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Introduction
Unipol was founded in Leeds 40 years ago by trustees with a vision of a new charity offering
dedicated expertise in student housing. From the outset the charity has worked nationally with
education institutions and housing providers to give students better information and help
on available housing options and to champion better housing standards although Leeds will
continue to be the principal focus of the charity’s activities
Since 1975 much has changed. The introduction of tuition fees for undergraduates; the
replacement of the grants system with student loans; the specialisation of postgraduate
education; and the economic and academic importance that increasingly attaches to recruiting
international students – all these factors have served to marketise and segment higher education
and to place at its heart the student as a consumer of services, with rising expectations, increasing
discernment and a growing sense of higher study as an investment for their future.
This Forward Look sets out a programme of effective responses to these commercialising
dynamics, but always located within the value framework established by our founding trustees.
Whilst much has changed the importance of Unipol’s leadership, its principles and its mission has
never been more important.
The charity is well positioned to promote its values and services. It has survived a period of
uncertainty following the recession of 2008. With the support of its customers and partners, it
has been able to respond to growing commercial competition. It has used the last three years to
reinvest in its portfolio and has taken the first steps to reinvent its infrastructure.
This three-year plan charts Unipol’s future course, channelled by shared values, innovation and
commitment to making a difference. What is set out here reflects the engagement of the charity’s
trustees, staff, funders and users.

2

Making a Difference to Student Housing
Unipol is a unique not-for-profit student housing charity. It helps students renting in the private
sector, provides direct housing to students in Leeds, Bradford and Nottingham, runs a number of
accreditation schemes and trains promoting best practice in student housing.
Unipol is at the centre of student housing and involved at every level: information, advice, policy
development and setting, and measuring and checking standards.

Unipol’s Values
In an increasingly laissez-faire environment, where the harsh morality of market forces presides, it
is essential that, in the interests of the consumer, the charity reasserts its ethical and not-for-profit
values. These values have recently been updated. Unipol’s values are:
To be trusted -as a source of help and advice to both students and landlords who want to rent and
provide good quality student accommodation that contributes to a great student experience and
offering reliability, reassurance, straight dealing and no sharp practices.
To be impartial experts -giving student consumers information and advice with no hidden agenda,
profit motive or background commercial relationships, based on 40 years’ experience in the
sector,empowering them to make good housing choices and get the best deal available.
To provide value for money - providing a first class service making use of the latest technology to
allow on-line global accessibility and recognising the importance of meeting differing students’
needs and providing value for money and choice throughout the housing process.
To promote safety and wellbeing - setting and checking standards to make student
accommodation as safe and secure as possible to give peace of mind to all concerned and
providing a good quality living environment that is so important in the learning process.
To promote community - whilst Unipol promotes individuality it encourages positive attitudes
to equality, cultural diversity and the internationalism inherent in undertaking study in higher
education.
To be ethical - valuing and investing in staff, valuing tenants, partners and local traders, and
working at the forefront of sustainability practice.
To be transparent and accountable - having open management and governance processes and
being answerable, as a charity to our Board of trustees and to users of the charity making our
agenda and operations as clear and open as is possible.
These values will be at the core of our strategic objectives over the next three years.
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The Unipol Mission
There are four main strands to the mission:
Tenant Information and Empowerment
Unipol gives students reliable information, help and support to empower them to make sound
decisions about their accommodation.
In a clear, comparable and easy-to-understand way, the new website offers unbiased and
transparent information about properties for rent in the cities where Unipol works. Properties that
meet the Unipol Code are given priority billing. The website also offers advice. This material is
supplemented by free-to-use Housing Hubs, where staff offer targeted advice and help.
All rented property operates in a market environment. There is currently a surplus of student
housing in all three markets that Unipol works in. This allows clued-up, confident students to rent
the best and reject the worst.
Improving Standards
Accreditation is an important vehicle for improving standards. It is about persuading suppliers
voluntarily to meet higher than regulatory standards, based on reasonable consumer
expectations.
Unipol is a founder member of the accreditation movement and has designed and operates
several Unipol Codes, which share a common core of standards. There are Codes geared to the
specific housing and market conditions where Unipol works directly and there are two National
Codes.
Robust verification procedures are used to ensure Code compliance. The Codes offer
accountability through a complaints system and dispute resolution through an independent
Tribunal system. Three-yearly reviews, including broad consultation, ensure regular updating.
Together, the Codes provide cover for over 250,000 students.
Being a Direct Provider
As a direct provider of student housing for nearly 3,000 tenants, Unipol positions itself as a
beacon of good and innovative practice. Unusually, Unipol houses a full cross-section of the
student population: all years, all levels, disabled students, students with dependants (mainly
families) and younger students under the age of 18.
Built up over 25 years, the Unipol portfolio offers the full spectrum of property and lifestyle
options – from the more regulated ‘halls’ (often preferred by new students) to city centre living
and off-street shared student houses for more tenants more inclined to independent living.
Differentiation in price and the careful tailoring of management systems mean that the diverse
needs of different student groups can be properly met. The charity’s commitment to subsidising
housing for students with dependants (where the market fails to provide affordable housing
options) is financially supported within the general not-for-profit envelope.
Knowledge and Thought Leadership
Unipol is still the main trainer in student accommodation. Its training ranges from hands-on advice
for practitioners in the sector to the exploration of trends and solutions to emergent challenges,
always with an emphasis on leading the sector towards best practice.
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Now that student accommodation has become an asset class, Unipol’s training and thought
leadership serve as a salutary reminder to the buyers and sellers of property that their most
important output is the accommodation service to their students.
Unipol’s pursuit of these four strands and how they intertwine reflects its commitment,
involvement and intervention at every level of the business of student accommodation with the
overarching aim of serving the consumer’s interests.
As in any not-for-profit operation, some strands generate income while others need resourcing.
The income generators help cross-subsidise the services that could not survive without support.
The constant challenge for the charity, its trustees and its management is what balance to strike
between these four strands to Forward Look sets out how that balance will be struck over the next
three years.

The Strategic Framework
To stay economically viable, Unipol must get the balance right between raising money and
spending it. Growth plans set out here are predicated on recent solid financial performance
against a backdrop of general economic slowdown and intensifying competition in the student
accommodation sector. Planned growth is focussed on two areas – the portfolio and raising
standards – and will be shaped according to:
• Local needs and landscapes
• The rapid changes taking place within student accommodation. The development of reliable
and high speed Wi-Fi and the manner in which learning resources can be accessed on line
has transformed not only the learning experience but also the function of accommodation as
a central place for learning
• The establishment of social networking and on-line contact changing the way in which
students interact with each other.
These changes have seen student accommodation move from “the study bedroom” to “the
learning house” with learning, socialising and day to day interaction mixed together within a
multi-tasking environment.
In this context, in shaping products and services, Unipol will take flexibility and future-proofing
as its watchwords. It will also place these attributes at the centre of this development process:
sustainability, technology, good quality management, friendliness, range, and good basic design.
In its approach to the services and products it offers, the charity will continue its exploration of
the relationship between cost, affordability and value for money.
For tenants, value for money is not the same as ‘cheap’ – although low cost is sometimes
important. High ratings for value for money and tenant satisfaction are best achieved when
properties have been clearly marked out and marketed as specific types, levels and styles of
product, with a clear locus in the portfolio.
For Unipol service users, value for money might now be usefully defined in terms of accessibility,
communication and the smarter, more joined-up use of technology.
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For our partner institutions, affordability is determined by what we can give them in exchange for
their support for us. These transactions take proper account of each institution’s particular needs
and aims in an increasingly differentiated higher education sector.
Value for money will (and has) come from developing highly professionalised core services across
institutions, something which would not be possible on an institution-by-institution basis. But
in achieving these economies of partnership Unipol delivers distinctive services and help where
necessary. Working together with our partners in this context has never been more important.

Making a Difference to Student Housing
Strategic Objectives
This Forward Look highlights the need for more joined-up operations. Although the collectivity of
its activities is too expansive for all staff and users to assimilate fully, the organisation itself has to
run as a single entity to improve its profile-raising, student and user engagement and smarter use
of technology. The charity also needs to build leadership capacity and particularly financial and
budgetary capacity to ensure growth can fit snugly into systems capable of handling responsible
and productive expansion.
This Forward Look identifies eight key strategic objectives to be delivered across the next three
years.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Promoting our values and standards
Creating the Housing Hubs
Increasing student engagement
Developing, marketing and growing the portfolio
Expanding accreditation and the Unipol Codes
Making better use of IT
Enhancing financial management and planning
Active, involved and participatory governance

Delivering the Strategy
Promoting our Values and Standards
Unipol’s profile, or brand awareness, needs to be raised in the context of promoting values, standards
and marketing Unipol’s services to users and potential users. Virtual and actual profiling will be
raised and communication improved and targeted. Unipol should become nationally recognised
as the student housing experts and locally recognised as a source of reliable help, advice and high
quality housing supply.
The strategy recognises that Unipol is operating in a competitive market and that, as a
consequence, the promotion of the charity as a unique organisation with distinctive values and
standards is increasingly important. Over the lifecycle of this Forward Look a number of activities
will lend additional weight to promotion:
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• External expertise on the Portfolio Committee will be a key resource for the development of
brand awareness
• N short statement of Unipol’s values will be added to each publication, as will the words
‘not-for- profit housing’, where applicable
• The Housing Hubs will be open longer, allowing for property viewings to extend into the
evening
• Staff will increasingly leave the office to be in pop-up locations at the right time with the
right, face-to-face message
• The redevelopment of the Leeds University Union building the 2015-2016 academic year
will mean the end of the current location of The Outlet which has been an important base
for raising awareness of housing issues and values and campaigns throughout the year to
raise issues of seasonal importance. Unipol will work with the University Union to establish a
new base within the Union where its current good work can be continued and expanded via
social and digital media to capture the interest of students at key seasonal times throughout
the year
• Working with the institution and its students’ union, Unipol must develop a stronger
presence in Leeds Beckett University’s accommodation office to provide in situ student
search facilities, interactive display message boards and targeted pop-up advice and help
services at key points in the year
• There will be an attractive annual briefing and newsletter for Unipol’s partners and
supporters, promoting the charity’s good works and values
• A new lettings database will streamline the co-ordination of Unipol’s lettings and viewings
and provide better management information
• A Tenant Portal will be developed in 2016, allowing tenants to access straightforward
information about their property and their account
• The online landlord appointment system for students will be given greater prominence and
its landlord profiles improved
• The upgraded Rent Online system will stress the security of renting with Unipol
• New floorplan software will be sourced and provided so that owners can more easily
produce floorplans that give future tenants a better idea of the property before they rent
• There will be a planned full calendar of training and professional development events for
landlords and agents (online and face-to-face), vital in promoting Unipol’s values into the
market
• Stakeholder staff training and liaison will be increased to explain Unipol’s mission and
services
• The Unipol training and conference programme will be refocused: fewer events but stronger
messages about standards, best practice and values.

Creating the Housing Hubs
The three Accommodation Bureaux will be reinvented as Housing Hubs, providing both a face-to-face
and a virtual service. The Housing Hubs will facilitate communication with and amongst users in new
ways through the website, WebChat (both text and video), Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Google+,
offering as a one-stop shop a range of easily accessible help, advice and information that orientates
the whole organisation outwards to its customers.
From November 2015 the old ‘Bureau’ titles will be replaced by ‘Housing Hub’. The transition will
involve the reorganisation of Bureau activity to allow staff to thrive within a newly constructed
team.
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In Leeds the Housing Hub will be divided between landlord services and the student interface.
The student interface will bring together the web, social media and accreditation into a single
package. The Student Interface Manager will oversee accreditation, training and conferences and
social media.
A Landlord Services Office will have first-line responsibility for the budgeting, promotion and
generation of landlord income; greater promotion of accreditation to housing suppliers; and
oversight of a move away from a counter-based service to an online and phone-based service and
a move away from paper-based to online systems wherever possible.
These changes strengthen the housing management team and create a revamped and larger
Housing Hub team with sufficient resources to make a significant impression on student
engagement, increase brand awareness and build Unipol’s social media presence. The virtual
bureau – with staff on hand to answer online queries and stimulate activity across various SM
platforms – will become the modern-day equivalent of the counter service.
A £130K upgrade of the physical space will support these changes. The design brief is for a
modern, attractive and useful space that reflects the improved online presence. The counter will
be removed and forward-facing staff will work and engage with customers at islands in the main
public area. Designs will be finalised by November 2015 and the project completed by March
2016.
Pre-arrival communication with international students will be encouraged through SKYPE.
The current subventions from partners in Leeds come up for review in 2017 for the period 20172021. Over the past eight years subventions have been static, a real-terms decline of over 30%
at a time when expenditure has increased by 42%. It is important to record in this strategy that
investment and recurrent spend on these new services will require greater financial support from
funding partners over that period to balance funding from Unipol’s own operations and owners
using the service.
In Bradford the existing office in the Atrium of the Richmond Building will be refitted and,
the presence of Unipol will be raised at the University and College. The management of Doris
Birdsall Hall sees Unipol once again operating some student accommodation in the city and will
strengthen the Bradford operating base.
In Nottingham the office is relatively new and non-counter-based and so the transition to
Housing Hub will be comparatively easy to achieve. The Nottingham service does not have the
unified level of commitment from all partners that Leeds and Bradford have, and the University of
Nottingham’s decision not to support the Unipol service from 31 July 2015 was disappointing but
unsurprising.
Nottingham will benefit from these methods of direct engagement with students. The website is
popular and the Student-to-Student Noticeboard is also active and increasingly used.
The strategic aim is to maintain a bespoke service in Nottingham that:

8

• Retains the website as a beacon of unbiased and transparent information promoting student
choice in a surplus market
• Maintains the student accreditation scheme, ensuring its standards are robustly policed, and
seeks to grow membership
• Builds engagement with the better student landlords using accreditation, supporting them
with market information and appropriate training
• Continues to grow Unipol’s property management operation until it is self-funding
• Increases direct student engagement through social media, the noticeboard and UCAS media
• Seeks to have the support of as many partners in Nottingham as possible
• Accepts that the Nottingham service will be in deficit for 2015-2016 but takes steps to
ensure a return to sustainable viability for 2016-2017.
Financial imperatives and the lack of agreement over a unified approach to house hunting
necessitate a more commercial approach to replacing funding lost from the University of
Nottingham. Over 2015-2016 it will be possible to make a sound judgement about the following
two years’ operations in Nottingham and how they must develop.
The number of bed spaces on the Nottingham website is too low and Unipol’s performance in
attracting new and repeat business has been poor. Improvement is essential: for the 2016-2017
house hunting year the baseline target of 6,500 bed spaces must be achieved.
A marketing plan will be drawn up for Nottingham and activated for the 2016-2017 house
hunting year. Additional resources will be made available to fund this.
In Nottingham Unipol has lost the battle to move the house hunting year start to January,
primarily because of lack of co-operation among partners. As a consequence, Unipol will start
advertising for 2016-2017 on Saturday 7th November 2015. This earlier date will not compromise
other core messages about students taking their time and not being rushed. This earlier date
should see more advertising on the website and should enable a return of use by larger
developers.
The restriction on the use of the website for accredited landlords will be lifted and the systems
used in Leeds and Bradford to restrict poorer landlords extended to Nottingham. The website is
transparent about what is accredited and what is not, and accredited properties will come up first.

Increasing Student Engagement
The student interface has never been more important. Unipol must exploit social and digital media to
drive traffic to help, advice, our housing and the website. It must use its direct contact with students
to introduce new services and persuade students to take their time in renting and give them the
confidence to make the best choices they can.
The charity is giving a high priority, with considerable additional resourcing, to expanding its
digital and social media output to encourage greater engagement of students, landlords and
professionals with all its services through digital communications. The aim is that Unipol will
become locally and nationally recognised as ‘The Student Housing Experts’.
There are a variety of strands to this new initiative:
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• Driving traffic to the website and creating a database of student contacts so that they can be
fed season-specific information throughout the student housing cycle
• Transforming the way in which house hunting advice and information is conveyed and made
more accessible, engaging and responsive
• Developing by November 2015, in partnership with Leeds University Union (and others in
time), a Rate Your Landlord service which allows students to rate their landlord against seven
key measures and thereby get meaningfully engaged in supplying an information stream
that has value for future house-hunters
• Initiating a Check My House service by May 2016, where students can check on a database
whether their house is covered by the relevant Unipol Code. (In Nottingham this will extend
to a joint search with DASH under the Nottingham Badge)
• Creating two new posts – Digital and Social Media Officer and Student Engagement Officer
– which will increase social media activity and enhance the functionality and appeal of
Unipol’s services to tenants, students and landlords.
Quantitative performance measures for this strategy will be:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Users/likes/followers on social media
Referrals to the Unipol website from social media
Leads generated through calling technology
Engagement and conversations generated on social media
Tenant retention
The speed at which Code properties are let on the website
Delegate numbers on Unipol Training
The speed of Unipol Housing lets.

Initially the strategy will cover the two-year period 2015-2017. Renewal of resourcing depends
on significant improvements against these measures.

Developing, Marketing and Growing the Portfolio
Unipol must continue to invest in its portfolio, concentrating on good design, sustainability and
good social spaces. It must retain and expand its subsidised and low-cost housing for students with
dependants to keep pace with demand. Over the next three years it will invest heavily in its larger
buildings, many of which are in mid-life. It must expand its ownership of appropriate shared houses
and continue to act as a beacon for private landlords in meeting growing student expectations on
standards. Above all, it must continue to stress that its own accommodation is not simply a house but
a home within both the student and local community. It must market these advantages to potential
tenants effectively.
Developing in the marketplace and meeting higher consumer expectations
Unipol’s housing portfolio comprises properties either owned by the charity or on long-term
management/lease arrangements, plus a small portfolio of short-term managed properties. Rents
and rental commission from the portfolio generate 80% of Unipol’s revenue. The risk exposure
entailed by reliance on this income stream is significantly mitigated by these factors:
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• Unipol’s rental record has strengthened over the last three years with greater tenant
commitment and retention. Further improvement will be supported by the Portfolio
Committee’s setting and owning of a retention target for each of the next three letting years
• Half of Unipol’s housing is underwritten by an education institution (although direct lets
have become a vital contributor in Leeds (£4,677K) and in Nottingham (£651K))
• Overall satisfaction ratings with Unipol housing in 2014-2015 are high, equivalent to an
82% rating of satisfied/very satisfied customers.
As competition intensifies and housing supply increases, Unipol continues to protect its market
share by targeting specific products to meet the different needs of specific housing groups – a
strategy that is commercially effective, but which also helps fulfil its commitment to serving the
full spectrum of student groups.
In the last three years particular emphasis was given to providing services that met student
expectations in different settings (including Wi-Fi in all shared houses, individual door locks on all
shared houses for four-plus, utility inclusive rents for all Unipol’s larger properties and adjustable
energy supplements for most others, a more relaxed attitude to individual tenancies in shared
housing, and the establishment of trusted tenant status, where retained tenants are exempt from
a new deposit, resulting in a significantly increased tenant retention rate).
Over the next three years:
• Energy inclusive rents are planned to extend to all shared student houses. This will link to
an energy awareness raising initiative, involving the responsible use of energy and returning
savings to tenants through an expanded Energy Varsity incentive scheme
• Scheduled for a 2016 launch, a new paperless Rent Online system will move the making of
all tenancy arrangements online and achieve greater integration between the applications
involved in the tenant signup procedure. This will drive greater sustainability and efficiency
• All tenants will be given the option of signing a joint or a single tenancy for the first time
in mid-letting year 2016. A few remaining smaller shared houses will also be fitted with
individual room locks to complete this process
• Social and tenancy support programmes will continue to be run to ensure that Unipol
property tenants have opportunities to meet fellow residents and tenants and can call on
specialist help if they are unhappy
• The family social programme will continue to run, supported by Leeds University Union and
the University of Leeds
• The family accommodation provided for students from the University of Leeds will be
rebranded to underscore the seamless service provided to those students by Unipol and the
University
• A review will be undertaken in 2016 of the purpose and guidelines of the Tenancy Release
Group, which, as an ethical provider, Unipol set up to operate as an independent mechanism
for considering the release of tenants from a binding tenancy agreement, where tenants
believe that the organisation has not taken proper or full account of their special personal
circumstances in dealing with their case. The review is anticipated to result in a wider remit
and an expedited and more transparent process.
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Unipol’s own housing will fully reflect its values:
• Offering the best deal possible to tenants, no fees or hidden charges and no requirement for
adult students to be backed by a guarantor
• Using housing revenue to help subsidise housing for students with dependants, maintain
a range of low-cost accommodation, support investment in higher quality properties and
subsidise the charity’s advice and accreditation mission
• Investing further in sustainability to improve infrastructure and information for tenants on
energy and carbon footprint reduction
• Undertaking preservation and conservation in the best traditions of house building and
craftsmenship
• Continuing the successful policy of using local traders and builders where possible to deliver
high-quality services on Unipol’s behalf.
Unipol aims to give tenants a great housing experience, to provide high-quality housing at good
value and to facilitate social and academic interaction. Tenants in Unipol properties should feel it
is a home from home that contributes to well-being and academic achievement.
Portfolio development
Portfolio development is a continual process and will remain important over the next three
years. Consistent across all improvements will be the quest to improve energy efficiency and
sustainability and to invest in shared social space.
Unipol’s commitment to making special arrangements for those with special needs, those under
the age of 18 and those with mental health issues will continue.
A number of investments and developments in the portfolio are already known:
• All the Leeds City Council properties are now fully leased and the final six (mainly family
houses) will be refurbished by September 2016
• At Carlton Hill the kitchen refurbishments will be completed in 2015 at a cost of £207K and
by April 2016 low-energy LED lighting will have been installed in all communal areas and
external lamps and lamp standards replaced
• At Mill Street a three-year works programme supported by £400K investment will provide
new kitchens, a new foyer and low-energy lighting
• Due for completion in June 2016, a £351K improvement programme at Woodsley Terrace
will deliver significant roofing and drainage works, the replacement of all boilers and
the fitting of secondary glazing to all rear windows, plus some bathroom improvements.
Woodsley Terrace’s energy costs are expected to fall by some 30%
• Doris Birdsall Hall in Bradford will receive a £353K refit, styled to meet the needs of
Bradford College students over the next 11 years as part of a linked housing and services
package agreed with the institution
• The external facade of New York Buildings is being upgraded in 2015. Better management is
anticipated to follow a change of managing agent
• The lease for Royal Park Flats will be renewed on terms already agreed from 2017-2027. The
user group will change from first-year Leeds Beckett University undergraduates to one-year
University of Leeds postgraduates. A £592K investment will improve all rooms and create a
significantly sized multi-purpose shared space, ready for 2017. The last three kitchens will
be refitted over summer 2016
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• Unipol will continue investing in its own buildings. In the summer of 2016 a further £250K
of improvements will be made
• Across the housing portfolio internet supplies will be increased to a pre-determined level
but in any event not less than 20Mb/s. Internet will be added to Tannery Square.
There are, however, a number of challenges ahead:
• A lease from LCC for 48 three-bedroom family flats comes up for renewal in July 2016. The
favourable current terms are unlikely to be repeated. Unipol will aim to retain this vital
family accommodation, supported in its imminent negotiations by the University of Leeds,
whose postgraduate research students it houses
• The University of Leeds underwrite on Grayson Heights shared student flats expires in
August 2017. Thereafter the University would like to use the flats for student families.
Currently, it is difficult to see how the economics of this can deliver affordable family
accommodation. This is complicated by necessary energy efficiency gains ahead of the
Energy Act provisions that encourage improvements in poorly rated tower blocks such as
this. Discussion will be needed with Home Housing (who hold the main lease) and LCC in
late 2016
• Cardigan Road Flats houses only 10 families and Unipol is currently subsidising each family
by over £2,000 a year and this is unsustainable with action needed to either increase
income or reduce expenditure over these next three years.
Marketing
Unipol will in the next three years:
• Continue developing its lettings and marketing strategy with more HTML trackable emails,
greater Open Day, Fresher’s Fair and Housing Fair involvement
• Improve contact and communication with tenants before, during and after their tenancy
• Create a ‘Unipol Alumni’ operation to keep former tenants informed of latest news and
initiatives to encourage returners and word-of-mouth promotion
• Increase security information and awareness
• Upgrade, in 2016, the repairs reporting system to enable better communication with tenants
and to improve information about repairs and timings and the measurement of satisfaction
with contractors
• Continue its annual tenant satisfaction survey but also devise a bespoke survey for students
with dependants to be completed annually in order to combat consistently poor response
rates from this group
• Commission quarterly surveys on internet satisfaction across 2015-2016 to facilitate trendspotting, underperformance and prompt remedial action.
Growing the portfolio
Unipol will seek:
• To invest a further £2.5m in small property acquisition. These houses will need to return a
surplus: rental yield will be more important than asset value
• A partner to roll out a hybrid development of around 300 students with appeal to both firstyear and returning students, mirroring Carlton Hill
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• To 10-year lease up to around 50 properties, some previously under management to ensure
they remain within the portfolio that can be upgraded to fully fit the Unipol property model.
Although this increases letting risk, many will be well-located with a good letting record and
will benefit from a long-term commitment, ensuring continuing investment and control
• To complete the asset transfer of Dyers Court to Unipol (scheduled for January 2016)
providing a significant addition of 18 new family flats over the next decade at low rents to
Unipol’s family housing stock.
The housing management portfolio still needs to grow. The 160 bed spaces lost following the sale
of Mary Morris House need replacing.
In Nottingham Unipol manages 159 bed spaces. It is likely that a further 100 will be added in
summer 2016, still some way short of the 400 needed to be fully viable and sustainable long
term. This deficit must be closed by 2017.
The portfolio’s overall financial strategy will produce a return to financial surplus for shared
housing Following significant investment, rents will reflect enhanced amenity levels.
Accommodation choice and range will be maintained and sufficient income generated to upgrade
the remainder of the LCC family houses.
In 2015 Unipol carried out a review of the Leeds managed property portfolio and removed a
number of properties that were in unpopular, hard-to-let areas or where owners were reluctant
to make adequate investment. As Unipol improves its own standards, it is vital that managed
properties also reach those standards whilst remaining commercially viable.
Over the next three years it will also be an important part of managing properties that they can
meet Unipol’s requirements that all shared student rooms have door locks and that tenants be
given the option of signing individual tenancies. Unipol will offer and encourage the use of utility
and Wi-Fi packages by managed owners.
In this context Unipol must seek to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Identify new landlords
Review the marketplace at more regular intervals to identify new providers
Improve communication and nurture trust with managed owners
Develop an Owners Portal to give them direct access to statements and invoices
Advise about repairs being done
Produce more sophisticated managed owner information on expenditure.

Regular meetings (with UK-based owners) will be scheduled, plus at least one meeting a year to
discuss property improvements, rent setting, changes in legislation and marketing.

Expanding Accreditation and the Unipol Codes
Unipol will use its expertise and integrity nationally and locally to roll out and develop accreditation
in student housing. Despite becoming less fashionable (possibly as a result of some recent scheme
failures), accreditation, done well, is something the charity and its trustees are passionate about: as
Unipol’s schemes demonstrate, it can provide a highly effective basis for differentiating better quality
housing and management within the sector and for producing real
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change for the good. The charity will widen its campaign for accreditation to become an essential
part of the toolkit for education institutions serious about their students’ housing, whether
institutional or otherwise.
Accreditation and the growth of the Unipol and Unipol/ANUK Codes have been one of Unipol’s
long-term objectives. It is working well nationally as part of the Government-recognised Codes for
larger student buildings and in Leeds, Bradford and Nottingham for off-street properties.
Raising awareness of the Codes fits centrally into the objectives for creating the Housing Hubs
and increasing student engagement.
Unipol will work closely with Nottingham City Council and cross-badge Unipol Code properties
with the Nottingham Badge; and in Leeds with Safer Leeds to promote the safety of students at
home.
There is clearly a role for Unipol to help other universities and their students roll out a tried and
tested accreditation model that they can use themselves, and to provide support in establishing
and reviewing schemes so long as, in the longer term, adequate resources are made available
to enable such schemes to remain sustainable. In some cases Unipol may offer to oversee such
schemes.
Over the next three years Unipol will:
• Restructure and run the Accreditation Network UK (ANUK) and, with financial support from
the TDS Foundation, create a new national ANUK website as a fully comprehensive resource
on accreditation in the UK
• Extend the National Codes website to offer simple but effective housing advice to
parents and students looking for accommodation, and to build this into a national set of
straightforward information available to journalists and other commentators
• Establish an ANUK student section to foster networking and enable support between those
involved in student accreditation
• Offer more training for Code landlords to improve engagement and reduce Code complaints
• Develop a national model accreditation scheme for off-street properties as a practical
template, to be reviewed three-yearly.
On the National Codes for Larger Student Developments Unipol will:
• Seek to build the Codes into a strong brand where consumer, industry and regulatory
awareness of high and relevant standards are synonymous with that brand. The new Codes
will contain a more prescriptive requirement on member suppliers to make others aware of
the Codes
• Develop core documentation (particularly but not exclusively for local authority use),
to include an updating of the LACORS Guidance on the Codes and greater input from
professional bodies
• Raise the Codes’ public profile through more talks at higher education conferences and
professional bodies
• Build a new, more effective National Codes database.
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Making Better Use of IT
Over the next three years strong investment in IT projects will continue to have high priority in order
to support the delivery of the planned improvements in the charity’s management, administration
and services. The priorities are further improvement in software integration, increased remote
working and the security and resilience of Unipol’s computer infrastructure. IT also has a vital role in
supporting better marketing, student engagement and effective information delivery.
In summary, IT development will contribute to:
• The upgrading of business processes for:
-- debt collection
-- deposit protection and refunds
-- energy usage
-- finance management
-- fixed assets management
-- tenant contract management (Rent Online system)
-- reporting repairs
-- student appointments with landlords
-- lease monitoring
-- utilities administration
• The creation/procurement and operation of
-- the Housing Hubs
-- a document management system
-- a Tenants Portal
-- an Owners Portal
-- a Check My Home service
-- a Rate Your Landlord service
-- a new lettings database
-- floorplan software.
More detail on these is located under the relevant headings of this plan.
To minimise downtime and the risk of breaches, Unipol will continue to improve security and
resilience in its IT infrastructure and will commission periodic external security checks to
supplement its own.
In 2015 Unipol will achieve, and thereafter maintain, compliance with Payment Card Industry Data
Security Standards.
Over the next three years Unipol will migrate from using Windows 7 as the staff operating system
to Windows 10, and move from Office 2010 to Office 2013/365. These changes will probably
entail the use of cloud-based resources in line with the University of Leeds.

Enhancing Financial Management and Planning
As a basis for enhancing financial management and planning:
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•
•
•
•
•

The finance team is being restructured
Its staff is being more professionalised and multi-skilled through training
Teamwork and mutual support is being routinized
Staff are being assigned greater responsibility for complex financial systems
Budgetary control is being tightened.

Improved technology will play an important part in upgrading management and user information as
debt collection, deposit protection and refunds and energy usage are all streamlined.
Unipol’s turnover is currently £9.3m and, over the next three years will continue to rise. The
financial system will need to handle the increased transaction load, provide more sophisticated
management and budgetary information and handle cash flow effectively.
There will continue to be a significant human resource investment in the finance team with
greater emphasis on team working, underpinned by relevant training.
Budgetary control will be increased and budget holders given more focussed and detailed reports
to support more planning.
Available key metrics will include: debtor days, creditor days, bank balance and facilities
headroom.
The use of cheques will be minimised, particularly for deposit refunds.
Rationalisation of Unipol’s financing strategy in 2016 will include:
•
•
•
•
•

An analysis of existing loan obligations
Securing funding for the acquisitions programme
Ring-fenced funding for certain projects
The replacement of the current revolving credit facility
Making appropriate provision for balancing normal operational cash flow throughout the
year.

These service improvements will involve a changing, and possibly closer, relationship with
Unipol’s bankers.
Using better technology:
• A fully functioning and more sophisticated fixed asset system will be in place in 2015 and
will allow key staff access to manage fixed assets and stock items
• A lease monitoring system will be introduced in 2016 with paperless filing of relevant
documentation
• A utilities database will be developed to manage both tenant and back-office requirements.
As inclusive rents increase, this will be important in ensuring proper account is taken of costs
in rent setting and billing owners
• A document management system will be introduced over the three-year period to streamline
the processing of purchase invoices.
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The finance system is currently being upgraded from Opera 2 to Opera 3 but during 2016 a full
assessment will be made on whether to retain or replace it.

Active, Involved and Participatory Governance
Governance is a key component of the charity’s future transparency, accountability and growth.
Unipol has an active governance system, subject to regular review. The recruitment of external experts
onto the Board’s committees and groups adds valuable professional support in the shaping of future
services. Trustees themselves (including co-optees) have expressed a willingness to do more to assist
the charity, inside and outside their own organisations, acting as key ambassadors for Unipol’s values
and mission.
The Board structure has been conceived to increase participation and expert input into the
governance process, as well as enabling the proper discharge of the core duties of scrutiny and
holding the executive to account. Over the next three years Unipol will lend more support to
the trustees in their developing ambassadorial role to help them bring projects and positive
change to the charity. The role will be fleshed out and trustees will, where available and willing,
take on specific tasks. This will be a significant extension of work for them, but the increase in
commitment and expertise will be an important part of making the progress that this Forward Look
envisages.
The Group on Governance meets regularly and will continue its dialogue with the Board on
governance best practice (for example, its recent skills audit and the extension of Board appraisal
to include the Deputy Chief Executive).
Trustees will need to consider changes in governance arrangements but some likely ones are
flagged here:
• Changes to the charity’s Articles (an increase in co-option capacity (to six) and a change in
the Board’s quorum from a percentage to a simple numerical basis)
• Reaffirmed commitment to the effective current trustee review system; to the Good
Governance Code for the Voluntary and Community Sector as the basis for the Board’s
annual governance review; and to the ‘traffic light’ system used for the annual risk
assessment
• A review of trustees’ access to confidential papers (including the option of adding these to a
secure area on the website for controlled anytime access)
• Co-optees normally to be appointed in the first instance for one year, extendable following
review. A new system for expediting extensions will be established
• A new, and more participatory, Nottingham Group to replace the current Nottingham Services
Committee
• A new dedicated Bradford Services Committee to reflect Unipol’s extension of services in
the city
• A new Committee to deal with IT issues so that technical expertise can be drawn in and
exploited on the successful model of the Portfolio Committee
• A new Student Engagement Group to advise, oversee and participate in aspects of student
engagement initiatives
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• The Tenancy Release Group that provides an independent mechanism for releasing students
from their contract early and provides useful external welfare-related expertise in reaching
what are often difficult decisions will have its purpose and guidelines reviewed in 2016 to
give them a wider remit with the process of deliberation speeded up and the system made
more transparent
• The role of trustees as ambassadors.

Conclusion
Over the next three years the key strategic priorities will be applied across Unipol. The comfort of
any silo structure will have to yield to overarching organisational needs. Technology, services and
communication must permeate and bring closer together the charity’s operations. This will require
an alignment of leadership, culture and competencies throughout Unipol’structure.
This is a time for getting student engagement right, for rolling out the Housing Hub concept
and responding to ‘digital natives’ who base their future, their opinions and their options on
technology that has existed throughout their lives.
This is also a time for capacity building, for making sure that the operating systems of the charity
are up to the job ahead.
But most of all, this is a time for reasserting the charity’s values, not as some abstract intellectual
concept but to ensure those values have real purchase and deliver high-quality housing and
services to the next generation of students: to maintain choice, excellence, professionalism and
affordability.
All these components will be assembled as the engine of future success.
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