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1.0 Introduction 
Vale of Glamorgan Council are seeking to fill the post of Head of Housing and Building Services.  
The council's aim is to become the best in-house social landlord in Wales.   

Having recently completed a major transformational programme and being close to achieving the 
Welsh Housing Quality Standard, £80M will have been invested by the time the project is complete in 
2017.   

There are 4,000 residential properties to maintain and a dedicated team of 449 staff.  Working with 
Registered Social Landlords and other partners, it is one of the main priorities to further develop the 
Housing Strategy and 30 year Business Plan, addressing issues such as homelessness, ageing 
population and the new legislation and government austerity measures.  

The role was last advertised as follows: 

 
Solace in Business were engaged by the Council to: 

• undertake a market test and report on the possible reasons why the Council has not been able 
to attract a sufficiently high calibre of candidates for the post when advertised in Sept 2016.    

• provide a view on the marketability of the post with recommendations based on market 
feedback.  The question was asked of people “If the role were advertised again would you 
apply? If not why not?”.   

• request a CV and secure interest for a  potential future recruitment campaign. 
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2.0 Methodology  
2.1 Approach 
120 people were identified for this market test exercise. This included a mixture of potential targets 
with whom we could discuss the role for the purposes of this report, as well as potentially re-approach 
should a full recruitment process follow. This figure also included sources who mainly operate at 
Director level who are able to give a view of the market, their own recruitment experiences and who 
may be able to make recommendations around potential targets. 

Given that this was a market test rather than a formal head-hunting exercise, a repeated and 
persistent series of approaches to individuals would not be appropriate, so a '3-strike rule' was 
adopted. This meant: 

1) initial contact by i) phone ii) mobile iii) email (in that order, depending on contact information 
available) 

2) a second follow up by i) phone ii) mobile iii) email (in that order, depending on contact 
information available) as a polite prompt to seek feedback 

3) A final 'round-robin' email to all contacted to remind them of our contact and that feedback and 
a conversation would be appreciated 

 

2.2 Market Test Geography 
For context, located immediately to the west of Cardiff between the M4 
motorway and the Severn Estuary, the Vale of Glamorgan covers 130 square 
miles and has 53 km of coastline. The largest centre of population is Barry.  
Other towns include Cowbridge, Dinas Powys, Llantwit Major and Penarth.  
Much of the population inhabits villages, hamlets and individual farms. The 
area is low-lying, with a maximum height of 450 ft above sea level at Tair 
Onnen to the east of Cowbridge.  

The borough borders Cardiff to the north east, Rhondda Cynon Taf to the 
north, Bridgend to the north west and the Bristol Channel to the south. For 
the market testing we initially identified and approached relevant 
professionals both in Local Government and Housing Associations across 
Wales and the surrounding areas as follows; 

• Blaenau Gwent County Borough 
Council 

• Bridgend County Borough Council 

• Caerphilly County Borough Council  

• The City of Cardiff Council 

• Carmarthenshire County Council 

• Ceredgion County Council 

• Conwy County Borough Council 

• Denbighshire County Council 

• Flintshire County Council 

• Gwynedd Council 

• Isle of Anglesey County Council 

• Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council  

• Monmouthshire County Council 

• Neath Port Talbot County Borough 
Council  

• Newport City Council  

• Pembrokeshire County Council 

• Powys County Council  

• Rhonda Cynon Taf County Borough 
Council 

• City and County of Swansea 

• Torfaen County Borough Council 

• Vale of Glamorgan Council 

• Wrexham County Borough Council 



  Appendix A 

Solace In Business Ltd, a company registered in England and Wales, Company No 3150254 

Registered office; Off Southgate, Pontefract, West Yorkshire, WF8 1NT 

However, the market testing did take us wider to also consider those also working in England.  

 

2.3 Role Requirements and Job Description 
Several key areas were discussed with potential applicants and sources who knew the market well 
and could provide a detailed response around the attractiveness of the post and perceived challenges 
to recruiting.  

One of the key considerations for discussion was the job content. When speaking with the market, 
sector knowledge was considered, as well as a range of other considerations. We used the Job 
Description as a starting point as follows:   

• Ability to act as the Head of Service for the relevant service area. 

• Able to work with the Director to provide leadership, management and strategic direction for 
the Directorate. 

• Ability to Deputise for the Director as required. 

• Able to work with and support Cabinet Members, Scrutiny Members and all Elected Members 
in their wards. 

• Contribute to the effective strategic management of the Council and the Directorate of 
Environment and Housing Services as a member of the Directorate Management Team. 

Other informal  considerations  from the brief were also taken into account and included: 

• The role does not necessarily require a massive change agent - the change has all been 
done, this is now a period of consolidation.  

• The role does require a sharp thinker who can get among the staff to empower and enable 
them. “adaptive leadership”. 

• In terms of background, candidates are more likely to be a Housing leader, rather than from a 
building/maintenance background. 

• There will be some aspects of the role e.g. community safety that will probably be outside of 
the candidates’ direct experience. There are good people in place in these services, so this 
increased breadth should not be regarded as a blocker and instead a development 
opportunity. 

 

2.4 Further Market Testing Considerations 
In addition to job content, the market test considered a number of issues that may have presented a 
barrier to a successful outcome in September 2016.  

The following issues were explored with the market in order for this report to present clear 
recommendations:  

• The Role; particularly in relation to combining a Housing role with that of Building Services 
and testing the perception of the job title and whether this was deemed appropriate and 
attractive. 

• Salary; salary expectations and appropriateness of current salary level (£66,123 -£73,472) 
and overall suitability of the recruitment package. 

• The Authority; whether there were any profile or reputational issues associated with Vale of 
Glamorgan as an organisation. 

• Sector; types of people in the market and market sectors that would see this as an attractive 
proposition. For those currently working outside of a Local Government context, were there 
any constraints/concerns associated with a transition to Local Government? Is a change of 
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sector an attractive career move? Are existing skills and experience transferable? 

• Location; particularly in respect of attracting applications currently working in England or from 
North Wales, ability to relocate at this level. 

• The Housing Sector Opportunities; whether there is an appetite for this type of role given 
the current housing challenges and opportunities in the marketplace.   

• Attraction Strategy and Marketing of the Role; timing and type of advertising and media 
used to market the role, techniques used to secure interest from passive applicants.  

 
3.0 Responses and Feedback 
During the process of market testing and research over 120 people were approached across the 
Local Government and Housing sectors across Wales and England, working at relevant/comparable 
levels to the post, as well as a tier above and below.  

Of the 120 identified: 

• 19 people were considered off limits as current/recent clients or candidates 

• 58 actively engaged and offered feedback and insight that has informed this report 

• 46 did not respond to any of our approaches 

Comments and opinions from those consulted were considered, varied and rarely offered a 'single 
issue' or binary response. Broadly speaking, three primary issues came up in equal measure and 
these were: 

• The role content and salary level not meeting market expectations 

• Sector transition risks 

• Location 

Further, two secondary issues manifested, although not to the same extent or regularity. Those were: 

• Housing sector challenges and alternate career opportunities 

• Marketing of the role 

The thoughts, opinions and responses are combined by theme area to give a consolidated, 
anonymised view.  

 

Primary Factors 

3.1 The Role Content and Salary Level 
Based on the market feedback, it is important to consider both salary level and role content in tandem 
as the issued are intertwined: 

• There was a feeling that Housing Associations paid more for a role that would likely be split 
into two roles in their sector, with each role having fewer responsibilities.  

• The post was described as organisationally positioned between middle management and 
Director level, but with a salary that was deemed quite low. Generally, there was a consensus 
that a starting point £70,000 - £75,000 would be about right and would offer significantly more 
attraction.   

• Certainly people thought that the responsibilities were very wide. Clearly there is an emphasis 
on Housing but the other major services within its portfolio making the post a challenging one. 
It follows that there was a concern in respect of skills mix and this in turn likely to be a 
disincentive to prospective applicants - particularly in the context of a passive recruitment 
campaign where market perceptions cannot be challenged. 
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• There was a school of thought that the post's portfolio of services was wider than other Local 
Authorities for a role of this kind and therefore would present as a negative for some people. 
This linked to some confusion of whether the post was for a Housing professional with add-
ons, or whether an alternative professional background as sought. 

• Questions were raised around whether the need for a Housing professional might be a little 
short sighted in the current climate and whether a good 'generalist' leader with excellent 
strategic and project management skills could do the job as well. 

 

3.2 Sector Transition 
Two issues in this regard - one around ambiguity/job security in Local Government as a sector and 
the second around a perceived relative freedom from bureaucracy by working in the wider Housing 
provider market. 

• For those working for RSLs, there is a feeling that local government was riskier due to current 
austerity measures.  Despite the recommendations of the Williams Report having been 
shelved, it is clear that collaboration is still on the agenda and there is still concern around 
future change that may arise as a result. Comments were made about the sustainability of the 
authority in remaining independent or whether Vale of Glamorgan would be consumed into a 
larger authority through informal re-organisation. 

• Local Government is generally perceived by those working in Housing Associations as more 
bureaucratic and constrained. Some from the RSL sector felt that a Local Authority was not a 
natural fit culturally. 

 

3.3 Location 
3.3.1 Vale of Glamorgan enjoys a positive reputation as a Local Authority. 

3.3.2 As discussed in 3.2, the Government agenda and local impact around the sharing agenda 
 does create doubt in the minds of some as to the future viability of the Authority as a 
 standalone organisation. 

3.3.3 Location did present as an issue for some of those we spoke with - particularly those who 
 have so far worked entirely in England. Specifically, there were two issues that emerged, one 
 professional and one domestic. 

• Professionally, the prospect of operating in a different government/policy framework 
presented as a barrier. It would appear that such concerns are based more on the 
unknown than any specific issues/concerns, although conversations did reflect a different 
pace of change between England and Wales in specific regard to Housing policy. 
Therefore there was concern around learning the Welsh context in the short term. 

• Domestically, as is often the case for roles at this level, the age profile of some potential 
candidates means that they are unable to relocate due to personal/family commitments. 
Commuting from England was not viewed favourably. 

 

Secondary Factors 

3.4 Housing Sector Opportunities and Challenges  

The Housing sector as a whole faces a wide range of challenges and opportunities. There is a mixed 
view around whether this was an attraction for people to move roles or a barrier.  Some felt coming 
from the RSL sector they could offer insight to transformational changes they had been involved in, 
especially those from England.  Others felt that it was a riskier time to move and wished to stay within 
what appeared to me more of a stable environment within their current organisation, where it is 
perceived more able to get things done. 
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3.5 Attraction Strategy and Marketing of the Role 
There are a range of considerations around this theme, broken down as follows: 

3.5.1 Market Competition 

Advertised immediately after the Summer break, the role originally appeared to have been advertised 
at a time when the market was quite buoyant with several recruitment campaigns for Directors and 
small CEO roles of smaller organisations live around the same time. It is difficult to legislate for this 
issue, making it all the more important that other strategies/opportunities are maximised in a crowded 
marketplace. 

3.5.2 Candidate Attraction Strategy 

General feedback from the market was that these are difficult roles to recruit to and there was a 
feeling that purely just re-advertising the role on the same terms/dimensions with the same approach 
would not be the answer. Advertising and approach to candidate attraction should be re-considered to 
address methods of proactively engaging with the passive market and positively selling the role to 
them. 

3.5.3 Recruitment Materials and Microsite 

Awareness of the role and the prior recruitment campaign was mixed, so feedback on the specific 
campaign material and literature was limited. The original microsite and its text are not available for 
inclusion in our review. We did share the original advert electronically where appropriate to do so. 

Those approached felt that a recruitment pack or microsite to market the role would  give the role 
more profile and clarify the benefits, as well as counter any inaccurate perceptions or concerns.  An 
effective online portal would be useful in providing: 

• A general narrative that is well written and phrased in an upbeat and motivational style. 

• A section about Vale of Glamorgan as a place, an organisation and as an employer, selling 
the opportunity and perhaps offering testimonials from other Vale staff and managers who 
have successfully transitioned from England. 

• Job Description and Person Specification that gives detail and enables prospective applicants 
to make a reasoned decision on suitability and whether to apply.  

• A section dedicated to the role, celebrating past success of the services and an emphasis on 
the ambition and  potential of the services and the opportunity to make a difference. 

• A section about candidate requirements, setting out what is and is not required in an open and 
honest way. This should also promote the personal development opportunities to learn and 
gain skills, service management breadth and experience. 

• A detailed description of the range of housing stock. 

• Other information such as organisational and departmental structure charts, annual reports, 
newsletters, strategies and corporate plan/objectives to provide more context. (certainly some 
of this information was made available last time).   

•  Tracking facilities to monitor levels of interest in the role and the ability to follow up such 
interest with individuals as appropriate. 

As an aside, we would recommend that print advertising that is dynamic, eye catching and 'sells' the 
opportunity more effectively would be a benefit. 

 

4. Recommendations/Observations 
If officers and Elected Members are minded to launch a fresh recruitment process for the role, then an 
approach incorporating the following elements is recommended: 
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• a workable and pragmatic timetable 

• marketing campaign literature and materials that are  improved and more focused (ideally with 
a revised advert and a new, refocused bespoke microsite that can track and follow up 
interest), taking into account comments in Section 3 and addressing: 

 concerns around job security/employment risks in Local Government, with a positive 
statement about the future and ambition of Vale of Glamorgan.  

 concerns on transition to policy and working methods in Wales (case studies from other 
Vale employees who have made that transition?) 

 the importance of re-enforcing the benefits of working within the Local Government 
Housing sector (the ability to influence on a wider stage etc) the importance of clarifying 
in a positive way the interconnectivity of the Housing and Building Services 
responsibilities. It is important potential candidates see the positive aspects of this 
combined service and the extra leverage this creates for the role. 

• a candidate attraction strategy that is not solely reliant on passive advertising and that 
consideration be given to proactively approaching individuals in the market. 

• Salary set to £70,000-£75,000 or c.£75K if possible 

 

5. Current Position/Interest 
The main focus of the market testing exercise has been to gain insight from the market to better 
understand that market's potential to yield suitable candidates and to help inform future decision 
making about the role and how to recruit to it.  

However, during the course of conversation, 4 potential targets have expressed an interest in the role. 
These individuals were not prepared to share CVs speculatively and all have caveated their interest 
around the concerns set out above, so should be considered as a guide rather than a firm declaration 
of interest. We are also conscious that their interest is reflective of the current salary level on offer, so 
this role could well be too much of a step up: 

 

6. Next Steps 
It is recommended that Vale of Glamorgan take into consideration the observations and 
recommendations from the market testing and use these outputs to decide on how to proceed with 
the role from here.  

If a decision to recruit is made, the following considerations should be made: 

1) whether a small uplift in salary is achievable. 

2) agree a pragmatic project timetable 

3) formulate, resource and implement a robust and multi-faceted candidate attraction strategy for 
the role. 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 


