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Governance, leadership and change - 
how they combine to end 

homelessness 
 
 

 
 
 

By Steve Benson, Chief Executive, Two Saints 

 
After 40 years working for local housing authorities and large housing associations, I’ve 
now been the chief executive of Two Saints for over six years. We’re a housing association 
operating in Berkshire, Hampshire (including Portsmouth and Southampton), on the Isle 
of Wight and in West Sussex that focusses on single homelessness, although we also 
provide services for young people and those with poor mental health. 
 
I’ve recently been thinking about our work to end homelessness and the importance of 
governance, leadership and change in achieving this. 
 
Effective governance is important to the success of any organisation and this is as true in 
the homelessness sector as anywhere else. I often reflect on the impact of the 
inspirational people who established a raft of organisations to tackle homelessness 
around the time of Ken Loach’s 1960’s drama Cathy Come Home. Some of those including 
Shelter and the Notting Hill Housing Trust are now enormous, some like Croydon Churches 
Housing Association (that I chaired for six years) are still relatively small but doing really 
important work, while others have merged into other organisations or disappeared 
completely. One of the greatest influences on the directions those organisations took 
would have been their governance, which would have: 
 

• Set the organisation’s strategic direction 

• Held the executive to account to ensure the strategy was delivered 

• Been a ‘critical friend’ to the executive both driving them forward and being 
supportive 
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In the context of organisations tackling homelessness the focus of the Board would have 
included whether to help as many people as possible over a wide area or stay local, 
whether to help a wide range of homeless people or focus on those that were single and 
whether to be a campaigning organisation or provide accommodation and support to 
tackle homelessness in a practical way. None of these alternatives are right or wrong, but 
it’s the role of the Board (with advice from the executive) to make those choices and 
ensure this is what’s achieved. 
 
I believe leadership and setting the culture is one of the most important factors in any 
organisation’s success and this is even more true as we work our way through the 
coronavirus crisis. Leadership needs to be shown by both the Board and the executive, 
but in this context, I’m focussing on the role of the chief executive and the importance of: 
 

• Communicating clearly, concisely and continuously 
• Ensuring the focus is always on the clients, their safety and wellbeing 
• Being positive and upbeat, especially when things are tough 
• Challenging when things aren’t right 
• Giving praise when things are done well 

 
A key issue for me is the challenge. Every time a leader walks past something that’s not 
right they’ve set a new standard as to what’s acceptable in an organisation. But there has 
to be an equal focus on recognising and thanking staff where things are done well and 
especially where people have ‘gone the extra mile’. For me, this is how the culture is set 
and embedded and the aim is develop leaders and leadership throughout an organisation. 
 
My final thoughts are around change, which is constant in a homelessness organisation - 
and this is one of the biggest changes I found between mainstream housing organisations 
and the homelessness sector. I’d illustrate this in several ways. The first is the relationship 
between the organisation and its clients or customers. When a mainstream housing 
association ‘sign-up’ a new tenant they hope it will be the start of a long relationship 
maybe over 20 or 30 years, whereas a homelessness organisation will have failed if they’ve 
not moved their clients onto independence as quickly as possible. The second is the 
business model. Housing associations have long term borrowing and are continually 
planning over timescales of 35 years, whereas homelessness organisations are funded 
through short term revenue contracts of normally just a few years. Having worked in both, 
leading large housing associations often feels like steering an oil tanker where change 
takes a long time to achieve and even longer to embed, while homelessness organisations 
are far more agile and dynamic. I often say what I like about working for Two Saints is I 
can make a decision on a Monday and see the impact by the Friday, which is really 
rewarding. 
 
In conclusion, governance leadership and change are factors in all organisations and its 
always worth thinking through the impact they have in different contexts, which for Two 
Saints is working to end homelessness. 
 
 Join the debate on Twitter @distinctivepeop and LinkedIn  


