
Social Housing: from Clients to Customers
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At JFIVE, we’re on a mission to create a new 
future for Alberta.

In this time of change and uncertainty, the way we 
deliver value today, probably won’t be the same 
tomorrow.  

JFIVE works with Alberta based organizations to 
help them adopt the mindsets, methods and tools 
required to survive in times of rapid disruption 
and uncertainty.
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We worked with Capital Region Housing to understand their 
customer experience journey.

The first major shift is from clients to customers.

An understanding of the customers journey will give the 
foundation for future innovation.
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Research Objectives

The purpose of the tenant journey research is to evaluate the 
experience from applicant through tenancy and move out.

Objectives included determining:
• Which moments matter the most in the emotional journey 

of a tenant?
• How is the tenant journey impacted by current policy and 

business practices?
• Which processes are having the greatest impact on the 

tenant journey?
• How would tenants describe the service(s) they receive?
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There were 3 primary methods of research used:

1. Passive observation: Customers were observed in as passive, 
unobtrusive method as is feasible.  This included some job shadow and 
some independent observation.

2. Interviews: Customers were targeted for interviews by a 2 dimensional 
model (program and journey phase).

3. Secret shopping: The process of inquiry and application was shopped 
using a secret shopper and compared to alternatives in the city.
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We were concerned but inspired by what we 
found.

There are reasons to be concerned with the 
experience customers have today:

• They don’t understand the process 
and where they fit in it

• They are often not able to get their 
job done

• They don’t feel trusted
• Employees and contractors often 

don’t display empathy for them

However, we are inspired by the people 
involved and the amazing opportunity they 
have to continue to improve this experience
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Joe has a wife and three children.  He works as an occasional labourer and struggles to pay his rent. He has 
been on the wait list for over a year and is expecting to get a place soon, after all he has been on the wait list 
a long time.

He is now behind on rent and his landlord is threatening to evict him.  He comes in to ask how soon he will 
be getting his Home; he assumes it must be right around the corner.

When Joe arrives and tells his story at Customer Service he is told there are no places available right now, he 
is still on the list but that list is long and has over 5000 people on it.

He explains that he knows that but has been on it for over a year, so he must be coming up soon.  He is told 
that they don’t know where he is on the list, but he is on it and to continue to wait.

Before he leaves he is told to come back if he gets an eviction notice; and to bring that eviction notice.

Customers do not understand the 
process



Customers do not understand the process

Customers are not familiar with the 
programs and how they work nor the 
language and jargon of the system.

Staff are trying to communicate with 
the customers but the message is lost 
or misunderstood.

Both the customer and staff are 
frustrated by the ineffective 
interaction.

In particular the unanswered questions 
about the wait list generate building 
frustration, anxiety and multiple 
rework events.
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Customers are not able to get their job 
done
Mary has two young children and lives in NE Edmonton in CRH 
housing.  Her income is a mix of government programs and child 
support.

It is time for her annual review and she feels she needs to bring 
her paperwork to the head office.

She doesn’t drive, but arranges a ride for herself and her two young kids from a neighbour for Monday at 10 
AM.

After a frustrating morning of getting everyone ready and then waiting for the neighbour who had to run a 
last minute errand she arrives at 10:45 AM. She waits in line while her children complain about being 
hungry, thirsty and generally bored for about 10 minutes and is now next to be served.

When called to the counter she hands over her paperwork from Alberta Works and her bank statements 
showing all of her income expecting to have completed her income review.  However, she is told the 
paperwork is still incomplete.  She is shown a different Alberta Works format that has the same information 
and told she needs to go back to them and get the correct format.

Mary will have to go to Alberta Works and come back another day repeating this whole process.
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Customers are not able to get their job done

Observed over 50% of customers leave 
without their job being complete and over 
40% of those will require another visit

Customers are frustrated because they can 
not accomplish what they need to and staff 
are frustrated by not being able to help the 
customer.

25% or more of the visits to could be 
avoided by improving the first visit success 
rate, this could create 25% more time and 
space to have new more meaningful 
interactions.
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Customers love the product
Ron and Amy have one child.  They have been struggling to make ends meet for about 2 years since 
Ron’s work in Fort McMurray slowed down.

The have been living in a Boardwalk apartment in NE Edmonton.  The condition of the building is 
poor and they have been having no luck getting any of their repair requests dealt with.

Ron and Amy applied for housing over a year ago and had given up hope of receiving any assistance.  
2 months ago they were surprised by a phone call and after a fast and stressful month of paperwork 
and moving they are finally getting their apartment today.

They are over the moon excited.  Their son can’t stop saying 
how big it is. 

Amy can’t believe how clean it is, and how good the 
appliances look.  

Ron is happy to notice that in the 3 times he has been here so 
far he hasn’t seen a single drug deal in the parking lot.

This new home is a major upgrade from their previous place, 
and it is a lot less expensive for them!
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Customers love the product

CRH has some amazing newer 
properties and even the older 
properties are maintained to a 
standard that is better than 
comparable low rent buildings.

Customers are excited to 
have a chance to live in 
housing. When they compare 
to where they lived before, 
CRH is described as 
significantly better.
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Customers are not trusted

Sheila works at two local pubs. She washes dishes at one on Thursday, 
Friday and Saturday nights and at the other she does some cleaning in 
the early mornings on Friday, Saturday and Sunday.  She is paid every 
two weeks.
Sheila has been getting less shifts recently and so her income has gone 
down.  She comes into CRHC to ask to have her rent reduced.
She presents her pay stubs and bank statement at the Customer Service 
desk where they go through her bank statement line by line and ask 
about deposits she has recently received from her mother to pay a phone 
bill and buy groceries for a family dinner.
She is asked if she receives any tips at her jobs and she replies no. The 
Customer Service Clerk then tells her that she needs to write that down 
and sign her name to it.
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Customers are not trusted

Customers come in to the office to provide 
information verbally and then fill out forms 
or provide backup documentation. 

Despite often already providing filled out 
forms and/or support documentation 
customers are then asked to write a 
declaration, sign and date it.

The customer feels that staff think they are 
lying or withholding information. In some 
cases they are offended, others their self 
esteem is eroded.
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Lack of empathy for customers
Mona is single and middle aged. She is a tenant and suffers from some 
mental health problems. She is on long term disability and treating her 
illness but occasionally she goes through a difficult period.
Mona’s kitchen tap starts to leak a little. She calls her Site Manager who 
arranges a time to come look at it and repair it for 2 days out.

On the day of the appointment Mona is having one of her more challenging days.  She doesn’t answer the door 
when the Site Manager arrives, but after 3 phone calls she answers the phone and allows the Site Manager in.  
Mona answers the door a little disheveled and nervous. As the Site Manager enters the kitchen he encounters a 
terrible mess.  There is food on one wall, a broken dish on the table, and a reddish brown sticky pool of something 
on the floor. It smells, but not overwhelmingly.
The Site Manager comments about the mess strongly. He tells Mona she has to clean it up, that this sort of mess 
causes damages and attracts cockroaches.  In fact, he says, it is probably her fault that the tenant downstairs has 
been having problems with them.
He looks at the tap and quickly replaces the part he was sure it would need. Normally he would look at the other 
taps in the bathroom as they will likely need work to, but he can’t imagine staying any longer and leaves in a 
rush.  On the way out he scolds Mona again for the mess.
Mona is embarrassed and ashamed of herself. Her bad day becomes a bad week. She tells herself next time there 
is no way she is calling for help. 15



Lack of empathy for customers

Customers are often living a human 
experience that is less than ideal. On any 
given day their challenges may be more 
difficult than others.

Those challenges can manifest themselves 
in all sorts of ways including tardiness, 
cleanliness, confusion or difficulty 
understanding.

Staff and contractors often do not take the 
time to try and understand the cause of a 
tenant’s condition or behaviour. Instead, 
they react in the moment unfavourably and 
post encounter recount the story and 
perpetuate the bias. 16



Over arching theme: concerned but inspired

I’ve fallen on some hard times, but parts of this experience were 
pretty humiliating.

The people were polite and helpful, but everything seems so 
complicated and I feel stupid that I don’t understand the 
programs they offer.

When I visited the other places, I felt like I wasn’t getting 
anywhere.

The process would have better for me if someone would 
• Explain the program more carefully 
• Set my expectations regarding application processing and wait 

times
• Help give me direction as to where I can find safe, clean, 

affordable housing
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Focusing in on parts of the journey to improve

The application and subsequent waiting process is a 
particularly frustrating point in the journey for 
customers.

During tenancy there are moments that matter to 
customers that are painful for them.

The move-in moment for customers is a high point in 
their journey.  This is a moment that should be 
celebrated and offers an opportunity to build stronger 
and more meaningful customer relationships.
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Some of our recommendations
Quick wins

• Video as a tool for language challenge, program complexity challenge(s)

• Celebrate move in as an event

Projects & initiatives

• Customer communication opportunities, digital and otherwise

• Digital interaction

Strategic programs
• Training and coaching towards communication clarity and empathy
• Process improvements for consistency, efficiency and alignment to corporate values
• Maintenance experience
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