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PEOPLE’S HEALTH TRUST - ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY 
  

Introduction 

This case study focuses on how the 
Ethical Lettings campaign in Bristol 
was conceived, and what it aims to 
do and achieve, as part of the 
evaluation of the Active 
Communities Programme managed 
by People’s Health Trust. The report 
draws on interviews with the paid 
organiser (project lead), project 
director, volunteers and participants, 
observation of the launch event / 
training event for the Ethical 
Lettings campaign, and the 
monitoring information submitted as 
part of the programme’s six monthly 
review cycle. 

About the project 

The project secured funding in 
December 2015 for two years. It is 
designed to implement the Ethical 

Lettings Charter (or Standard as it is 
often known locally), developed 
through feedback from existing 
ACORN volunteers and local 
residents, who were worried about 
being evicted if they complained 
about sub-standard housing 
conditions to their private landlord 
or letting agent.  

“What led up to the Ethical Lettings 
Charter project was about a year’s 
worth of community organising in and 
around Easton and Lawrence Hill.” 
(Project staff) 

This project is a campaign designed 
to bring together private housing 
tenants who live in poor conditions 
and experience high levels of social 
isolation. The campaign brings 
volunteers and beneficiaries 
together to raise awareness of 
tenants’ rights, gather evidence and  

 
plan campaigns to encourage private 
landlords and letting agents (who 
manage properties on behalf of 
private landlords) to sign the Ethical 
Lettings Charter1, which is a code of 
conduct or set of standards for 
private landlords and letting agents 
to sign up to, to raise standards in 
the private rental sector.  

The Ethical Lettings campaign is 
targeting private landlords with large 
property portfolios, but also some 
Housing Associations working in the 
private rental sector. Slightly 
different versions of the Ethical 
Lettings Charter have been 
produced for landlords and letting 
agents. The Charter has three levels: 
Bronze, Silver and Gold, and will be 
updated periodically to reflect 
changes in the law and the housing 
market. The Ethical Lettings 
campaign aims to showcase private 
landlords and letting agents 
adopting good ethical lettings 
practices, to generate momentum, 
and directly challenge and tackle 
unethical practice in the private 
rental sector. 

ACORN –  
Ethical Lettings Campaign 
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The project is based in Easton, an 
area of Bristol which has a high 
proportion of private housing 
tenants. 

“In Easton 41% of the housing stock is 
in the private rented housing sector 
which is nearly double the city-wide 
average for Bristol…The Council has 
deemed 70% of the housing stock in 
some of the area to be below 
standard. Easton is a lower income 
area…the housing stock is pretty poor. 
Rents in Bristol have gone up by 18% 
last year in some parts of Easton and 
house prices have gone up 30%.” 
(Project staff)  

The majority of the project’s 
volunteers and beneficiaries are in 
work, but most are also in receipt of 
housing benefit and child tax credits. 
The project will also reach some 
tenants in the Lawrence Hill ward, 
which is the most disadvantaged 
ward in the South West.  

The project is managed by ACORN, a 
not-for-profit membership 
organisation established in 2012. 
The organisation brings together 
community organisers who engage 
and listen to the community and use 
this information to form campaigns 
and projects.  

Main findings 

 The project is run by local 
tenants, for local tenants. It 
provides a range of ways for 
them to contribute to project 
design and delivery that are 
proportionate and appropriate. 
Collective control underpins the 
Ethical Lettings campaign. 

 The project has plugged a gap in 
local service provision, providing 
support for private housing 
tenants. The demand for this 
support has risen as a result of 
the cuts to local authority 
neighbourhood housing teams 

and the increase in the private 
rental market.  

 The project works in a format 
and at times that suit its 
volunteers and beneficiaries.  

 The project is very inclusive, 
conducting outreach activities to 
engage as many local private 
tenants as possible, and offering 
options for different levels of 
engagement with the project.   

 The project builds private 
tenants’ social links and ties. The 
group engenders a sense of 
community belonging and 
reduces social and emotional 
isolation.  

 The project demonstrates that 
collective control can be more 
effective than individual action. 

Who is involved?  

The paid organiser (project lead) and 
project director are paid members of 
staff who already worked for ACORN 
(the lead organisation). This project 
employs the paid organiser in a full-
time capacity, providing stability to 
the organisation and developing the 
volunteer base to take forward its 
community work. The project 
director oversees the project, 
ensures implementation, manages 
staff and costs, and monitors 
activities for People’s Health Trust, 
reporting on a six monthly basis.  

Volunteers are already taking an 
active role in designing activities. 
Volunteers who are also local 
residents and project beneficiaries 
are leading on different aspects of 
the campaign, working in teams 
organised by volunteer co-
ordinators. Building volunteer 
capacity is central to this campaign.   

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

The project provides opportunities 
for volunteers and beneficiaries to 
reduce their social and emotional 
isolation by coming together to try 
and improve their housing situation. 
This is increasingly important given 
the cuts to statutory services that 
used to support tenants’ rights.  

“People feel very isolated, they think 
‘it’s only me that’s got my roof falling 
in’…rather than thinking, ‘actually it’s 
a structural problem and a community 
problem’…Psychologically the 
campaign should make people happier 
in themselves and in their 
community.” (Project staff)   

“The statutory powers to manage bad 
landlords are far too weak and are not 
enforced...Other than [ACORN], 
tenants need to ask an agency to 
represent them - Citizen’s Advice or 
Shelter, the Law Centre. It’s much 
more impactful when it’s done 
through a community of local people.” 
(Volunteer)    

Volunteers and beneficiaries are 
recruited through word-of-mouth, 
local community activities such as 
stalls in shopping centres, and social 
media. The project provides 
opportunities for local people to feel 
empowered by helping to design and 
deliver activities.  

“It’s about taking power back. 
Increasingly over the last 10 years 
people have less power because they 
can’t move because there is more 
demand on housing. This project is 
trying to force a situation to introduce 
rent controls and mass house 
building.” (Volunteer)  
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The project offers opportunities for 
people to engage with the project at 
different levels. Local residents are 
often initially made aware of the 
campaign by a team of volunteers 
who go door-to-door to ask 
residents to complete a short survey 
on the quality of their housing. Local 
residents are asked if they would like 
to join one of the door-knocking 
teams as a volunteer. The door-
knocking exercise takes place twice a 
month at weekends. Each team 
consists of 5-10 volunteers, who 
collect survey data to provide 
evidence to support the Ethical 
Lettings campaign.  

“Through the door-knocking we are 
collecting data and recruiting new 
members…We are promoting the 
notion that people have a ‘right to 
repairs’. We are providing an 
independent voice and giving people 
the power to speak for themselves.” 
(Volunteer) 

“People don’t know their rights and 
through the door-knocking we can 
increase their confidence as they 
know there is an organisation they 
can join and become part of.” 
(Volunteer) 

Opportunities were also provided for 
local tenants to engage with the 
project through an initial training / 
launch event held in February 2016, 
which was attended by around 20 
local people and introduced the 
concept of collective control. 

“It was a campaign training day. It 
began with an introduction to 
terminology; explaining what is a 
campaign, what is a strategy, what 
are tactics. That was a collaborative 
brainstorming session…For a lot of 
people it was their first experience of 
running community campaigns... we 
needed to make sure people have the 
same understanding of different 
terms.” (Project staff) 

The launch event provided a forum 
for introducing the volunteering 
opportunities available through the 
project. The project offers 
opportunities for existing volunteers 
who have been reliable and 
consistent to take collective control 
by becoming a volunteer 
coordinator, to recruit another 3-5 
volunteers, to work on their sub-
team for the project. 

“Each volunteer co-ordinator will 
develop a pool of volunteers who will 
spread out from them. So it 
decentralises the organisation of the 
project. It gives people the 
opportunity to move up in terms of 
responsibility….It’s a way of 
cascading responsibility downwards.” 
(Project staff)  

“The organisers run lots of workshops 
and training exercises with members 
to get them to think strategically 
about what kind of things could solve 
their housing problems.” (Project 
staff) 

At the time of the visit three 
volunteer coordinators were each 
organising a team of volunteers. The 
project has four volunteer teams; the 
door-knocking team, the data team, 
the action planning team, and the 
representation team. Providing 
these volunteering opportunities is 
empowering for volunteers and 
beneficiaries.  

“Our core goal is to empower local 
communities…we are giving people 
the ability and the tools to do it 
themselves. Community members 
need to be engaged in all stages of the 
campaign, so we are helping them to 
develop the abilities and skills and 
confidence to take the organisation 
forward, it depends on local people at 
every stage.” (Project staff)   

“ACORN staff believe in collective 
action and community action, as 
opposed to professional 

advocacy…The power of 15,000 
tenants who are consumers, citizens, 
voters; being able to mobilise those 
people is how you change things.” 
(Project staff)  

Devolving responsibility to the 
volunteer coordinators will gradually 
help to increase the capacity of the 
project.  

“The idea is that if a person regularly 
comes door-knocking and is good at it, 
I would say ‘would you like to lead a 
door-knocking group?’ That doesn’t 
mean I step down, I carry on co-
ordinating one group and they co-
ordinate a second group of door-
knockers and so our capacity grows, 
we are knocking on more doors, 
analysing more data, organising more 
actions.” (Volunteer) 

Further training events will be held 
on a monthly basis, providing 
opportunities for volunteers and 
beneficiaries to help plan lobbying 
actions and gain consensus for key 
messages to be conveyed to decision 
makers (such as private landlords, 
letting agents, and local politicians).  

The volunteering roles offer personal 
development opportunities for local 
people to develop their analytical 
skills. For example the volunteers 
working on the data team 
demonstrate collective control by 
working together to hone their data 
analysis skills and analyse data from 
statutory services (e.g. Bristol City 
Council) to help target activities for 
the campaign to focus on. The data 
team collect qualitative data on 
whether tenants rate their landlord 
to be a good landlord, and 
quantitative data on the number of 
tenants poorly or well served by their 
landlord. The data team analyse how 
often the local authority’s 
Environmental Health team and the 
Fire Service have been called out to 
properties owned by particular 
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landlords. They create descriptive 
statistics for press releases and 
conduct a meta-analysis of data to 
identify the density of tenants 
renting from a particular landlord, 
and determine how many landlords 
have achieved the Bronze, Silver or 
Gold standard. The data analysis is 
also used in training and to hold 
landlords to account, demonstrating 
good practice in terms of landlords 
and letting agencies that have 
signed up to the Ethical Lettings 
Charter. This evidence is important 
to demonstrate the impact of the 
campaign to members (volunteers 
and beneficiaries) and funders.  

The project also offers opportunities 
for volunteers to develop their 
organisational skills. For example, 
the volunteer coordinators provide 
weekly updates for the project 
organiser and summarise 
developments before the monthly 
members meeting, demonstrating 
collective control. 

“The volunteers will have a lot more 
independence on this project…I am 
taking a step back from Chairing the 
meetings…we want the teams to 
operate semi-independently.” 
(Project staff)  

Further opportunities for volunteers 
to take collective control are offered 
by the action planning team and 
representation team. The 
representation team will write press 
releases and liaise with the media, 
local politicians and councillors and 
feed information into national 
campaigns, such as International 
Women’s Day. The action planning 
team undertake direct action to 
encourage selected private landlords 
or letting agents to sign the Ethical 
Letting Charter. The tactics 
employed depend on how engaged 
the decision makers (landlords or 
letting agents) are. Direct action is 
based on the research findings 

generated by the data team. A 
session on developing a campaign 
plan was held at the launch event, 
exploring the process of identifying 
letting agents / private landlords to 
target and agreeing constructive 
direct action to engage the letting 
agents / private landlords. The 
training event included a workshop 
led by volunteers on organising a 
public event or demonstration. 

“The workshop was delivered by some 
of the volunteers who have been with 
us for a while.” (Project staff)   

The project also offers opportunities 
for beneficiaries to take collective 
control through peer support and 
befriending approaches. The project 
also has an inter-generational 
aspect, which offers opportunities to 
develop a common sense of 
community, and reduce isolation 
caused by poor housing across the 
age range.  

What has the project 
achieved?  

The project is on track so far. Each 
door-knocking teams talks to 20-30 
local residents per shift, culminating 
in 150-200 people having been 
reached during the first month of 
delivery. Local people are also being 
engaged through social media; the 
campaign has an active Facebook 
page with 50 new people liking the 
page and reading posts per week. At 
the time of the visit, (after six 
weeks), 300 people had been 
engaged via the Facebook page. The 
project aims to involve 200 people in 
‘social action projects’ during the 
course of the project. Good progress 
has been made towards this target, 
with around 20 people attending the 
first action planning workshop.    

The project has already achieved 
several practical outcomes. The 
project director commented that 

three letting agents and six landlords 
have already signed up to the Ethical 
Lettings Charter, which will bring 
about an improved situation for 
around 500 local private tenants.         

“Collective action has led to repairs on 
individual properties of £10,000 or£ 
20,000 which wouldn’t have 
happened had this collective action 
not brought collective power...against 
some very wealthy landlords. We are 
achieving individual case work 
improvement for individual members 
of ACORN, and improving collective 
standards by having the Ethical 
Lettings Charter or Standard, which 
raises the bar.” (Volunteer)      

Although in the early stages, the 
Ethical Lettings Campaign is already 
demonstrating collective control, as 
volunteers already organise 
collective activity. 

“We can negotiate the outcome, we 
can advocate and represent their 
interest to their landlord, not as one 
tenant, but as an organisation with 
thousands of members, and 
internationally with millions of 
members.” (Volunteer)  

Volunteers have also achieved 
collective control and increased 
capacity to extend the reach of the 
project.  

“The members meet to discuss the 
actions, so there is a democratic 
process to agree the actions and we 
are building our capacity, so we are 
less reliant on the paid organiser.” 
(Volunteer)  

“It’s a democratic process…Its 
empowering the members that are 
involved.” (Volunteer) 

The project also achieves collective 
control through volunteers working 
on the sub-teams. The role of the 
volunteer coordinators is working 
well in devolving responsibility to 
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local people and joining up different 
aspects of the campaign.   

“I co-ordinate the door-knocking 
volunteers…I also co-ordinate closely 
with the person who organises the 
action planning…as we might want to 
find out particular things on the door-
step to support the action. We have a 
set of questions that we ask, so there 
is good join up and co-ordination with 
the other parts of the model.” 
(Volunteer) 

The project is reducing social and 
emotional isolation and empowering 
beneficiaries and volunteers. 

“I have recently been involved with 
people who have been very isolated 
and had the landlord and 
representatives of the landlord 
illegally harassing them, threatening 
to evict them out of revenge, making 
illegal contracts, people being in 
desperate situations with families and 
not able to afford anywhere else to 
live and being on the brink of 
homelessness…These are very 
isolated people. …Some are working 
for their landlord and they are putting 
them up ten to a room, so they are in 
a really vulnerable situation. So we 
are not just saying ‘let us come and 
help you’, but ‘let us help you to help 
yourself.” (Volunteer) 

“It has reduced my sense of isolation. I 
have joined the Facebook group and I 
want to spread it to help other 
people….ACORN is proactive, 
committed and driven.” (Volunteer) 

The representation team has 
produced data for press briefings 
and received recognition in the local 
and national press, with articles in 
the Bristol Cable, Bristol Post, the 
Guardian, HTV News and the BBC 
News. The campaign has also 
responded to information requests 
from other branches of ACORN in 
Birmingham, Manchester and 

Scotland. The project is therefore 
producing a ripple effect.  

 

It is also improving volunteers’ and 
beneficiaries’ quality of life and 
sense of belonging to the 
community. The Ethical Lettings 
Charter has been endorsed by Bristol 
City Council, ensuring the legal 
validity of the Standard. The City 
Council supports the project as it 
recognises its achievements in 
engaging private tenants.    

“The local authority has been 
supportive. They are glad there is an 
organisation supporting tenants, 
engaging directly with tenants, 
because tenants can be a fluid and 
amorphous group. The local authority 
has struggled to engage with tenants 
in the past. So we provide 
communication between the local 
authority and the community which 
they have found helpful.” (Project 
staff) 

The group activities build volunteers 
and beneficiaries confidence to 
challenge bad practice, as they can 
see the effectiveness of collective 
action.  Tenants approached through 
the initial door-knocking exercise 
regularly report being too scared to 
complain to their landlord or letting 
agent as they fear eviction. 
Volunteers and beneficiaries have 
already engaged with large scale 
social problems and are becoming 
politically active, lobbying politicians 
and discussing how to improve the 
housing stock through collective 
action. For example, the 
Communities and Local Government 

Minister and the Shadow Housing 
Minster met with the group. 

“ACORN supports people to do 
collectively what they cannot do 
individually…it’s collaborative 
advantage, by coming together we 
create something which is more than 
the sum of the parts….It brings 
together different knowledge, skills 
and experience, that when brought 
together collaboratively enables us to 
deliver campaigns, analyse data, in a 
way that an individual or small group 
of individuals can’t.” (Volunteer)  

“We use an action reflection 
cycle…the local people here are 
involved in planning the entire 
campaign, and after every single 
action they do, we do one-to-one and 
group sessions on feedback and 
evaluation. So people understand the 
achievement of what they’ve done is. 
As change happens it’s an 
encouragement…they think ‘we did 
that, we can go and do it again’.” 
(Volunteer)  

“A lot of people who have come to 
ACORN have now developed the skills 
and confidence to be really valuable 
to the whole group.” (Volunteer) 

The project has empowered local 
people and demonstrates the power 
of collective control. 

“Its important to empower people 
because [they can feel powerless]…a 
Housing Bill going through the House 
of Lords, there is very little you can do 
to influence that, other than writing 
to your MP...Because we live locally 
we can hopefully bring a little bit of 
that power back to us, and provide an 
inspiration and a benchmark for other 
communities to stand up and say ‘no, 
we’re not having it’.” (Volunteer) 

“Some people have said their landlord 
acted because they threatened to 
contact ACORN. As an individual with 
a rouge landlord you feel incredibly 
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powerless, but coming together as a 
group is very empowering…two 
landlords have spent well over 
£50,000 on repairs already.” 
(Volunteer)  

Volunteers agreed that the project is 
enhancing their quality of life and is 
reaching particularly disadvantaged 
groups, such as new arrivals to the 
UK, who have very limited English 
and do not know their tenancy 
rights. The project is therefore very 
inclusive. 

“We are picking up more marginalised 
people than previously.” (Volunteer) 

The project also improves social ties, 
encouraging volunteers and 
beneficiaries to spread the word 
locally. This engenders a sense of 
community belonging, which 
supports the stability of the local 
community, as the quality of the 
housing stock affects all local 
residents. The project also helps 
raise awareness about other 
community groups that support local 
people on low incomes, such as the 
Easton Energy group and the Single 
Parents Network.  

“We have a huge amount of 
motivation as local people, whether 
we rent or not, we know about the 
mental health issues and social 
isolation it causes…we want to 
develop community spirit and it’s 
good for landlords too.” (Volunteer) 

“In addition to being the volunteers 
they are also the beneficiaries and I 
think that’s a lot of their motivation, 
they see the value in the project 
because they will be directly affected 
by its success or failure.” (Project 
staff) 

“The project is bringing together 
people who have a shared interest 
who didn’t know each other before. 
Tenants don’t view themselves as a 
community…what we’re doing 

through this project is bringing people 
together to help each other out with 
their housing…so people will ask for 
help, support, practical advice.” 
(Project staff) 

Some volunteers reported personal 
development gains from being 
involved in the project. 

“It develops your skills…It gives you a 
systematic way of looking at things, 
so you can apply it to anything really.” 
(Volunteer) 

What has worked well? 

 Appointing volunteer 
coordinators to lead teams of 
volunteers, who have already 
demonstrated commitment and 
reliability to the organisation 
and the aims of the campaign. 
 

 Giving volunteers and 
beneficiaries collective control to 
lead specific activities. For 
example, actions to encourage 
landlords to sign up to the 
Ethical Lettings Charter are 
designed by local people. This 
approach is helping local people 
to develop a sense of belonging 
in their community, and to 
demonstrate that collective 
action can achieve more impact 
than individual action. 

 
 Reducing social and emotional 

isolation and improving 
volunteers’ and beneficiaries’ 
quality of life through developing 
a common interest and sense of 
ownership. 

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  

 Determining an appropriate and 
proportionate level of collective 
control for new volunteers can be 
difficult. The project overcame 

this by introducing the role of 
volunteer coordinators, who are a 
trusted bank of long-term 
volunteers. The volunteer 
coordinators sign up new 
volunteers and manage them in 
small teams of 3 to 5 people. New 
volunteers can select which part 
of the campaign they would like 
to support. 
 

 The project is targeting private 
landlords and letting agencies 
which cover a wider area than 
that funded by the project. Whist 
the majority of volunteers and 
beneficiaries will be drawn from 
the target postcode areas for this 
project, in time people from other 
areas may want to get involved in 
the campaign. This will be largely 
managed by recruiting more 
volunteer coordinators to 
manage teams locally.  

The future 

This project has only been running 
for six weeks and intends to evolve in 
line with the plans outlined above; 
supported by the volunteer 
coordinators and delivered in 
conjunction with the wider group of 
volunteers and beneficiaries.   

 

Endnotes 

1 Further information on the Ethical 
Lettings Charter can be viewed 
online 
http://www.acorncommunities.org.u
k/its_rental and http://www.ethical-
lettings.org.uk/ 
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