to deliver budgeting support 

and other help for tenants to maximise their income and reduce living costs;

 Housing Association staff and tenants can agree a personalised schedule of 

rent payments, which:

 –  Anticipates major financial ‘pinch-points’ in the year ahead;

 –  Provides tenants with additional liquidity at these times by accepting lower than 

normal rent payments; and

 –  Enables tenants to make up their rent payments over other months in the year 

when their finances are less stretched.

 The personalised schedule of rent payments:

 –  Makes it easier for tenants to pay their rent, without recourse to credit use and 

without cuts to living standards;

 –  Makes it easier for people to build up savings; and

 –  Improves their overall well-being (for example, by reducing stress and anxiety 

about money).
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 This also has benefits for the landlord. These are:

 –  Improved overall rent payment performance because tenants are financially better 

off, and

 –  Reduced rent collection costs because tenants will be more likely to pro-actively 

report any financial difficulties arising from other unpredictable events that they 

experience over the course of the year. 

PROJECT ACTIVITIES
Because Rent-flex was a new initiative, the project took time to develop the processes 

required to operationalise the scheme. The main processes were:

 Working with Optivo to understand their current income recovery procedures and 

exploring how an offer of Rent-flex could be provided to a sub-group of tenants on a 

pilot basis within these;

 Establishing the target group;

 Developing the on-boarding procedures;

 Developing the Rent-flex brand and marketing strategy;

 Recruiting tenants to the scheme;

 Delivering Rent-flex and providing ongoing support to tenants on the scheme; and

 Evaluating the scheme.

Our evaluation of the scheme has included an outcomes evaluation; a process evaluation and 

research into possible methods for future cost-benefit evaluation.
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3. EVALUATION METHODS
The main fieldwork and data gathering to inform this evaluation report took place from 

December 2018 through to the end of the February 2019, and involved:

 Obtaining rent payment performance data from Optivo for all tenants in the scheme. 

This data covered the period for the year prior to their entry onto the scheme; their full 

year on Rent-flex and for any subsequent months through to the end of February 2019. 

It should be noted that the number of post Rent-flex months varied for each tenant, 

depending on when they had been on-boarded to the scheme21;

 Obtaining customer contact records and notes of actions taken by Income officers from 

Optivo’s CRM system. This information covered the period for six months prior to the 

tenant’s entry onto the scheme, and for their year on the scheme; and

 In-depth telephone interviews conducted with forty-one tenants (a response rate of 

70%). These interviews were used to obtain qualitative data concerning their experience 

of using the scheme; the impacts that this has had on their well-being; and their views 

concerning possible future developments. The interviews were conducted after tenants 

had completed a full year on the scheme (in either December 2018 or February 2019). 

The interviews were conducted by CfRC Associates and were therefore independent 

of the Optivo delivery team.

Data from the above three sources was then analysed by CfRC in March and April 2019.

21  Tenants were on-boarded at different points from June to December 2017. The evaluation activities then took place 
from December 2018 through to February 2019. This included gathering rent payment performance data to end of 
February 2019. As a result, the number of months of post Rent-flex payment data available to us differs according to 
each tenant’s start date on the scheme. For some this is as many as seven months but for others as few as two. 
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4. OUTCOMES 
EVALUATION
Our outcomes evaluation primarily sought to determine whether the Rent-flex pilot improved 

the ability of tenants to manage their money effectively and pay their rent. However, and in line 

with our theory of change, this gave rise to the following supplementary questions:

 How did tenants use Rent-flex, and did this improve their financial well-being?

 Did the scheme improve the landlord-tenant relationship and lead to more pro-active 

contact by tenants experiencing financial problems over the year ; and

 If so, did this reduce the need for more intensive debt collection activity by the landlord?

To answer these questions, we combined our quantitative and qualitative data to segment 

the tenants according to their observed change in rent payment performance and explored 

variations in the customer experience of tenants before, during, and to a more limited extent, 

after, the scheme.
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BOX 1: ABOUT THE TENANTS

The pilot recruited fifty-nine tenants who had not previously been in contact with Optivo’s 

Money Matters service. These were recruited from a pool of 129 tenants who had responded 

positively to an e-mail survey about financial problems and who were subsequently offered the 

opportunity to trial Rent-flex. Further details concerning the recruitment process can be found 

in section five (‘Process Evaluation’).

Tenants were recruited from across London (37%), East Sussex (34%) and Kent (29%). Just 

under two-thirds (62%) of tenants in the pilot were single parents, with the remainder in 

couple households. They were all working-age, and all but one of them contained someone 

in employment at the point of entry to the scheme. Over half (58%) of the employment for 

single parents was full-time, and in over three-quarters (77%) of couple households at least 

one partner was on a full-time basis. One of the female single parents in the scheme was self-

employed.

The age range of tenants is as set out in figure 1, below.

Figure 1: Rent-flex tenants by age group
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Tenants in the pilot were overwhelmingly within the ages of 25 and 54 years old. There were 

just four tenants aged over 55, and only two aged under 25. 

In line with the eligibility criteria for the pilot, all households contained dependent children. 

The median number of children per household was two, and the median age of children was 

between five and ten years old.
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Average (mean) rent arrears for the group over the 12 months preceding their entry onto 

the Rent-flex trial were £214 and in the month prior to entry on the scheme this was £204. 

However, there were significant variations from this, with the full distribution of rent account 

balances in the month prior to tenants entering the scheme set out in figure 2, below.

Figure 2: Distribution of Rent Account Balances, month preceding entry onto Rent-flex
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As can be seen from the column on the far right of the figure, seven tenants had rent arrears 

in excess of the £500 eligibility limit at the time of starting on Rent-flex, and four of these 

had rent arrears of over £700. Two of these tenants had rent arrears of just over £900. The 

decision to offer the Rent-flex scheme to tenants with such large levels of arrears was taken 

by Optivo based on their knowledge of the underlying causes of these and the work that the 

Financial Inclusion Officer was undertaking with them to address their financial difficulties as 

part of the on-boarding process. 

At the other end of the distribution, twelve tenants were in credit on their rent accounts at the 

time of starting on Rent-flex. Eleven of these tenants had experienced payment problems at 

some point over the previous 12 months and therefore met the eligibility criteria for Rent-flex. 

The remaining tenant was a new tenant with a previous history of financial difficulties, and it 

was considered appropriate to offer Rent-flex to her. 

Finally, the ‘core’ eligible group consisted of forty tenants who were in rent arrears of up to 

£500 at the point of entry onto the Rent-flex scheme. Ten of these had rent arrears of under 

£100; a further twelve had arrears of between £100 and £300; and eighteen tenants had 

arrears between £300 and £500 
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SEGMENTATION BY RENT 
PAYMENT PERFORMANCE
To segment the tenants according to their rent payment performance, we compared their 

starting rent account balance (i.e. the rent account balance when they entered the scheme) 

with their balance twelve months later.

This resulted in five sub-groups being identified (figure 3, below).

Figure 3: Segmentation of Rent-flexers by level of year on year change in their rent account balances
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The five sub-groups identified from this exercise are:

 Significant Improvers: For nine tenants (15%) there was a significant improvement 

in their rent account balance compared to the year prior to joining the scheme. On 

average, these tenants were £337 in arrears immediately prior to starting Rent-flex. 

However, by the end of their year in the scheme this group had an average credit 

balance of £4. The average improvement in this group was therefore £341;

 Improvers: A further twelve tenants (20%) also improved their rent account balances 

compared to the year prior to joining the scheme, but to a lesser extent. On average 

these tenants were £90 in arrears immediately prior to starting Rent-flex. By the end 

of the year on the scheme the average level of arrears reduced to £18. The average 

improvement in this group was therefore £72.
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 Slower to benefit: This group contains nine tenants (15%) whose rent account 

balances deteriorated over the year by up to £150. The average deterioration in the 

rent account balance was £69. However, as noted later in this report, this was caused by 

temporary income shocks, and the scheme has worked well for most of these tenants 

with improvements in rent payment performance feeding through since the scheme 

ended.

 Strugglers: This group comprises eighteen tenants (30%) who recorded 

deteriorations in their rent account balances arrears of between £150 and £500. 

This was caused by major income shocks in most cases.   Whilst some of the group 

has subsequently recovered from these, others have continued to face problems. On 

average, the rent account balance of these tenants deteriorated by £296 as at the end 

of the scheme.

 In long-term difficulties: This group comprises eleven tenants (18%) whose rent 

accounts deteriorated by more than £500 over the course of the year. In some cases, 

the deterioration in rent account balance was significantly higher than this, and in three 

cases was greater than £1,000. As we proceed to report in further detail, many of 

these tenants were in severe financial difficulty and/or had very insecure incomes at the 

time of on-boarding and were impacted by either frequent or severe income shocks. 

Nevertheless, even within this group there are examples of the scheme delivering 

improvements in financial well-being and fostering improved relationships between the 

tenant and the landlord.

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCES
For each of these five sub-groups, we then looked in more detail at their rent payment 

performance for the year prior to their entry onto Rent-flex and for their year on the scheme, 

and brought this together with: 

 An analysis of Optivo CRM system entries for tenants covering the period from six 

months prior to starting on Rent-flex and throughout their year on the scheme. In total 

there are around 2,300 such entries on Optivo’s CRM system for the tenants over this 

period; and

 Analysis of our in-depth qualitative interviews with forty-one tenants at the end of the 

scheme.
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This has provided us with considerable insight into how the different starting points of tenants; 

the levels of support provided to them; their uses of Rent-flex, and any changes in circumstance 

that they experienced over the year, affected their overall rent payment performance. 

We now present our findings for each of the sub-groups in turn and then summarise the 

overall outcomes of the scheme in this section’s conclusion on page 55.

‘SIGNIFICANT IMPROVERS’
These nine tenants all improved their rent account balance by at least £150 over the course of 

their year on the Rent-flex scheme, and the average was much higher than this, at £341.

Figure 4, below, illustrates this group’s average rent payment performance both in the year 

prior to entry onto Rent-flex and throughout their time on the scheme.

Figure 4: Average Monthly Rent Account Balance of ‘Significant Improver’ Group
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EXPERIENCES PRIOR TO RENT-FLEX 

Twelve months prior to starting on Rent-flex (month 1 in the chart above) the tenants in this 

group had average rent arrears of £249, and there was a further deterioration in rent payment 

performance seven months prior to their entry onto the Rent-flex scheme (month 5 in the 

chart above). At this point these tenants owed an average of £425. It is notable that month 5 

coincided with the Christmas/ New Year period for two-thirds of the tenants in this group22.

There was then an improvement in rent payment performance across the group through to 

month 10 (i.e. two months prior to Rent-flex starting). This coincides with April and May 2017 

22  Because tenants joined the scheme at different points in the year, the months on the graph are not the same calendar 
months for all tenants.
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for six of the tenants in the group. The average rent account balance at this point was about 

£200 in arrears. 

Unfortunately, this positive trend was then reversed in the months immediately prior to Rent-

flex, when average rent arrears for the group rose to £337. This coincides with June and July 

for six tenants in the group.

Optivo’s CRM records also indicate that there were specific problems for two tenants in the 

group at this point:

 A tenant who had previously held two part-time jobs, left one of these and increased 

her hours at the other. Whilst the overall impact on her wages was minimal this led to 

problems with her Housing Benefit claim which took around a month to resolve; and 

 In another case the tenant’s car broke down and needed repairing, which took priority 

over her rent payments.

ONBOARDING TO RENT-FLEX

The on-boarding process for the Rent-flex scheme provided some direct financial benefit to all 

members of this group, although these were generally of low value (for definitions see box 2, 

below): 

 Six of the tenants were helped to reduce their water charges; find better fuel deals, and/

or given other advice on cutting costs such as by changing mobile phone tariffs; and

 Three of the tenants received moderate value financial benefits from the on-boarding 

process: including help to obtain a grant to replace a broken washing machine and help 

for a male single parent to sort out his benefits following a suspension of his Universal 

Credit claim:

“The Money Matters team helped me out. Being a single parent it’s hard to find a job

that fits around the kids. The Jobcentre found me one but it turned out to be cash in hand

so I couldn’t get payslips and they wanted that to calculate my benefits. I had to leave

the job after four weeks and find another and I was on and off benefits. The Jobcentre

admitted it was their fault and they shouldn’t have sent me for the cash in hand job.

Anyway, we got that sorted out when Rent-flex was set up.”
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BOX 2: MONEY MATTERS SUPPORT DURING THE ON-
BOARDING PROCESS

As part of the project’s on-boarding process, tenants were provided with:

 Help with any current financial problems;

 Budgeting advice; and

 Assistance to identify when they needed to flex their rent payments over the course of 

the year and by how much. 

This help was provided by a Financial Inclusion Officer from Optivo’s Money Matters Team 

who was seconded to the Rent-flex project through to January 2018. 

In total, the support provided by the Financial Inclusion Officer delivered direct financial 

benefits for forty-two tenants (71%) with a value of just over £70,000. However, the specific 

interventions and outcomes achieved for each of these tenants varied considerably.

Throughout this report we refer to the direct financial benefits delivered to tenants in three ways: 

 Low value interventions are defined as having a value of up to £200, and included 

emergency grants for food, fuel or clothing; help to change mobile phone tariffs, or to 

move onto social tariffs for water and fuel charges;

 Moderate value interventions had a value of between £200 and £500, and as well as 

including some of the small value interventions included help for people to claim benefit 

entitlements, and obtain discounted travel passes (worth around £400 per year).

 High value interventions had a value of over £500, and as well as the above could 

include grants to clear water debts, backdating of benefits, Discretionary Housing 

Payments and other local welfare payments. 

We also report qualitative findings concerning the importance of budgeting support.

BUDGETING SUPPORT FOR ‘SIGNIFICANT IMPROVERS’

The limited value of the direct financial benefits obtained for this group indicates that most 

were reasonably on top of their financial situation at the time of entry to the scheme. This is 

reinforced by the fact that most of the group did not require much budgeting advice during 

the on-boarding process. These tenants described the on-boarding process as ‘quick and easy’. 
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However, there were two cases where the budgeting support provided by Money Matters was 

more in-depth. 

 For one tenant – where rent payment problems stemmed from fluctuations in income 

due to the tenant undertaking a degree and not receiving student finance in the 

Summer holidays – a more detailed discussion was needed about how the scheme 

could be used to smooth out her income over the year. 

 In another case, the tenant – although in credit on her account – had been using her 

savings to pay the rent which was causing her considerable stress and anxiety.

USES OF RENT-FLEX AND IMPACTS ON WELL-BEING

The average amount of rent that tenants in this group could flex over the year was around 

£300. This was determined by the level of rent which they were directly responsible for paying 

(i.e. their gross rent liability less any amount of Housing Benefit payments being made direct 

from the local authority to the landlord). 

Two of the tenants from this group, both of whom joined the scheme in August 2017, chose to 

underpay on their rent immediately. One of these was the tenant who had been impacted by 

student financing. The other tenant had had her Housing Benefit suspended and was struggling 

to cope with the costs of looking after her children in the Summer Holidays. She had appealed 

against the suspension of her Housing Benefit claim – which was based on a mistake about her 

partner’s earnings – but this took six weeks to get resolved.

“I had a big battle with Housing Benefits who had suspended my claim. At the time, 

Rent-flex was perfect for me. It helped me to catch up with my other bills, and because 

it was the school holidays, we were able to go out a bit. But I used it mostly to catch up 

with bills. I’d been trying to juggle them around. I’d been doing my best to pay the rent 

and Council Tax, but I was behind with my water and the phone bill. When I spoke to 

Optivo about it, they could see I was in the right and Housing Benefits had got it wrong. I’d 

provided them with the evidence. The assessor had got it completely wrong.”

This tenant reported that without Rent-flex she would have had to get into debt pending the 

appeal. Being able to underpay on her rent immediately after joining the scheme also meant 

that she could eat more healthily, and it took away some of her worries about buying school 

uniforms for the children: 
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“Because of the Housing Benefit problems Optivo had been chasing me for the rent, and 

they were asking for extra payments that I couldn’t afford. I would definitely have ended 

up in debt if they hadn’t let me Rent-flex. I was also able to budget for my shopping more, 

which included much more healthy options, and I was able to not worry too much about 

uniform costs and things because I had the pressure taken off. I’ve got three little ones to 

buy for, so it can be expensive!”

Although the above two tenants utilised the scheme’s facility to make immediate 

underpayments, most of this group overpaid for around two months prior to taking their 

agreed payment breaks. 

This is reflected in figure 4, above, which shows average rent arrears amongst this group falling 

to around £150 through to month fourteen, and then increasing – as tenants underpaid by 

agreement - to £270 in month seventeen. This coincides with December and January 2018 for 

six of the tenants in this group, and it is notable that this average level of rent arrears is about 

£150 (35%) lower than the year previously (month 5).

Two of the tenants in the group who used the scheme to help them through Christmas and 

the New Year period told us the additional liquidity this provided was used to buy presents for 

their children and heat their homes:

“I used it to help out at Christmas: just to buy the kids some presents, and I was also able 

to put a bit of extra on the electric and gas.” 

One of these tenants also stated that the scheme helped her to smooth out household 

income over the Christmas period:

“My partner is self-employed, and when he doesn’t work then he doesn’t get paid. Over 

Christmas he doesn’t get paid for two weeks, so we end up in rent arrears. We used 

Rent-flex to manage that.”

This tenant also used the scheme to pay for the renewal of her partner’s car insurance in 

October, whilst another, who had originally planned to use the scheme during the school 

holidays and at Christmas changed her dates when the car needed repairs:

“I originally wanted to use it to help with the school holidays and Christmas, but then the 

car failed its MOT and I need it for work, so I rang Optivo and we agreed that I could 

bring my underpayment forwards and use it to pay for the repairs.”
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Tenants in this group who underpaid in the summer months used the scheme to help meet 

the cost of looking after children during the school holidays; to pay for school uniforms or 

children’s clothing more generally:

“The kids always need new clothes and shoes, or they’ve destroyed something. They’re like 

a three-man demolition team. Having that extra [over the summer] meant we could afford 

things for them.”

Regardless of the specific uses to which the Rent-flex was put there was a general view that 

it reduced the need for people to borrow where they might have done so previously. As one 

tenant put it:

“No one specific thing got better. It just generally made life a little bit easier. It’s easier to 

meet any unexpected expenses, not so much of a panic. I didn’t have to go to a payday 

loan company, so I’m not paying silly interest.”

And another told us that not only had the scheme meant she no longer had to borrow from 

their parents, but she had also been able to convert some of the additional liquidity into savings 

to help meet the cost of unexpected emergencies:

“Before Rent-flex quite I regularly had to ask my mum to grab us some shopping, or I was 

borrowing money from my mum and dad for one of the kids. Now, I can’t remember the 

last time I asked them for money. The amount we could flex was quite a lot – nearly £500 

– so we were able to put some of that away. Then if anything breaks, we have got some 

money aside.”

Finally, another tenant told us that using the scheme helped her feel more confident and in 

control with her finances:

“I’m a lot more confident now. I think it was feeling on top of things, feeling more in 

control, with the flexibility. It’s made me much more organised. I was always a bit sporadic 

before.”

CHANGES OF CIRCUMSTANCE WHILST ON THE SCHEME

After six months into the scheme, average rent arrears for the group reduced to £180 but 

the following month saw a deterioration in this figure to £202. This was caused by negative 

changes of circumstance experienced by two tenants:
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 In one case - the same person who had previously won a Housing Benefit appeal – 

the tenant was informed that her Housing Benefit had been reduced again: this time 

because the local authority thought that her son was no longer in full-time education, 

although he had started attending a college and she was still in receipt of Child Benefit 

for him. This took two months to resolve, but eventually a backdated payment for the 

arrears was made.

 In the second case, the tenant’s daughter turned 18 and this led to a non-dependent 

deduction from her Housing Benefit. The tenant had also had her working hours cut. A 

month later her daughter was involved in a car accident and was hospitalised. This led to 

her taking a lot of time off work to visit her daughter in hospital, and she also incurred 

a lot of hospital parking charges. The tenant then experienced further problems 

with her Housing Benefit claim when her daughter returned home from hospital the 

following month, and two months after that her workplace closed and she was made 

redundant. Despite these problems the tenant stayed in contact with Optivo and the 

Money Matters team was able to provide ongoing help, by securing food packages and 

providing fuel vouchers whilst her daughter was in hospital. They also helped her to 

apply for a Discretionary Housing Payment which eventually cleared the arrears that 

had built up on her account during this time.

POSITIVE CHANGES OF CIRCUMSTANCE

The average rent account balance for this group of tenants moved into credit nine months 

into the Rent-flex scheme (month 21 on figure 4, above). This is a considerable success, but 

the question arises as to how far this achievement can be attributed to the scheme itself or 

whether other, positive, changes of circumstance contributed to this.

To explore this in further detail we looked at the performance of each of the individual rent 

accounts within the group. Figure 5, below, provides details of the starting balance of each 

individual tenant’s rent account and their balance at the end of the scheme. 
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Figure 5: Annual improvement in rent account balance, individual tenants in the group
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To determine the extent to which the improvement in these rent account balances could be 

attributed to the Rent-flex scheme we examined Optivo’s customer contact records for each 

tenant and used our qualitative interviews to identify any relevant changes of circumstance 

which may have impacted on their payment performance. In total, we interviewed eight of the 

nine tenants in this group.

As can be seen, tenants 1, 2, and 3 in this group started with rent arrears of over £400:

 Tenant 1 started with rent arrears of £600 and reduced these over the year to 

£422, an improvement of 29%. We have interviewed this tenant and there have been 

no other changes of circumstance which account for this improvement. In fact, she 

continues to experience significant financial problems, and is considerably in debt. She 

was able to flex about £450 of rent payments and used the scheme to help her furnish 

and decorate her home and pay for Christmas and birthday presents for her children 

without her needing to borrow further. However, further intervention with this tenant 

is needed. This includes the possible further use of Rent-flex, as she has identified that 

if she were to go back on the scheme then she could use this to cut her travel to work 

costs.

 Tenant 2 started with rent arrears of £500 but reduced these to just £14 after a year 

on Rent-flex. We have not been able to interview this tenant. However, Optivo’s CRM 

records indicate that most of the arrears were cleared by a Discretionary Housing 
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Payment which was awarded to her in September 2017 – one month after starting on 

the scheme. Despite some further changes to her circumstances over the course of 

the year (involving a change of employment and some issues with Housing Benefit) the 

tenant successfully maintained her Rent-flex agreement from that point. This provided 

for her to underpay on her rent for two weeks in November and two weeks in 

December, providing her with a total ‘flex’ in these months of £160. Her rent account 

indicates that she has paid this same amount back over the year. As a result, we cannot 

directly attribute any reduction in rent arrears on this account to the Rent-flex scheme, 

although she has clearly used it effectively.

 Tenant 3 started with a similar level of arrears (£488) and reduced these to £166 

after 12 months on the scheme. We have interviewed this tenant and we also checked 

Optivo’s CRM records, but could identify no positive changes of circumstance over the 

year that could account for this improvement in rent payment performance. The tenant 

started on the scheme in June 2017, and flexed a total of £485, and the only major 

change in her financial circumstances occurred in August 2018 – after the end of the 

Rent-flex scheme – when her partner stopped self-employed trading to take up a full-

time job.

Conducting the same exercise for the six other tenants in this group we identified three cases 

where the level of attribution for improved performance could be called into question:

 The first of these was tenant 5 – whose daughter had been hospitalised. In this case 

the arrears were largely cleared by a Discretionary Housing Payment. However, as 

previously mentioned this was obtained as a result of the support provided by the 

Money Matters service, and it is unlikely that she would have accessed this were it not 

for her involvement with Rent-flex:

“I didn’t have anything to do with Optivo before Rent-flex, but since starting on the 

scheme they have been a big part of my life. They are human at the end of the line. They’ve 

got a good team.”

 The second of these was tenant 7 – who won her Housing Benefit appeal. In this case 

£330 of her outstanding rent arrears of £421 was cleared by a backdated payment 

of Housing Benefit in March 2018. However, the tenant was able to avoid getting into 

debt pending the appeal because of Rent-flex, and this has helped her to clear £70 
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from the outstanding arrears of £91 in her final four months of the scheme. Although 

it is impossible to know precisely what would have happened had Rent-flex not helped 

her meet her bills pending the appeal, we consider that a deterioration in her finances 

would have been likely.

 Finally, tenant 9, who started with a credit balance of £199 and who increased this to 

£615 by the end of the scheme told us:

“I was doing Rent-flex before they offered me Rent-flex. I was paying extra before, so 

that I didn’t have to pay in December anyway. They just formalised everything for me with 

the scheme. Previously, I was paying about £30-40 a month extra anyway. I just pay the 

same amount every month, and then when it comes to December, I just don’t pay rent, 

and I’ve been doing that for years.”

Taking these findings into account, we therefore made cautious estimates of the extent to 

which the observed improvement in rent payment performance could be attributed to the 

Rent-flex scheme. These estimates and the sum of rent payment gains achieved by Rent-flex 

for the group are set out in table 2, below.

TABLE 2: ESTIMATED RENT-FLEX IMPACT ON 
‘SIGNIFICANT IMPROVER’ RENT ACCOUNT 
BALANCES

Tenant Change in rent account (£) Estimated attribution (%) Rent-flex effect (£)

1 178 100 178

2 486 0 0

3 372 100 372

4 336 100 336

5 294 66 194

6 390 100 390

7 260 25 65

8 340 100 340

9 416 0 0

Total 3072  1875

We therefore estimate that of the total improvement of £3,072 observed for the rent 

accounts of this group of tenants, approximately £1875 (61%) can be directly attributed to the 

Rent-flex scheme. This is an average of £208 per tenant in the group.
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CONTACT WITH OPTIVO OVER THE COURSE OF THE 
SCHEME

Reviewing the CRM records of tenant contact for the six months prior to the scheme, we 

found a low level of engagement with this group. Just twelve outbound contact attempts 

(phone calls and visits) were attempted during this period (an average of 0.25 per tenant per 

month), and only one third of these were successful. In-bound contacts were higher, but still 

low: just twenty-one, an average of 0.4 per tenant per month.

During the year of the Rent-flex scheme, the level of outbound contact attempts rose to 

forty (an average of 0.41 per tenant) and the success rate also rose to just over 50%. Most 

of this outbound contact was made with just two tenants: the tenant whose daughter was 

hospitalised and the tenant pursuing a Housing Benefit appeal. 

For these two tenants with more complex needs, the level of outbound contact doubled (from 

an average of 0.83 attempted contacts per tenant per month to an average of 1.6) and the 

success rate of these attempts also improved significantly (from 20% to 63%). In-bound contact 

also increased, but only slightly – from an average of 0.6 to 0.75 such contacts per tenant per 

month. Our interviews with these tenants indicate that they valued the support they received 

from Optivo:

The tenant whose daughter had been hospitalised told us:

“I had real difficulties and was having to take lots of time off work to visit my daughter in 

hospital. Optivo were brilliant. I had no problem calling them to let them know what was 

going on and they really went out of their way to help me.” 

And the tenant who won her appeal against her Housing Benefit decision, but who then faced 

further problems with non-dependent deductions, told us that she had improved her level of 

contact with Optivo as a result:

“Winning that battle with Housing Benefit felt great. I had to do it again the following 

year too, but it gave me the confidence to go through it. I kept in touch with Optivo the 

second time. I’ve got quite a good relationship with them now.”

Disregarding these two tenants, outbound contact attempts remained roughly the same (at 

an average of 0.23 per tenant per month) as did the success rate (35%). However, the level of 

inbound contact also fell for these tenants from an average of 0.4 to just 0.12 per tenant per 

month. This probably reflects the fact that seven out of the nine tenants in the group required 

very little further assistance once on-boarded onto the scheme.
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‘IMPROVERS’
There were twelve tenants who improved their rent account balance whilst on the Rent-flex 

scheme, but where this improvement was less than £150. The overall average improvement 

was £72. Figure 6, below, provides further detail of this group’s rent payment performance.

Figure 6: Monthly rent account balance of ‘Improver’ group, before and during Rent-flex
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EXPERIENCES PRIOR TO RENT-FLEX 

Twelve months prior to the start of Rent-flex, these tenants were, on average, £340 in arrears. 

There was then considerable improvement in arrears levels through to month five (seven 

months prior to Rent-flex) when the average stood at £138. However, this was followed by a 

slight deterioration in months six through to eight when arrears levels increased to £189. For 

five tenants in this group, this coincided with the Christmas and New Year period.

There was then an improvement in rent payment performance in the following months. This 

was despite some tenants experiencing problems. Looking at the CRM records, four tenants 

experienced problems with their Housing Benefit claims. Claims were suspended for two 

tenants, and the others started to have overpayments recovered. In addition to these, one 

tenant, with whom no contact could be made and against whom court action was initiated, 

saw their rent arrears increase from £157 to £636.

However, the remaining eight tenants improved their rent account balances over this period by 

an average of £105. This therefore partially offset the growth in rent arrears observed on the 

other accounts. 

The Housing Benefit problems for tenants were also resolved within a month to six weeks, 

and the tenant facing court action made a significant payment to reduce her arrears to £170. 
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As a result, the average level of rent arrears amongst this group fell to £77 in month 10 

(two months prior to Rent-flex starting). There were few changes in payment levels over the 

following two months, and the average level of rent arrears when tenants started the scheme 

stood at £90.

ONBOARDING TO RENT-FLEX

Three of the tenants in the ‘Improver Group’ benefitted from high value interventions during 

the Rent-flex on-boarding process. 

 These included the tenant who had been subject to the start of court action in the 

preceding months. This tenant - a fifty-year old single parent with a ten-year old child 

- had been experiencing problems with her health and had left her job as a cook in 

a care home. She had built up a high level of arrears on her water charges and was 

constantly overdrawn with her bank. She was also struggling to feed herself and her 

daughter properly. The Money Matters team helped her to obtain a charitable grant 

to clear over £1,000 of water charges, and she also benefitted from a social tariff 

which then capped these at £150 per year. In addition, she was helped to apply for a 

£250 grant for a new fridge freezer and was provided with emergency fuel and food 

vouchers. Finally, the Money Matters team referred her for support to find alternative 

employment, and the tenant was able to take up a job as a hair stylist shortly afterwards.

“They did an excellent job for me. I didn’t know that something like that would happen 

from Optivo!”

 In another case, a single parent’s Housing Benefit claim had been suspended because 

her son had turned sixteen even though he was remaining in full-time education. The 

Money Matters team provided food and fuel vouchers worth around £100 to help with 

immediate needs and were then able to help get Housing Benefit back in payment. They 

also helped the tenant obtain a discounted travel pass for her son, worth £400 for the year, 

and secured a grant to help meet the cost of his lunches and to buy books for his course.

 In the third case, the tenant was helped to obtain a charitable grant to clear £470 of 

water charges; moved onto a social tariff and provided with a further grant of £200 

to help pay for a new washing machine. She was also provided with help to set up 

payment plans for her fuel debts.

In addition to these high value interventions, a further two tenants were helped to obtain 

moderate financial benefits through the on-boarding process:
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 One of these was having high levels of deductions made from her ongoing Housing 

Benefit and Council Tax Support in respect of previous overpayments, and the Money 

Matters Team were able to reduce these as well as move her onto a social tariff for her 

water charges;

 The other tenant was helped to backdate her Council Tax Support claim and to obtain 

a Warm Home Discount to reduce her fuel bills.

BUDGETING SUPPORT

These five tenants also received help with budgeting, and told us how this had helped them 

regain control over their finances:

“Before I went onto Rent-flex I was running out of money most of the time. Now, I’m 

more in control. My circumstances have not really changed but going onto Rent-Flex 

taught me a lesson. I’ve managed to cut costs a bit, for example by getting rid of Sky and 

I’m budgeting better.”

However, seven of the tenants in this group received no or low value interventions during the 

on-boarding phase. Most of these told us that they hadn’t really needed any help to set up 

their Rent-flex agreement and did not require budgeting support. There were two exceptions 

to this, with one tenant appreciative of the budgeting advice that she received but another 

indicating that more help would have been beneficial:

[Setting up Rent-flex] was easy: no stress. They also gave me some information about 

how to get my water charges capped but the forms were too much for me and I gave up

with that.”

USES OF RENT-FLEX AND IMPACTS ON WELL-BEING

Although the on-boarding process delivered significant benefits for five tenants in this 

group, the average level of rent arrears in the group deteriorated in the first three months 

of the Rent-flex scheme (see figure 6, above). This was entirely because nine of the tenants 

(75%) chose to underpay on their rent accounts in these months as part of their Rent-flex 

agreements. 

The average amount of flex provided to tenants in the Improver group was £419, but the 

overall average increase in rent arrears amongst this group during the first three months of the 

scheme is less than this amount due to individual variations from this average.
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Six of the tenants underpaying in the first three months were recruited in October and 

November 2017. All these tenants chose to underpay quickly to help them meet the cost of 

Christmas/ New Year. 

One of these tenants told us that the scheme came at just the right time:

“At the time of being approached about Rent-flex I was in credit on my account, but it 

wasn’t much, and I was struggling with other bills. So, I was in credit, but not a full month’s 

worth of credit. I chose to under-pay initially, and then catch up over the year. I used it to 

get stuff for the kids for Christmas. Things were a bit tight, because I had the energy bills 

on Direct Debit, but I didn’t have any surplus to get the kids anything. So that was the right 

time. It was easy to stick to the agreement. It was for eleven months, and I’ve finished that 

now. I’m in credit now. I’m a month ahead.” 

Another, who was in low level arrears before joining the scheme, was more specific about the 

way in which Rent-flex helped her at this time of year :

“It’s a good scheme for families…for single parents. Everyone struggles at some point and 

if you’ve got the opportunity to miss a couple of weeks and catch up through the year 

that’s good. I used it at Christmas and split the amount I had extra in my pocket between 

a number of things. I overpaid on some bills, so I didn’t have to worry about those in the 

New Year, and I did a lot of food shopping – bulk-buying which is cheaper.”

Another of these tenants told us that Christmas ‘simply wouldn’t have happened’ without Rent-

flex, whilst a fourth indicated that she would probably have got into debt had she not been on 

the scheme:

“I used it to buy Christmas presents for the three kids, plus my daughter’s birthday in 

January. It also helped with bills, especially heating. I had to take out a loan from Provident 

in January the year before and would have probably ended up doing that again. They turn 

up on your doorstep and just hand you a wad of cash. And it’s just so easy. I must have 

paid back double what I borrowed. But it was easy. They still send me texts and letters. 

Margaret, the Provident woman, texts me from a new company now and wants to offer 

new loans. They pick on people on lower incomes, it’s awful.” 

The remaining six tenants in this group joined the scheme in the summer months. Three of 

these elected to underpay within three months. We have interviewed two of these tenants. 

One of the tenants used it to help with cost of buying a school uniform for her daughter and 

told us that without the scheme she would have had to take out credit for this:
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“My daughter was moving up to secondary school and I used Rent-flex to pay for her 

school uniform. That month I avoided borrowing. They also helped me reduce my water 

charges and gave me some budgeting advice, which has been a long-lasting help.”

The second of these tenants was in considerable financial problems. She initially underpaid on 

the rent account so that she could clear a credit agreement, and then used the scheme to help 

her meet the cost of Christmas.

The final three tenants in the group elected to over-pay for at least three months prior to 

using the underpayment facility. We have interviewed two of these tenants. One of these told 

us that she took a break from her rent payments at Christmas, but as she had had a promotion 

at work earlier in the month, she had not really needed to use the extra money:

“We had a month’s free rent in December, but we weren’t really struggling at the time. So, 

we used our own money to buy presents, we didn’t touch it, and paid it back in January.”

The second tenant told us that although she had expected to use the scheme to help pay for 

Christmas presents for her children, her grandmother died, and she instead used the money to 

travel to Africa for the funeral in January. 

CHANGES OF CIRCUMSTANCE WHILST ON THE SCHEME

Average rent account balances for the group steadily improved after the initial periods of 

underpayment and the tenants were, on average, just £18 in arrears by the time the Rent-flex 

scheme came to an end (see figure 6, above). 

However, there were some negative changes of circumstance that impacted individuals within 

the group.

For example, one of the tenants had to leave the scheme when she took on caring 

responsibilities for her grandchildren:

“I had to give up work because I needed to look after my grandchildren as they were 

under child protection. So, I had to go onto Income Support. And I had to take out loans 

because they had nothing: no beds or clothes. There has been no help from Social Services, 

even though they’re saving money because I have them.”

The CRM records for another tenant indicate that she had to take time off work due to illness 

and there were delays increasing her Housing Benefit entitlement. This meant that her rent 

arrears worsened after seven months on Rent-flex, but the problem was resolved by month 

eleven when a backdated payment brought the account back into line. 
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Nevertheless, in the final months of the scheme there appear to have been very few problems 

reported by most of the tenants in this group23. 

POSITIVE CHANGES OF CIRCUMSTANCES

We examined how far the improvement in rent arrears amongst this group could be 

attributed to the Rent-flex scheme or whether other, positive, changes of circumstance 

contributed to this.

To explore this further we looked at the performance of the individual rent accounts within 

the group (figure 7, below). 

Figure 7:Annual improvement in rent account balance, individual members of group
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We then looked at the qualitative information held on the CRM records or gained from our 

interviews with tenants to try to identify any positive changes of circumstance. In total, we 

interviewed ten out of the twelve tenants in the group.

 Tenant 1 told us that she had received a promotion at work and had not needed to 

use Rent-flex. She also told us that she and her partner were now “financially fine”. This 

is perhaps surprising given the high level of rent arrears on the account both before 

and during the Rent-flex scheme, but the tenant has since cleared these. As a result, we 

cannot attribute any improvement in this account to the Rent-flex scheme.

23  Just two further tenants experienced issues with their Housing Benefit claims, with one of these caused by her the 
tenant’s partner changing jobs.
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 Tenants 3 and 4 were not interviewed and although we cannot identify any positive 

changes of circumstance from their CRM records, we are not able to rule these out. We 

therefore cannot attribute any of the improvement in their rent payment performance 

to the Rent-flex scheme.

However, we are confident that there were no other positive changes of circumstance 

in respect of any of the other tenants which could account for their improvement in 

rent payment performance. In view of these findings, we estimate that 71% of the total 

improvement in rent payment performance for this group can be directly attributed to the 

Rent-flex scheme. This has a cash value of £617: an average of £51 for all tenants in the group.

CONTACT WITH OPTIVO OVER THE COURSE OF THE 
SCHEME

Reviewing the CRM records of tenant contact for the six months prior to the scheme, we 

found very low levels of attempted outbound contact. A total of fourteen such attempts were 

made for this group (an equivalent of 0.2 attempts per tenant per month). However, only four 

of these attempts were successful (29%). There was also very low inbound contact over the 

period (sixteen instances, or 0.22 per tenant per month).

During the period that the Rent-flex scheme was in place there was no contact whatever 

with five tenants and none was needed as they maintained their Rent-flex agreements with no 

difficulties.

For the other seven tenants in the group, outbound contact attempts rose to 20 (an average 

of 0.47 per tenant per month), and the success rate improved from 14% to 65%. The level of 

inbound contact also more than doubled, with 25 such contacts made (an average of 0.59 per 

tenant per month).

‘SLOWER TO BENEFIT’
Nine of the tenants in the pilot recorded a small deterioration in their rent payment 

performance over the year. These tenants started the scheme with average arrears of £62 but 

ended with average arrears of £131 (see figure 8, below). However, for the reasons given later 

in this section we consider that eight of the tenants in this group have, nevertheless, been able 

to use the scheme effectively and the arrears amongst this group have reduced further in the 

months since the scheme has ended. 
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Figure 8: Average Rent Account balance of ‘Slower to Benefit Group’, before and during Rent-flex
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EXPERIENCES PRIOR TO RENT-FLEX

In the year prior to the scheme this group of tenants were making progress in paying down 

their arrears until month 8 when their average level of arrears increased from just £16 to 

£170. This coincided with the start of the school summer holidays for five of the tenants in this 

group. We have looked at the CRM entries for this group but cannot identify any more specific 

reasons for the deterioration in rent account balances at this point.

There was then a large, and general, improvement in the group’s rent account balances the 

following month. This included three tenants moving into credit. The average rent account 

balance for the group then fluctuated between arrears of just £25 and £62, which was its level 

in the month immediately prior to the start of Rent-flex. 

ONBOARDING TO RENT-FLEX

Most of the tenants in this group therefore had a very low level of arrears (and three were 

in credit on their accounts) when they onboarded to the scheme. This is reflected in the fact 

that seven of the tenants received either no value (four tenants) or low value (three tenants) 

interventions during the Rent-flex on-boarding process. 

As was the case for the ‘Improver’ and ‘Significant Improver’ groups the tenants receiving low 

value interventions were mainly helped with water charges: in two cases an affordable payment 

plan was established to pay down an existing water debt. In the third case, help was given to 

reduce the level of recovery for a Tax Credits overpayment. Further to this, none of these 
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tenants indicated that they had had any need for budgeting support during the on-boarding 

process.

However, two of the tenants in this group received high value interventions during the on-

boarding process. In both cases, these received grants to pay off existing water debts of over 

£600 each - and were also moved onto a social tariff - and in one case the tenant was also 

referred to Optivo’s Community Development Service to help her find better paid employment.

USES OF RENT-FLEX AND IMPACTS ON WELL-BEING

The average level of flex for tenants in this group was £330. All tenants in this group elected 

to underpay on their rent account within three months of entering the scheme, and most did 

so within the first two months. This is reflected in the average arrears balance for the group 

increasing quickly to £359 (month 14 in figure 8 above).

Our interviews (conducted with six of the nine tenants) indicate that two of these used the 

scheme to help with the cost of Christmas and high heating costs during Winter ; and one of 

the tenants used it to pay for school uniforms. 

One of the tenants used it to replace a broken fridge-freezer instead of borrowing for this 

purpose:

“Normally, I would have just borrowed for it. But because of Rent-flex I didn’t have to. I 

thought ‘that’ll make it easier for me, I won’t have to borrow money’. When I did start 

paying it back it was just a bit extra on the weekly rent - so it worked out brilliantly for me.””

She also told us that being on Rent-flex had helped improve her budgeting skills and that she 

had then been able to communicate the need for further flexibility in rent payments to Optivo 

when she experienced a problem with her wages later in the year :

“Rent-flex helped me realise that I needed to budget properly. I wasn’t doing it very well 

before. But it pushed me to realise that I’ve got this payment break and I need to work out 

week by week how much I’ve got to spend. I had some issues with a new job sometimes 

paying me fortnightly and then switching to paying me monthly, but I spoke to Optivo and 

they said as long as you keep us informed it’s ok. They gave lots of support. I don’t have a 

bad word to say to be honest.”

Another tenant in this group told us that she used the scheme to smooth out her income over 

the year :

“I work in a college, so I take time off over Summer. I liked that it was flexible, and you 

could underpay at the time you need. It’s not everyone who wants to go rent free at 

Christmas. I used it like a savings scheme for my holiday.”
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This tenant also told us that Rent-flex had reduced her anxiety about money:

 “It definitely helped with every day bits and pieces. Things like taking the kids out for day 

trips and school stuff. I could also budget more for half term and so on. Before I would 

have worried, I don’t have the money, so I can’t do anything. In that sense it was really 

good.”

Finally, as with the one of the tenant’s in the Improver Group one of the tenants in this group 

also told us that the scheme was just formalising her previous behaviour:

“I’ve always done this anyway. I overpay through the year so I can have December off, so I 

was happy to join as a formal scheme.”

CHANGES OF CIRCUMSTANCE WHILST ON THE 
SCHEME

As with the previous groups, we looked in detail at the performance of each individual 

rent account and cross-referenced changes in the balance over the year with CRM data to 

determine the cause of any changes. We also spoke to six of the tenants in this group in our 

end of year qualitative interviews.

Figure 9, below, provides details of each tenant’s rent account balance when they started the 

Rent-flex scheme and at the end of the pilot.

Figure 9: Rent account balances at start and end of Rent-flex, ‘Slower to benefit’ group
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The qualitative data indicates that four of the tenants in this group experienced negative 

changes of circumstances which took some time to resolve.
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 Tenant 1 reported financial difficulties early in the year as a result of her partner’s 

unemployment. At that time, her partner was hoping to obtain self-employed work, but 

this does not appear to have happened. The relationship later broke down. This change 

in her circumstances led to her leaving one of her two part-time jobs, and she has 

struggled financially since.

 Tenant 2 reported that that her son was in hospital for a period of three months 

and she took a lot of time off work as a result. After her son returned home, she also 

reported problems with her employer paying her ‘sporadically’. As a result, she changed 

jobs and since then her rent arrears have reduced. Looking at the performance of the 

rent account for the five months since Rent-flex ended, the rent arrears have now 

halved and stand at £195.

 Tenant 3 had to take time off work as a result of illness, and on returning to work she 

changed her hours. She subsequently arranged her payments so that she paid half of the 

amount originally agreed in one month and double in the next. The level of arrears on 

the account five months after the end of the Rent-flex scheme had significantly reduced, 

to £120.

 Tenant 5 reported that her finances were impacted by her partner starting a new job, 

which led to the suspension of her Housing Benefit claim. This appears to have been 

resolved and five months after the end of the Rent-flex scheme her arrears on the 

account had reduced to £76. 

However, we do not have any qualitative information concerning the circumstances of tenants 

4 or 6. We have not interviewed these tenants, but there are no reported payment problems 

on the CRM system. The slight increase in rent arrears for these tenants may simply be due to 

the timing of underpayments and overpayments. For example, tenant 4 underpaid in month 

three and needed a further three months after the end of the scheme to bring her account 

back into line. This seems to have happened, with her arrears at that point standing at just £79 

– around £50 lower than prior to Rent-flex. Although tenant 6 underpaid in her first month on 

Rent-flex the month after the scheme ended her rent arrears had reduced to just £9.

In the cases of tenants 7, 8, and 9, these were all in credit with their rent accounts prior to 

starting Rent-flex and were in credit when the scheme ended, albeit at reduced levels. There 

are no problems reported on the CRM, and we have interviewed all three of these tenants. 

Although they all used the underpayment facility of the scheme – and went into arrears in 

either the first or second month - they have subsequently managed their payments to bring 

their accounts back into credit without any difficulties.

In view of these findings, we consider that only one of the tenants (tenant 1) in this group has 

had any long-term difficulties with the scheme, and that these were caused by a severe income 
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shock following the break-up of her relationship. However, because we cannot know for 

certain whether any positive changes of circumstance have occurred in the period since Rent-

flex has ended we cannot determine the amount of gains on these accounts which are directly 

attributable to the scheme.

CONTACT WITH OPTIVO OVER THE COURSE OF THE 
SCHEME

Reviewing the CRM records of tenant contact for the six months prior to the scheme, we 

found very low levels of outbound contact attempts for this group. Just eight such attempts 

were made (0.14 per tenant per month) and only three of these were successful (38%). There 

were also low levels of inbound contact. Just ten such instances occurred (an average of 0.18 

per tenant per month).

Reflecting the fact that four of the tenants experienced negative changes of circumstance 

during their time on Rent-flex, the level of contact with tenants increased during the scheme. 

However, most of this contact was in-bound, with 51 such contacts recorded (an average of 

0.47 per tenant per month). This is over three times as high as previously. Outbound contact 

attempts increased only slightly to an average of 0.18 per tenant per month, although the 

success rate for these did not change.

‘STRUGGLERS’
Eighteen tenants saw a more significant deterioration in their rent account balance during their 

year on Rent-flex. The individual start and end balances for these tenants are set out in figure 

10, below.

Figure 10: Rent Account balances, ‘Struggling’ group, before and at end of Rent-flex
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As can be seen, the first of these tenants had very high starting arrears of £900 and these 

subsequently increased to over £1200. However, this tenant did not engage successfully 

with the scheme24. As a result, our analysis for the remainder of this section disregards the 

performance of this account. The remaining seventeen tenants saw their rent account balances 

deteriorate by an average of £296 during their year on the scheme.

EXPERIENCES PRIOR TO RENT-FLEX

The average rent account balance of the remaining seventeen tenants in this group was 

£165 in arrears one year prior to the start of Rent-flex (figure 11, below). There was some 

fluctuation, but an overall deterioration in this figure occurred, particularly from month three 

through to month five, when arrears stood at an average of £312.

Figure 11: Average Rent Account Balances before and during Rent-flex, ‘Strugglers’
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These months coincided with January for six of the tenants, and June or July for six others, 

which may indicate that the pressure points at these times of year were impacting on rent 

payment performance. 

24  Analysis of this tenant’s CRM records indicates that at the time of her entry onto the Rent-flex scheme in November 
2017 she was self-employed and was owed money by one of her customers. She expected to be able to reduce her 
arrears considerably when this customer settled their account. However, in the month following, her customer declared 
bankruptcy and she was unable to recover this debt. The Money Matters service visited the tenant and were told that she 
was giving up on self-employment and had made a claim for Jobseekers Allowance and Housing Benefit. It was agreed 
to await the outcome of those claims; see if she was able to secure employment, and then work out what was needed 
from the Rent-flex scheme. The tenant then failed to make any contact with the team through to the middle of January 
and a visiting officer from Optivo’s Income Team called on the tenant to determine what was happening. She was told 
that the tenant had found employment but had not yet started, and that the father of her children, who was in full-time 
employment, was moving back into the property. An arrangement to clear the arrears was put in place. This arrangement 
was not maintained, and all attempts to contact the tenant failed until March 2018, when a Notice to Quit was served. 
Further arrangements were made, but also broke down throughout the remainder of the year, with the arrears escalating 
to around £2,000 at one point. Subsequent arrears actions reduced this figure in the last quarter of the year.
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ONBOARDING TO RENT-FLEX

Reflecting the fact that most of the tenants in this group had improved their rent payment 

performance in the period leading up to the start of Rent-flex, very few of them (five tenants) 

received either moderate or high value interventions as part of the on-boarding process. Eight 

tenants received no value interventions, and a further four tenants only low value interventions. 

Further to this, only one of these tenants told us that they had needed any budgeting support 

to on-board to the scheme:

“I’d never done a budget before. I sat with the Financial Inclusion Officer and we went 

through loads that day. She didn’t rush with me. Just went through it bit by bit. It was 

really good. We went through everything coming in and going out, and she had loads of 

ideas about how to cut down on various expenses.” 

Of the five tenants receiving moderate or high value interventions during the on-boarding 

process, we have interviewed three. Two of these tenants were assisted to get grants to pay for 

new washing machines, and one of them was helped to get a grant to clear her water charges; 

move onto a social tariff; and reclaim £200 of charges from her bank. 

One of the tenants told us how getting a new washing machine had helped her:

“The Financial Inclusion Officer knew about a charity that could help get me a washing 

machine. Before that I was going to the laundrette to wash all our clothes, which was 

costing me £12 per week, and in winter I couldn’t afford to dry them properly.”

However, none of these tenants indicated that they had needed any budgeting support in 

order to on-board onto the scheme. This is perhaps surprising, but as one of the tenants told 

us, their rent arrears had accrued following a major life event – in this case a relationship 

breakdown - rather than as a result of budgeting problems:

“I’d got into financial difficulties when my husband left me, and I became quite ill. It wasn’t 

a budgeting thing.”

USES OF RENT-FLEX AND IMPACTS ON WELL-BEING

The average amount of flex available to this group was £380. Fifteen of the tenants (88%) 

elected to underpay on their rent account within three months of entering the scheme, and 

most did so within the first two months. This is reflected in the average arrears balance for the 

group increasing quickly to £500 (month 16 in figure 11 above). 

Our interviews, conducted with a total of eleven tenants in the group, indicate that the 

majority used the scheme to help pay for Christmas or meet the cost of school uniforms, as 
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was the case for tenants in the previous groups. These tenants reported similar improvements 

in well-being to previous groups, with one of them telling us:

“I could have ended up with a massive overdraft. Rent-flex definitely helped. Having just 

moved in and having no Christmas presents for the kids was stressful.”

However, three tenants in this group used the scheme to help pay for family holidays over the 

summer, including one tenant who told us:

“When I had Rent-flex, it was the best thing that could ever happen for me and my 

children. I used that money to book a holiday. How long had it been? Phew, it’s a long 

time! The last time we had a holiday was when my daughter was four or five, so eleven 

years ago. I was able to go on holiday, and to pay my bills without being stressed about it.”

Another tenant also told us that they didn’t use the underpayment facility on the scheme but 

liked the fact that they could so in the event of an emergency:

“In my situation, obviously, things can crop up, things can go wrong, the car can break 

down, and I wanted that peace of mind. [Rent-flex] is a really good idea for people on low 

incomes. It’s not that much extra. Over the year it’s only about an extra £50 per month. I 

said that I’d rather keep the break month open, in case something comes up. The staff said 

all you have to do is contact us, and we can set that up.”

CHANGES OF CIRCUMSTANCES WHILST ON THE 
SCHEME

Qualitative data from the CRM and our interviews indicate that thirteen (76%) of the tenants 

in this group experienced major income shocks during their time on Rent-flex. These included:

 Significant reductions in earnings caused by job loss, reductions in working hours, or the 

onset of long-term ill-health (and which were often followed by lengthy benefit delays); 

 Relationship breakdowns;

 The death of close family members (which involved taking time off work and the need 

to meet funeral costs); and

 In one case, an industrial accident resulting in lower body paralysis.
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In four cases, these problems resulted in no-one in the household remaining in employment 

and led to the end of their participation in Rent-flex scheme. Arrangements to pay small 

amounts towards the arrears were then put in place for these tenants. 

As one of these tenants, who had joined Rent-flex in August 2017, told us:

“Everything was fine until it got to Christmas. I had to have an operation in December 

and then I had a horrible flu virus in January. I couldn’t work for five weeks and I was 

on a zero hours contract, so I didn’t get any wages. Housing Benefits closed my claim, 

which they shouldn’t have done. I’d communicated with them all the way through, and 

they made an error and that took ages to sort out. They did make a payment later, but it 

wasn’t for the whole period. I rang Optivo as soon as possible and came out of Rent-flex. 

I agreed to make small payments towards the arrears and I’m hoping to catch up by the 

end of the year.”

In four other cases, the problems experienced by the tenants were able to be resolved within 

the year, and there has been a considerable improvement in their rent account balances in the 

months following the end of the scheme. For example, one tenant who was in ill-health for 

some of the year, and who also split up from her partner, was £445 in arrears when Rent-flex 

ended, but has reduced this over the following three months to £195. 

However, in five cases the level of rent arrears continued to escalate beyond the end of the 

scheme. We have interviewed two of these tenants. 

 One of these tenants has a Debt Management Plan in place with StepChange, but the 

payments on this sometimes means she often runs out of money:

“I’ve got so many debts. My partner left me, and I have to pay the debts. I pay £187 each 

month to StepChange which they distribute to my creditors. I’ve got £6000 left to pay. It 

will take three years. After the 5th of the month, my account is empty. I have to be very 

careful when I’m shopping.”

 The second tenant told us she had not properly understood the Rent-flex scheme and 

that this had contributed to her financial problems:

“I was a bit confused by it all. It wasn’t explained very well and I didn’t realise that I’d have 

to pay back so much each month. It was about £50 per month extra, and we couldn’t 

afford it. We ended up borrowing more on the credit card as a result. It did help us not 
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get into debt during the September when I used it to buy school uniforms, but we couldn’t 

afford the repayments.”

We return to this issue later in the report, when reporting the findings of the process 

evaluation.

Finally, there were four tenants for whom we could not identify any negative changes of 

circumstance, but whose rent account balances nevertheless deteriorated during their time on 

the scheme: 

 One of these was the tenant mentioned previously with a long history of erratic 

payments, but where little was known about the underlying reasons for this. Despite 

having been on-boarded to Rent-flex there was no further information obtained from 

him concerning the reasons for his unpredictable payments, and these have continued;

 In another case, the tenant was studying for a degree in public health. She was struggling 

to make her student finance stretch over the year and had difficulties making the 

repayments required of her. However, it should be noted that, because she was not in 

employment at the time of joining the scheme, she was not strictly eligible for Rent-flex. 

 In the third and fourth cases, the tenants reported no problems with the scheme and 

no negative income shocks. One of these tenants told us:

 “It worked perfectly well for me. Helpful and easy to keep up. They don’t make it so you 

can’t afford it. If you can’t afford it, they don’t do it. It was good.”

The rent accounts of both of these tenants were in credit by more than £100 at the start of 

the scheme, and although they were in arrears when the scheme ended, their accounts appear 

to have been well managed in the three months afterwards.

RISKS FOR THE LANDLORD

As a result of the customer experiences of this group, we find that the Rent-flex scheme poses 

some risks for the landlord where:

 Tenants use the scheme to under-pay early but are then subject to negative income 

shocks, including events which in some cases cause them to leave employment;

 The on-boarding process fails to ensure:
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 –  That the pre-existing financial behaviours and current circumstances of the tenants 

are fully understood;

 –  That tenants understand how the scheme works and can afford the payments 

required of them throughout the year ; and

 –  That the eligibility criteria set for the scheme is not enforced.

We find that these risks crystallised in this group with many of the tenants not only utilising 

the underpayment quickly once they had joined the scheme, but also experiencing significant 

income shocks very shortly thereafter. The maximum risk to the landlord is therefore the 

amount of Rent-flex taken early (within 3 months) by tenants in the scheme. In the case of this 

group, this averaged at £380 per tenant and totalled £6,460. 

However, the actual losses incurred by the landlord as a result of the scheme are likely to 

have been much less than this. This is because rent arrears increased during the school holiday 

and Christmas/New Year periods in the year prior to the introduction of the scheme for 

many tenants. In the case of the ‘Strugglers’ group, rent arrears increased by an average of 

£189 during these periods in the year prior to the scheme. Taking this into account, the actual 

additional losses incurred in respect of this group are therefore estimated to be £190 per 

tenant and totalled £3,250.

CONTACT WITH OPTIVO OVER THE COURSE OF THE 
SCHEME

Reviewing the CRM records of tenant contact for the six months prior to the scheme, we 

found a relatively high level of outbound contact attempts for this group. Forty-five such 

attempts were made (0.44 per tenant per month) but under a third of these were successful 

(31%). There were also quite low levels of inbound contact. Just twenty-eight such instances 

occurred (an average of 0.27 per tenant per month).

Reflecting the fact that many of the tenants experienced very negative changes of circumstance 

during their time on Rent-flex, the level of contact with tenants increased during the scheme. 

There were 122 outbound contact attempts (0.59 per tenant per month) although only 35 of 

these (28%) were successful. However, the level of inbound contacts rose to 73 (an average of 

0.35 per tenant per month: an increase of 29% compared to the period prior to Rent-flex).
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‘IN MAJOR DIFFICULTY’
The rent account balances of eleven tenants deteriorated by more than £500 during their time 

of the scheme. Figure 12 below provides details of these tenants’ rent account balances as at 

the start of Rent-flex, when the scheme ended, and for three months following this.

Figure 12: Rent accounts balances, ‘In major difficulty group’, at start and end of Rent-flex and three 

months later
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It should be noted that four of these tenants were over £500 in arrears prior to starting on 

Rent-flex and were not, therefore, strictly eligible for the scheme. 

The amount of Rent-flex offered to these tenants was also higher than for the other groups. 

On average this was £460, but in the cases of tenants two, three and nine it was over £600. 

Whilst the level of Rent-flex was high, our analysis of the customer experience of this group 

also indicates that many of these tenants had major financial problems prior to joining the 

scheme, and that Rent-flex may not have been suitable for them. 

The extent of the group’s financial problems prior to joining Rent-flex is indicated by the fact 

that seven of these tenants received moderate (three tenants) and high value (four tenants) 

interventions during the on-boarding process. However, these interventions were not able, in 

most cases, to address their underlying problems.

In five cases the tenant’s underlying problem was one of very insecure, and frequently 

fluctuating incomes. 
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 Four of these tenants (tenants 2,4,5, & 8), or their partners, were employed on 

zero hours or other flexible working contracts, and frequently saw their working 

patterns changed. This then had knock-on impacts on their claims for Housing Benefit 

or Universal Credit. Where these benefit entitlements were impacted there were 

considerable delays - of often more than six weeks - in getting these problems resolved, 

and there were many cases of overpayments then being deducted from ongoing 

payments. This made it difficult for tenants firstly to know what amount of rent that they 

should be paying, and when they were eventually informed of this, to pay it.

 Another tenant (tenant 7) had a partner who was employed on a zero hours contract 

and who, because of his immigration status, was also not entitled to have recourse to 

public funds. This couple had major problems with their Universal Credit claim. When 

her partner worked, his income was considered in the Universal Credit calculation. But 

when he wasn’t working, there was no additional Universal Credit paid to them.

In other cases, arrears have escalated significantly as a result of major life events. These included 

the birth of new children, and relationship breakdowns. 

As with the ‘Strugglers’ group, virtually all tenants in this group also used the underpayment 

facility of the Rent-flex scheme within three months, and four did so immediately. There was 

therefore a significant maximum risk to the landlord as a result. For these eleven tenants this 

totalled £5,060. 

Looking at rent payment records for the year prior to this group of tenants’ entering the 

scheme, we again found an increase in rent arrears took place during the school holiday and 

Christmas/New Year periods, and that this averaged £130. Assuming this was factored into 

the amount of Rent-flex offered to the tenants, the actual losses from the scheme reduce to 

£3,630, with additional arrears over and above this amount attributed to the income shocks 

experienced by the tenants whilst they have been on the scheme. 

It is likely that these income shocks would have contributed to rent arrears regardless of the 

Rent-flex scheme, and it is notable that despite arrears having escalated, many tenants in this 

group told us that they appreciated the scheme. For example, tenant six, who was using the 

scheme effectively until her relationship with her partner broke down, told us:

“Before I joined the scheme, I was really struggling. After all the direct debits went out of 

my account for bills that was it, I’d start stressing. I didn’t even have money for transport. 

I was scraping from here to there. By the time 15th of month came I was using my credit 

card for shopping and transport. 



FINAL EVALUATION OF THE SUPPORTED RENT-FLEX PILOT 53

O
U

T
C

O
M

E
S

 E
V

A
L

U
A

T
IO

N

The Financial Inclusion Officer I met was fantastic, and the scheme was easy to understand. 

They helped me to get my water bill cleared, and I was really happy to have a non-

payment month early because I was falling behind with my credit card. I was way, way 

behind, just making minimum payments. I was able to put up a lump sum of £300 on credit 

card…I also spoke to them later and got them to freeze the interest. I no longer use it, 

and although I still owe them £500, I’m slowly paying that down…

It’s a good initiative. It has helped. It’s the peace of mind. Because it stresses you out. I was 

worried about becoming homeless with small children. I was getting red letters and calls. 

That affects your job as well. It’s an embarrassing thing to discuss with anyone. People 

think because you work, you’re ok. Sometimes unforeseen things happen. Some things are 

private. You don’t want to tell people. I’m trying my best.”

In her case, rent arrears peaked at around £1300 in November 2018 (three months after 

the end of Rent-flex) but they have since started to reduce and stood at just over £1,000 in 

January 2019.

Rent arrears have also more recently started to reduce for tenants nine, ten, and eleven. 

Tenant 9, who is a male single parent and a minicab driver told us:

“I was in bad shape financially. I’m a minicab driver but I couldn’t work that much because 

I had a bad back and knee. At that time, I didn’t have money to pay the full rent, as well as 

paying for bills and food. 

Optivo helped a lot. They gave me a voucher for fuel and food and helped with the water 

bill. It really helped. With Universal Credit you have to make a separate claim for Council 

Tax too. But I didn’t know. They helped so much, making calls to everyone to sort things 

out.

I joined Rent-flex and paid half rent for two months straight away. Paying half boosted 

me to move forward. I was able to use that time to sort out my Universal Credit claim, 

and I took a bit of time off work to recover, because I wasn’t so worried about my rent. 

I changed my working patterns so I could do four days on and then take three days off. 

And I wasn’t so stressed about the rent. When you’re stressed out, the pain doesn’t go 

away, it’s hard. But when you wake up knowing you won’t be kicked out of your house, you 

wake up feeling better.”
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Every day there was not enough money, until I did Rent-flex. Straight away, I wasn’t 

worried about paying my rent, and that was really good. Now at the end of the week I’ve 

got some money left. Now, if I need to have a tyre replaced, I have £50 to buy the new 

tyre. Everyone struggles. I don’t have savings, but I’m a bit better now. I’m not down. I 

would say Rent-flex was the key. It was the starting key, because if I didn’t have that I would 

have continued to suffer.”

This tenant’s rent arrears appear to have increased because of an error in the calculation of the 

original Rent-flex agreement. This was initially put in place for payments of £344 in September 

and October and for payments of £760 in the other ten months of the year. Payments were 

generally made in accordance with this agreement through to May 2018, although they were 

not always made on time, but the agreement had not included an arrangement to reduce the 

pre-existing arrears. This was picked up by Optivo in May, and a discussion took place with the 

tenant about this:

“They advised me they had made a mistake with their calculations. But that I could go off 

Rent-flex and just pay things off over the next 12 months. The payments then got a bit 

cheaper, from £750 to £720 per month. I couldn’t thank them enough. I felt like crying. I 

haven’t missed any payments since then.”

This new agreement has been maintained, and although the tenant was in arrears of around 

£750 when Rent-flex ended these had reduced to £650 three months later. 

However, as was the case with some of the Struggling group one of the tenants (tenant 

eleven) told us that she felt the scheme was unaffordable:

“I was on maternity leave and it was at the time that it was about to end. I knew I was 

going back to work in September, but that’s a tough time of year because there are a lot 

of demands, including school uniforms. Also, because I had a new child, I needed to sort 

out childcare for her and most of the nurseries ask for a month deposit to secure a place. I 

have three children, and a month deposit for my youngest was £500, just to secure a place. 

So, I had all that coming up in September.

We had the month when you don’t have to pay anything, which was great, and I used 

Rent-flex to pay the deposit for my new daughter’s childcare. But then reality hits home 

that you have to pay more in the other months, and we struggled with that. 
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So, what happened was we paid what we could but some of the rent carried over to the

following month. It was slightly difficult in October and November, but we were making 

payments when possible and we weren’t receiving loads of letters telling us we were 

in arrears. But by January, the arrears were £500, and it was hard to get back on top of 

everything.”

Despite their problems, many of the tenants have developed a good relationship with Optivo 

and have put in place agreements to slowly pay down their arrears:

“I can call them and explain the situation. They’ll ask for a time limit as to when I can pay. 

But I’m quite open, if I’m struggling, I’ll be honest about whether I can make a payment or 

not. And mostly the person you speak to is quite understanding. Some of them are very 

understanding but it all depends on who you speak to in the office.”

 

Only in one case (tenant 3), did we find that the relationship between the landlord and 

tenant had completely broken down, eventually leading to an Outright Possession Order being 

made.

CONTACT WITH OPTIVO OVER THE COURSE OF THE 
SCHEME

A comparison of contact patterns before and during Rent-flex for tenants in this group does 

not provide any meaningful results. This is because the escalation in rent arrears required 

Optivo to make far greater attempts to contact tenants to discuss their rent accounts and 

there were significant variations in the responses of individual tenants to these. Some tenants 

did maintain contact, and there were also high levels of in-bound contact as they sought to 

explain their problems and put in place agreements to pay down the arrears. However, others 

appear to have spent long periods of time out of contact. As previously mentioned in one case 

this led to court action resulting in an Outright Possession Order.

OUTCOMES EVALUATION CONCLUSIONS
The Rent-flex pilot has demonstrated that the scheme can deliver significant benefits to both 

tenants and landlords, although it also contains some risks which will need to be mitigated in 

any future delivery.
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USES AND BENEFITS OF THE RENT-FLEX SCHEME

The on-boarding process provided effective budgeting support and helped to maximise tenant 

incomes. It delivered direct financial benefits worth around £70,000 to forty-two tenants (an 

average of £1,666 for those taking up this aspect of the scheme)25. 

The scheme also successfully provided tenants with additional liquidity during a number of 

‘financial pinch points’ in the year. The amount of additional liquidity delivered to individual 

tenants ranged from around £75 to £650. On average it was £383 and in total it was therefore 

£22,597.

This liquidity was utilised quickly by tenants, with over three quarters choosing to under-pay 

within three months of joining Rent-flex. This reflects the fact that finances were tight and, 

when joining, they either had the summer school holidays months or Christmas/ New Year on 

their immediate horizon26.

Tenants used the scheme in a wide variety of ways: to smooth out fluctuations in income; 

provide a ‘breathing space’ whilst benefit claims and appeals were being sorted out; buy 

Christmas presents, new clothes, shoes, and school uniforms for children; heat homes in winter ; 

pay for car repairs and insurance; pay down existing debts; replace broken appliances; and pay 

for family holidays.

Most tenants told us that without Rent-flex they would have had to borrow and that being on 

the scheme improved their welfare in several ways. Most commonly, tenants reported feeling 

more ‘in control’ of their finances, and less stressed and anxious about their rent payments. Some 

tenants told us that the way they had used the scheme had enabled them to cut their ongoing 

costs of living – for example by reducing laundry costs and food expenditure – whilst others 

were able to use the rent account to build up savings, and a few overpaid on other household 

bills. Welfare impacts included better diets; warmer homes, and improved family relationships. 

For thirty tenants in the scheme, there was also an improvement in rent payment performance. 

On average, these thirty tenants had rent arrears of £155 when they entered Rent-flex27, and 

they improved their rent account balances by £110 over the course of the year28.

25  However, there was a wide variation in the amount of direct financial benefits delivered to tenants through this 
process. Seventeen tenants received no direct financial gains at all; twenty tenants received low value interventions, 
worth up to £200; eleven tenants received moderate value interventions, worth between £200 and £500, and eleven 
tenants received high value interventions, worth in excess of £500. Although eleven tenants also appreciated the 
general budgeting support provided to them during this stage, the majority told us that they did not require this in 
order to on-board onto the scheme.

26  Most of the tenants (47) elected to use the full underpayment facility on their rent account in a single month – 
taking a full rent payment holiday once per year - although eleven chose to split the amount of flex available to them 
between two different months. One tenant was undecided and elected to make overpayments on the rent account so 
that this could be used in the event of an unexpected income or expenditure shock.

27  However, there was a wide variation from this average, with eight tenants having rent arrears of over £400 (the 
maximum for the group was £600) and eight tenants in credit (to an average of £250) at the time of joining the scheme

28  Again, there was significant variation from this average with eight tenants improving their rent account balance by over 
£200
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The total value of this ‘uplift’ in rent payments was £3,300, and our analysis of customer contact 

records and qualitative interviews indicates that this improvement in performance is primarily 

accounted for by the Rent-flex scheme itself. In only five cases, were we able to identify other, 

positive, changes of circumstances which could have contributed to improved rent payment 

performance. However, we are unable to entirely rule this out for a further eleven tenants. 

Taking a cautious approach to the attribution of the uplift in rent payments to the Rent-flex 

scheme we estimate that it was responsible for an improvement in rent payment performance 

of £2,492. 

It is also apparent that neither the direct level of financial benefits nor the budgeting support 

received by tenants as a result of the on-boarding process was correlated to the improvement 

in rent payment performance. Two-thirds of the tenants for whom there was an improvement 

in rent payment performance received only low (14) or no (6) direct financial benefit from the 

on-boarding process, and only a quarter of these tenants had required any budgeting support 

at this stage.

In many cases there was also an improvement in the landlord-tenant relationship. This was 

true regardless of whether the rent account balance improved during the scheme. Outbound 

contacts with tenants in financial difficulty were more likely to be successful, and there was also 

an increase in in-bound contact from tenants. For example, amongst the twenty-seven tenants 

identified as either ‘slower to benefit’ or ‘struggling’ there were around nine outbound contact 

attempts made by the landlord per month prior to the Rent-flex scheme. However, only one 

third of these were successful. In-bound contact from these tenants was also low, with under 

seven such contacts made per month. Whilst on Rent-flex, successful outbound contacts for 

these tenants improved by 22%, and in-bound contacts by 63%.

RISKS OF THE RENT-FLEX SCHEME

However, the Rent-flex scheme also poses some risks. These are most apparent where the 

tenants using the scheme under-pay early but are then subject to negative income shocks, 

including events which in some cases cause them to leave employment. In these cases, the 

scheme can elevate their level of rent arrears and require long-term repayment plans to be 

put in place. 

A risk of elevated rent arrears is also created if the on-boarding process fails to ensure:

 That the pre-existing financial behaviours and current circumstances of the tenants are 

fully understood and addressed; and/or

 That tenants fully understand how the scheme works and can afford the payments 

required of them from the outset.
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Risks also appear to be greater if tenants with very high levels of pre-existing rent arrears; or 

with very insecure employment are provided with access to the scheme.

In the pilot, the maximum level of risk taken was £22,598, this being the total amount of rent 

which allowed to be flexed by the tenants over the year. Risks crystallised in respect of 28 

tenants29, and we estimate that the scheme therefore escalated rent arrears levels by a total 

of £6,880. Whilst this exceeds the level of uplift in rent payment performance attributable to 

the scheme, an improved on-boarding process could reduce this figure by as much as 80%. We 

report in the next section (’Process Evaluation’) concerning the pressures placed on Optivo in 

the pilot, and how these impacted on the on-boarding process. It should also be noted that as 

a new intervention, it was inevitable that this process would be imperfect. 

Considering the lessons learnt from the process evaluation, we estimate that a scheme with 

a more rigorous on-boarding process would have delivered a net rent payment performance 

gain of approximately £1,092 or 4.8% of the total rent placed at risk. This is in addition to any 

savings arising from improved communications with tenants experiencing financial problems.

Further to this, it should be noted that the level of risk associated with the scheme is reduced 

for every month that a tenant delays utilising the underpayment facility (and overpays on their 

account). In this respect, the point at which tenants are on-boarded to the scheme is likely to 

be important. 

The fact that all tenants in the pilot were low income parents meant that offering the scheme 

close to either Christmas or the school holidays prompted most to underpay within a short 

space of time. It may therefore be possible to mitigate risk by recruiting further in advance of 

these financial pinch points. 

Similarly, it may also be possible to mitigate the level of risk to any future scheme by mixing 

tenant demographics, such that participants have different preferences for months in which 

they are overpaying and underpaying. In this case, tenant cohorts with mixed demographics 

could potentially offset the risk for each other. We return to this in more detail in the process 

evaluation which now follows.
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5. PROCESS EVALUATION 
Because Rent-flex was a new initiative, the project took considerable time in the first six 

months to develop the processes required to operationalise the scheme. 

The main processes in this respect were:

 Establishing the target group;

 Developing the on-boarding procedures;

 Working with Optivo to understand their normal income recovery procedures and 

working around these to support the delivery of Rent-flex;

 Developing the Rent-flex brand;

 Recruiting tenants to the scheme;

 Delivering ongoing support to tenants on the scheme; and

 Evaluating the scheme.

We now report in further detail on each of these in turn, drawing out lessons from our 

experience of designing and delivering the scheme. These have been informed by interviews 

with our partners, Well Thought Ltd., and Optivo as well as by the qualitative interviews 

conducted with forty-one tenants participating in Rent-flex.

ESTABLISHING THE TARGET GROUP
Our prior research indicated that expenditure pressures were reasonably predictable for low 

income households with dependent children, and we made a further decision to focus on 

tenants with either some current level of rent arrears or who had experienced rent payment 

problems in the past year. This was based on a sense that these tenants would likely benefit 

most from the scheme, as arrears or recent payment problems indicated that they were 

financially ‘squeezed’. 

Optivo was able to identify a potential pool of these tenants by drawing on its management 

information systems, which included details of:
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 Family composition;

 Housing Benefit entitlement; and

 Current and historic rent account balances.

However, the question arose as to where to draw the line with respect to current rent arrears 

levels, and it was decided in consultation with Optivo that the focus should be placed on 

those tenants with arrears of less than £500. The intention was to avoid providing Rent-flex 

to tenants were formal recovery procedures (such as having been served with a Notice of 

Seeking Possession) had been started as this would potentially send conflicting messages to the 

tenant about the importance of paying down their arrears. 

As reported previously, the £500 arrears limit was not maintained in all cases. This was 

because the project initially struggled to recruit tenants to the scheme (see below) and Optivo 

therefore loosened the eligibility criteria in response to this.

Optivo identified 2,600 tenants meeting the initial eligibility criteria. However, due to lack 

of prior engagement with the tenants identified through this process, we had only a limited 

understanding of the vulnerabilities and types of support needs that they would present. This, 

combined with the large number of tenants, meant we had to adopt a cautious and phased 

approach to engagement and recruitment. 

To pose this problem simply: we could not market the scheme to all eligible tenants at once 

because we had only a limited resource to provide them with support should they require this, 

and we did not have a clear picture of what those support needs would be.

DEVELOPING THE ON-BOARDING PROCESS 
Whilst we faced considerable uncertainty regarding the extent to which tenants would need 

support in order to on-board successfully to the scheme, the fact that the target group 

consisted of people on low to middle incomes who were either currently in rent arrears 

or who had a history of payment problems indicated that many would need some form of 

support to help them deal with current financial difficulties at the time of on-boarding. 

We considered that many would, for example, need help to maximise their incomes and 

reduce living costs. We also thought that many would need help to work out a budget and 

identify which months of the year to flex their rent payments, and by how much. However, we 

did not know precisely what proportion of tenants would need these types of support, or how 

in-depth that support would need to be in some cases.
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To deliver support during the on-boarding process, we utilised the existing Money Matters 

service within Optivo , and seconded one of their Financial Inclusion Officers to the Rent-flex 

project. 

Working with this officer and with a small focus group of tenants we reviewed the existing 

Income and Expenditure forms used by the Money Matters service and identified areas of 

the household budget which could be subject to monthly or seasonal variations. We then 

developed a set of questions for the Financial Inclusion Officer to ask tenants during the on-

boarding process about these expenditures, which would allow her to help the tenant identify 

how they could best use the Rent-flex scheme. We then tested this approach with an initial 

group of tenants recruited to the scheme and revised it in the light of the Financial Inclusion 

Officer’s experience. 

In practice, this placed a significant responsibility on the Financial Inclusion Officer to:

 Explain the Rent-flex scheme;

 Determine the underlying causes of the tenants’ current financial problems;

 Put together and deliver a package of support to maximise income and reduce living 

costs;

 Help the tenant with any budgeting needs; and 

 Determine the Rent-flex agreement, including by making an assessment as to whether 

this would be affordable.

Our interviews with tenants indicate that the Financial Inclusion Officer generally carried out 

these functions effectively and brought with her a pre-existing skill set and high degree of 

expertise which was highly valued.

Many of the tenants told us that the Financial Inclusion Officer was “fantastic” and “clearly 

explained” how the scheme worked; “took her time” to determine what financial problems 

there were; in some cases “taught” people how to budget for the first time, and secured a wide 

range of direct financial benefits (as reported in Box 1 previously).

However, on a few occasions people felt that the support they received could have been 

better. For example, one of the tenants told us:

“I sent [the Financial Inclusion Officer e-mails with pictures of my bills, I was paying an 

extortionate amount on gas and electricity. But nothing was done about it. I didn’t hear 

back from her, so I had to sort that myself. She also said she was going to sort out my 

water bills. She took the information but that was the last I heard!”
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In five cases the on-boarding support fell short of what was required. For example, as 

previously reported, one of the tenants told us that “she didn’t understand” the scheme 

properly and that it was unaffordable for her. 

On reflection, these problems appear to have been caused by the Financial Inclusion Officer 

facing a more complex work-load than was originally anticipated. Eleven tenants required very 

intensive support during the on-boarding process, and although these benefitted significantly as 

a result, this meant that less time was available to support those with low to moderate needs.

Our evaluation therefore indicates that there is a need to ensure a balance between the pace 

of recruitment with the capacity of the organisation to support tenants to on-board effectively, 

and for that support to be consistently provided. 

However, our interviews with tenants also indicate that around one quarter of tenants did not 

require any support to on-board effectively, and that a further third required only very low-

level support. 

For these tenants, the on-boarding process consisted of (i) an explanation of the scheme; (ii) 

being asked a few questions about any current financial problems, and, (iii) in the absence of 

any being major problems being reported, the tenant selecting which months they wished to 

under-pay on their account and being told how much they would therefore have to pay in the 

other months of the year.

This ‘light touch’ process was generally described as “easy” by tenants who had no or low 

support needs:

“It was very easy. We had a quick chat on the phone. They asked me when I wanted to 

flex and they worked out how much I would have to pay in the following months.”

“Easy. I don’t really remember the process to be honest. I didn’t have to jump through 

hoops.”

In conclusion, although based on a small sample and not statistically robust, our working 

assumptions moving forwards are that roughly half of all tenants in this demographic can be 

on-boarded with ‘light-touch’ support whilst the other half require significant interventions – 

and in those latter cases the on-boarding process can take several weeks to complete. 

This poses a challenge for any future scheme, with on-boarding processes needing to cater for 

two groups with very different support requirements. It will therefore be critical to accurately 

assess the support needs of tenants in the first instance without that assessment itself 

becoming a barrier to recruitment.
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CONFIRMATION OF RENT-FLEX AGREEMENTS 
IN WRITING
A final, but important, part of the on-boarding process was the confirmation of the Rent-flex 

agreement in writing. This needed to provide the tenant with a document which clearly set 

out the agreed schedule of payments for the year ahead and encouraged the tenant to get in 

touch if they experienced any financial problems.

Working with Well Thought Ltd, and with our initial focus group of tenants, we designed a 

Rent-flex agreement in the form of a short booklet. 

This welcomed the tenant to the Rent-flex ‘community’ and set out some basic information 

about the core purpose of the scheme:

“By flexing your rent payments, you can now over-pay and under-pay at different times of 

the year so that you can meet your other monthly commitments without the need to take 

out any expensive loans.

 Have a buffer for when other unexpected bills appear

 Plan for when you may have to reduce working hours

 Reduce spending on rent when you may have expensive months e.g. back to school or 

birthdays

 Reduce stress and worry

And if you build up a big enough balance on your rent account, you can even take a whole 

rent-free month later in the year.”

The booklet then set out the agreement on a single page setting under the heading “What you 

have agreed to”. This included the current amount of rent that the tenant was paying and a 

graph showing which months they had selected to over and under-pay within and what those 

payments would need to be.

For legal purposes this page also contained the reminder that “Of course, you still need to 

pay your total annual rent of £x, but you don’t have to pay it in equal instalments like before, 

leaving you spare money when you have said you need it most.”

Finally, the booklet also encouraged the tenant to get in touch if they experienced any financial 

problems and provided the name and contact details of the Financial Inclusion Officer for this 

purpose.
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Our interviews with tenants indicate that the booklet was well-received, and that it conveyed 

the information in a way that tenants could understand.

“We set up the Rent-flex agreement on the phone, and they said I’d been accepted and 

then they sent me a payment plan in the post. That was really helpful…to have that 

reminder of what was being paid when. I amended my Standing Order and that was it.”

WORKING AROUND NORMAL INCOME 
RECOVERY PROCEDURES
Rent-flex allows tenants to pay less than the normal, expected, rent instalment in some months. 

However, this posed a challenge to implement within Optivo for two main reasons:

 Tenants paying their rent by Direct Debit would need to have this adjusted in the 

months for which they were underpaying; and

 Optivo’s housing management software system identifies any underpayment as arrears. 

Once certain thresholds have been reached the software highlights these accounts with 

the Income Officer team as needing contact to bring the account back into line.

Given the small scale of the pilot, significant systems change was not an option and the project 

instead needed to construct a ‘work- around’ to ensure that tenants paying by Direct Debit 

were billed correctly (i.e. in line with their Rent-flex agreements), and that they were not 

chased for ‘arrears’ caused by any agreed underpayments.

The project therefore created a dedicated Income Officer role: this was a member of Optivo’s 

Income Team seconded to the project, who would oversee the delivery of Rent-flex. Once 

tenants had been recruited to the scheme, and any on-boarding support had been delivered 

this officer would confirm the details of the Rent-flex agreement and place a flag on their 

records within Optivo’s housing management system. She would ensure that any Direct 

Debits reflected the schedule of payments in the tenant’s Rent-flex agreement. Although 

underpayments would still result in the tenant’s account being highlighted for action by the 

wider team of Income Officers, the flag would alert this team to the tenant’s participation in 

the pilot and ensure that no action was taken whilst the matter was referred to the dedicated 

Income Officer. The dedicated officer would then have to check whether the underpayment on 

the account was in line with the Rent-flex agreement or whether contact with the tenant was 

required. If contact was needed, then this would also be undertaken by the dedicated officer.

The dedicated Income Officer was also responsible for monitoring and reporting on the rent 

payment performance of Rent-flexers on a monthly basis. However, this latter process was 
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complicated as the details of the Rent-flex agreement could not be uploaded into the housing 

management system in order to generate an automated report. As a result, the process 

required the Income Officer to check the system for payments received and compare these 

against her own record of Rent-flex agreements on a separate spreadsheet.

Whilst this arrangement had some benefits – notably that a single Income Officer had a 

comprehensive oversight of the performance of Rent-flex accounts and was able to adopt a 

sensitive approach when contacting tenants who experienced income shocks over the course 

of the project - it was also time-consuming and expensive to administer.

Nevertheless, the ‘work around’ that was put in place generally did its job of ensuring that rent 

was billed for the correct, agreed, amounts at the right time. This was a cause of concern for 

some tenants entering the scheme: One tenant told us:

“The hardest bit for me to get my head around was not having to pay my rent for four 

weeks. During those four weeks I rang them about four times to check it was still ok. They 

kept saying ‘no, no, your fine, you don’t have to pay until this date’. They were really helpful 

to explain it.”

Whilst another said:

“Everything was fine but when it came to take my payment break, I was really worried. 

My fear was about whether Optivo were still going to take the rent out of my account by 

Direct Debit. But it was fine, they didn’t ask for the rent.”

In retrospect, a communication to tenants in the run-up to their payment break; reassuring 

them that Optivo had matters in hand would have been useful.

The system also generally worked well in terms of ensuring that tenants on the scheme did 

not receive contacts concerning ‘arrears’ when these were created by agreed underpayments. 

However, it was not perfect in this respect as occasionally members of the wider Income team 

missed the flags on the system and contacted tenants. For example, one of the tenants told us:

“There was a communication issue with people at Optivo not knowing about Rent-flex 

and chasing rent that didn’t have to be paid, which was stressful. Not all the Income 

Officers knew about the scheme, and when I tried to contact the person whose name 

was on my Rent-flex agreement I was told that she had left. I had to show another 

Income Officer my Rent-flex agreement and personalised plan to convince them.”

This highlights the need for all Income Officers to be trained and kept up to date with Rent-

flex in any larger scale trials moving forwards. Delivering Rent-flex at scale would also ideally 

be accompanied by changes to existing housing management software systems such that these 
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systems are able to track payments against the Rent-flex agreement and only flag up cases for 

contact where the tenants is in breach of this.

DEVELOPING THE RENT-FLEX BRAND 
Our research prior to the pilot (see table 1, earlier in this report) had identified that offers of 

generic ‘budgeting advice’ or ‘financial capability’ often implied that lower income households 

were not good at managing their money. As a result, many projects in the field had previously 

struggled to engage people with the services. With this in mind, we sought to develop a brand 

for Rent-flex which ensured tenants would view this as a ‘tangible’ offer capable of helping 

them to smooth their cash-flow over the year.

An initial focus group was organised with tenants to explain the purpose of the scheme and to 

seek their input into the development of the brand. This group felt that the name ‘Rent-flex’ was 

better other possible alternatives. It was, for example, viewed as ‘snappier’ than ‘Flexible Rents’ 

and was more obviously about rent than ‘Personalised Payments’. The group also identified their 

preferred tag-line for the scheme as ‘the clever way to pay your rent’. This tag-line was felt to be 

important as it focused on the scheme as a method of payment rather than referring to anything 

to do with ‘budgeting’ or ‘money management’ which the group felt would be off-putting.

In our interviews with tenants who took part in the pilot, we asked for views concerning the 

brand and tag-line. These were overwhelmingly positive:

“I didn’t really think about it. It does what it says on the tin!”

“I liked it. It’s easy to understand – to be flexible with your rent.”

It’s good. Quite a cool name. It says exactly what it is.”

However, one of the tenants told us:

“I’m not sure about the name. It does indicate flexible rent, but I didn’t understand what 

I could achieve with it. I didn’t immediately realise that I could use it to take a payment 

break on my rent.”

RECRUITING TENANTS 
At the outset of the pilot we expected to be able to recruit around 150 tenants to Rent-

flex and to create a matched control group against which we could compare rent payment 

performance. However, the creation of a matched control group created major problems with 

the recruitment of tenants:
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To avoid any bias in the allocation of tenants to Rent-flex and to the control group we 

decided to attempt to recruit all tenants to the existing Money Matters service and then, 

once their financial circumstances had been assessed, to classify the tenants according to their 

demographics and support needs and randomly allocate half of each sub-group to a Rent-flex 

offer group. 

However, this strategy failed at the first hurdle – namely the recruitment of tenants to the 

existing Money Matters service. From March through to the end of May 2017 we developed 

and tested a set of short text messages and e-mails which advertised the support available 

from the Money Matters service. These focused on the ways the service could help people 

maximise their incomes and cut living costs but did not explicitly mention Rent-flex. However, 

after sending over 500 text and e-mail messages (using varied messages and sent at different 

times of the day and evening) we had responses from only thirty-seven tenants (7.4%).

We therefore changed our approach in July 2017, designing and sending out an e-mail survey 

about financial problems which also flagged up the idea of Rent-flex as a possible source of 

help. 

The survey asked three questions about money worries:

 How often do you run out of money before the end of the week or month?

 How often have you been worried about money or debt in the past few weeks?

 How often do you avoid answering the phone or opening the post because you 

worried that you are being chased for money that you owe?

It also then informed tenants that Optivo was considering offering ‘Rent-flex’ to its tenants. It 

explained this as:

“a flexible rent payment system that means you will be able to over-pay and under-pay 

your rent at different times of the year. You can meet your other monthly commitments 

without the need to take out other expensive loans”. 

The survey then asked whether tenants thought that Rent-flex a good idea.

Tenants were incentivised to respond to the survey by offering them entry into a prize draw 

to win a Kindle Fire tablet. 

The survey was sent to all 2,600 tenants meeting the eligibility requirements for the Rent-flex 

scheme. This generated 402 (15%) responses. Of those responding, nearly two-thirds (258) 

expressed the view that Rent-flex was a good idea. 
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Half of these (129 tenants) were then offered the opportunity to trial Rent-flex and invited 

by e-mail to contact the Financial Inclusion Officer to trial this. The other half were placed 

into a control group who were not offered Rent-flex but were offered more general financial 

support from the Money Matters service. 

Of the 129 tenants who were offered Rent-flex, 59 agreed to participate in the scheme (45%) 

whilst none of the same number of tenants offered help from the Money Matters service went 

on to take this up.

We therefore find that the offer of Rent-flex was itself important in terms of increasing levels 

of engagement with tenants. However, the fact that none of the tenants in the ‘control’ group 

took up the Money Matters service then made it impossible to use this group as a comparator 

for rent payment performance. This is because we had no further information available about 

their financial circumstances and support needs and could not reliably ensure that they were a 

good match for those on the Rent-flex scheme.

Finally, it should be noted that we had to adopt a cautious approach when offering the scheme 

to the 129 tenants allocated to the ‘Rent-flex offer’ group. This was because of the limited 

capacity available to support people through the on-boarding process and the lack of pre-

existing knowledge that we had about their support needs. We therefore split the 129 tenants 

into cohorts of about ten tenants and sought to offer and on-board those tenants prior to 

moving onto the next cohort. As a result, the progress in on-boarding tenants was often slow, 

and the whole process took around four months to complete.

Reflecting on the above, we consider that the e-mail survey was effective in generating 

responses and creating a pool of 402 tenants from which we could recruit. However, the use of 

e-mail inevitably meant that we did not reach all tenants who could potentially have benefitted 

from the scheme. In addition, there was no prior contact with tenants – for example, through 

tenant forums or more general communications – to raise awareness of the scheme. 

To further understand the issues affecting engagement and recruitment, we managed to 

conduct ten telephone interviews with non-responders to the survey in November 2017. 

These indicated that:

 Most thought that rent-flex was a good idea but had just been too busy to respond. 

One of these also received quite a high level of Housing Benefit so felt that she 

wouldn’t benefit too much from the scheme;

 Three thought the scheme was possibly too flexible. They had a clear sense that paying 

the rent on time was an absolute priority, and they were worried that if they under-paid, 

they would not be able to get themselves out of arrears. 
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 There was also some confusion about whether people could underpay from the outset 

or needed to build up a credit on their account first in order to take advantage of the 

underpayment facility later.

These concerns highlight the need for awareness raising exercises to form part of any future, 

larger-scale, Rent-flex trials. These exercises will need to clearly explain how Rent-flex can 

be used, and also address tenant concerns as to how the landlord will respond if people 

experience problems during the year.

In addition, we also consider that any future trials will need to provide tenants with more than 

one opportunity to express an interest in the scheme. A rolling programme of awareness 

raising, and direct communication with tenants eligible for the scheme will be needed in order 

to maximise take-up, whilst (as mentioned previously) the pace of recruitment must take 

account of the capacity available to help tenants to on-board successfully.

DELIVERING ONGOING SUPPORT
Once on-boarded to the scheme, tenants were provided with a Rent-flex agreement which 

contained the name and contact details of the Financial Inclusion Officer. The agreement 

encouraged tenants to make contact if they experienced any problems over the year. It 

also stated that Optivo would monitor the agreement and keep people informed of their 

progress. In this respect, it was initially anticipated that the project would provide a regular 

communication with tenants. 

The monitoring of payments and regular communication with tenants was initially effective and 

appreciated. For example, one of the tenants told us:

“I didn’t have any problems with it at all. They phoned in between to ask how it was going. 

They asked if I wanted to take the money early, but I was okay with it the way it was. There 

was a reassurance of how it was going in between. It was monitored which was good as 

well.”

In practice, however, the project became increasingly reactive over time. As previously detailed, 

many tenants experienced income shocks over the course of the year and, in some cases, 

these arose as a result of other major life events. The fact that tenants had the contact details 

for the Financial Inclusion Officer and knew that their account was being monitored by a 

dedicated Income Officer meant that these two members of staff acted as the front-line: 

receiving and responding to reports of any problems. 

This arrangement had considerable benefits: providing for a relationship of trust to be built 

between the tenants and these two members of staff. As has been reported previously, many 
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of the tenants were highly appreciative of the ongoing support that they received and had 

confidence in the fact that any problems would be dealt with sympathetically. It is likely that this 

contributed to the increase in in-bound contacts with Optivo referred to earlier in this report. 

As one of the tenants told us:

“Oh god, they helped me! I like my Housing Association. I can phone and talk to them, and 

they will help me. I don’t feel nervous that they are going to get rid of me and my kids…

they don’t bite your head off or threaten you.”

And another said that:

“On Rent-flex there was absolutely no added stress or mental strain. They were really 

supportive [when I had problems]. Now that Rent-flex has ended I feel the support is still 

there but there’s a breakdown in communication. It’s not one person dealing with my case, 

so I now have to search for the support. It’s not bad, not an issue, but before I felt that 

there was someone with oversight. I might now not know what to do and they may well 

not tell me.”

However, it is not likely to be possible to provide named contacts if Rent-flex is to be delivered 

to larger numbers of tenants. As a result it will be necessary to train a wider layer of staff to 

provide ongoing support so that these can determine when it is appropriate – for example – to 

re-profile the initial Rent-flex agreement in the light of changed circumstances and when it is 

more appropriate to suspend the scheme and for other income recovery procedures to be used.

And the need for regular communication with tenants remains. For example, one of the 

tenants told us that they would welcome a clearer statement of their account on a regular 

basis:

“I think the one thing that could improve it would be a quarterly statement saying what 

your eligibility is rent free wise. We’d have phone calls, but I think it’s better to have a paper 

trail so you know how far ahead you are, and whether you could have a Rent-free week 

or two again in the year. The current rent statements are no good. They can be confusing, 

especially when you’re receiving Housing Benefit, as you can’t see where you’re at with it. 

The Housing Benefit comes through in arrears, so it looks like you are in debt for most of 

the month. If you could separate out what’s been agreed on Rent-flex and show where 

I’m at with that, that would be great.”

When asked for ways in which the scheme could be improved, many of the tenants also told 

us that they would like a regular newsletter which could provide them with money saving tips 

and other advice:
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“It’s a good idea if Optivo can let people know about low cost white goods, etc. I think 

most people would want this now. I work full time and it’s still a struggle. I’d be interested 

in knowing money saving options.”

And around half of the tenants also expressed an interest in being able to ‘digitally self-serve’. 

This would involve on-boarding themselves through a digital platform and using this to update 

their landlord about any changes of circumstance and potentially re-profiling their agreement 

throughout the year :

“It would be good to do the initial application with an app online, for me yeah definitely. A 

bit more flexibility. Yes, provide an app to help with the calculations!”

“Self-adjust would be brilliant. That would be a very good idea.”

“Having the ability to adjust the payments on online would have been helpful. Once the 

agreement was set up it wasn’t that flexible. There was a set amount over the rest of the 

year. You weren’t given the opportunity of paying it more quickly or extending it.”

However, the other half of the tenants we interviewed had reservations about using a digital 

platform in this way:

“I was happy to have someone to talk to about things first. If I had to [work out the Rent-

flex] myself, I’m not sure I would have done it.”

“Doing it on-line would have put me off, and if I didn’t have much money, I might adjust the 

agreement too often and then get into trouble with the rent arrears building up.” 

Finally, one tenant told us that she would like help to set up the Rent-flex agreement but after 

that she thought the idea of being able to adjust it on-line was good:

“It is a good idea to be able to adjust it on-line once it’s set up. But I don’t think setting the 

whole thing up on your own is good. It’s easier to talked to someone and have someone 

talk you through it. Having someone guiding me was good at the start. But being able to 

look at something once it’s set up, like the rent account, to see how many weeks are left 

etc. that would be good.”

Looking forwards, whilst some tenants are likely to be very comfortable using an on-line 

platform to on-board, others are much less so. Some tenants will also have significant support 

needs. Any digital on-boarding platform would need to identify these, and ensure they were 

addressed prior to the generation of a Rent-flex agreement. Similarly, changes of circumstance 
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which require the Rent-flex agreement to be re-profiled would need to be considered by 

the landlord and some mechanism provided for tenants to be invited back to the platform to 

generate a revised Rent-flex proposal. Again, some support may be needed for tenants with 

this process.

EVALUATION PROCESSES
The changes in approach required over the course of the pilot significantly impacted on our 

evaluation plans and, due to the small sample size, the findings must be treated with caution. 

Although the evaluation has gleaned a number of important insights into the support needs 

of tenants, the small sample size means that we are still not able to estimate with any great 

degree of certainty as to the proportions of tenants with low, moderate, or high support 

needs. 

Similarly, initial problems with recruitment meant that we had to abandon our plans to 

construct a control group against which rent payment performance could be compared. 

To assess the extent to which Rent-flex impacted on rent accounts we therefore took an 

alternative approach of comparing payments made by tenants on the programme with the 

year previously. However, this posed a number of problems.

We did not have full information relating to the circumstances of tenants in the year prior to 

their joining Rent-flex and there may have been significant changes in their circumstances in 

the year previously compared to their year on the scheme. To try to address this we looked at 

Optivo’s CRM notes for tenants for the period from six months prior to the scheme starting 

in addition to rent payment records. However, not all changes of circumstance are reported in 

detail in the CRM notes, and this was also an onerous and time-consuming task. In addition, the 

CRM does not generally contain information relating to positive changes of circumstance, as 

tenant contact is mainly restricted to times in which rent payment problems occur. 

Although we were able to ask tenants directly about their circumstances prior to and during 

Rent-flex in our qualitative interviews, we were not able to talk to all tenants about these. 

We achieved a good response rate of around 70% to our request for interviews, but this still 

left 17 tenants who we did not manage to interview and many of these were tenants who 

experienced difficulties in maintaining their Rent-flex agreements.

Again, we attempted to use the CRM notes for tenants as an alternative source of 

information about changes in circumstances experienced by these tenants, but this was not a 

comprehensive source of information in this respect.

Nevertheless, where we were able to interview tenants, it was possible to determine the 

extent to any improvement in rent payment performance could be directly attributed to Rent-
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flex, and the findings indicate that the scheme did achieve an uplift for many tenants in this 

respect. 

It would, however, be better moving forwards if information concerning changes of 

circumstance (both for better and for worse) could be captured at regular (likely, monthly) 

intervals over the course of the year. This would both increase the accuracy of our attribution 

estimates and provide a vehicle for identifying any additional ongoing support needs that 

tenants have. Future evaluations should therefore seek to build an information gathering 

process about changes of circumstance into the regular communication that tenants say they 

would appreciate about their Rent-flex agreements.
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6. COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS
Whilst the pilot has yielded several insights into how a future cost-benefit analysis could be 

conducted for Rent-flex it is not possible to conduct such an analysis at this point in time. 

This is because the pilot experienced inflated costs due to it being the first of its kind:

 The pilot invested heavily in the development of entirely new processes and 

procedures. This involved considerable staff time across the partnership and included 

the design and conduct of focus groups with tenants; the development of the Rent-flex 

brand and Rent-flex agreement booklet; discussions concerning housing management 

software issues, the design of ‘work-arounds’ and the implementation of somewhat 

unwieldy manual monitoring, reporting, and evaluation processes. Moving forwards, 

the knowledge and insights obtained in these respects should allow us to provide for 

a much more streamlined and cost-effective approach to the setup and evaluation of 

Rent-flex. Ideally, this would include providing for automated monitoring and reporting 

from housing management systems. Although this would require some investment, the 

cost of this (on a per tenant basis) would reduce as the scheme grew in scale.

 Similarly, the on-boarding processes used in the pilot were sub-optimal. Our interviews 

with tenants indicate that around half of these could on-board with little or no support 

and would be willing to do so digitally. However, within the pilot all tenants were called 

by the Financial Inclusion Officer as part of the on-boarding process which increased 

the cost (not least because numerous calls were often attempted before contact with 

the tenant was made). Again, investment in a digital on-boarding platform would be 

needed, but the cost of this on a per tenant basis would reduce as the scheme grew in 

scale.

 The direct salary costs of the Financial inclusion Officer and dedicated Income 

Officer within Optivo, plus an element of management time, were also met by the 

pilot. In a larger scheme, this would not be the case, as the Rent-flex scheme would 

be embedded practice within wider, existing, teams. Whilst these teams would need 

training in order to implement Rent-flex effectively, this would reduce costs significantly. 

However, the extent to which tenant support is likely to be needed, and the capacity 

of the landlord to provide this, would need to be carefully considered prior to 

implementation.
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Further work is also needed to develop a framework for the assessment of the benefits of the 

Rent-flex scheme. However, the pilot has provided a number of insights in this respect:

 The pilot has demonstrated that an improvement in rent payment performance can 

be directly attributed to Rent-flex for many tenants. This has been quantified in the 

outcomes evaluation and, with improvements in the on-boarding process, indicates that 

return on risk of approximately 5% is possible in year one of the scheme. It should be 

noted that many of the tenants successfully using Rent-flex were disappointed that the 

scheme was not continued the following year, and that there is therefore the potential 

for the return on these rent accounts to increase year on year, whilst the level of risk 

reduces. Further modelling is needed in this respect.

 The pilot also indicates that there has been an improvement in the quality of the 

landlord tenant relationship and that this is reflected in the level of in-bound contact 

made by tenants experiencing changes of circumstances over the year. However, we 

were not able to quantify the savings that this may have delivered for the landlord. The 

sample size is too small for the savings to have been significant, and there was no clear 

costing mechanism available from the landlord to assist with this task. Moving forwards, 

more detailed discussions with landlords to establish a framework for assessing the 

value of this impact will be needed. 

 Finally, although there is evidence of positive longer-term outcomes for tenants – e.g. 

in respect of health and well-being – the pilot was not able to monitor the extent to 

which these are sustained and has not provided for an analysis of the social return on 

investment. This would, however, be possible moving forwards. As mentioned previously, 

improved evaluation processes to gather information on changes of circumstance to aid 

with the attribution of Rent-flex impacts could be embedded in regular communications 

with tenants concerning their rent accounts and such communications could also track 

wider well-being indicators for this purpose. 
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