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Read on to learn about 

how Sean and the North Star team are

looking to introduce robots across

their schemes. 



Introduction

North Star is embarking on a groundbreaking initiative to integrate
robotics into social housing. To learn more about this innovative
project, we sat down with Sean Lawless, Director of Insight and
Transformation at North Star, to discuss his role, the inspiration
behind the project, and what they hope to achieve by exploring
robotics in housing.

Sean, can you tell us a bit about yourself and your role at North
Star?

“Absolutely. I’m Sean Lawless, and I’m the Director of Insight and
Transformation at North Star. We manage 4,000 properties across
North Yorkshire, Tyneside, and from Barnard Castle to Hartlepool. My
role was created to ensure that customer feedback directly informs
service transformation, responding to evolving consumer standards.

My background is in technology, and I previously worked as Head of
Digital and Data as well as Assistant Director of Technology &
Innovation at North Star. That experience helps me understand the
power of data. Like many organisations, North Star is data-rich but
hasn’t always used that data effectively. One of my key goals is to
refine how we collect and apply this information to drive real
change. By making better use of data, we can improve the services
we offer and ensure that residents feel heard and valued.”
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What are some of the challenges North Star faces when it comes to
engaging with residents?

“While we’ve always had strong customer engagement, we noticed a
gap—we were hearing from the same engaged customers, but not
everyone. Often, the same individuals would participate in
discussions, leaving a large portion of our tenants unheard. To
address this, we changed how tenants communicate with the board. 

We launched “Your Voice”, where tenants receive surveys and invites
to be involved in our engagement activities. We already have 400
residents signed up, and they are paid for their participation, which 
ensures a wider and more diverse range of feedback.

We also introduced the Tenant Voice Panel, where we compensate
residents for their input, making them a ‘critical friend’ to North Star.
When tenants are compensated, they are more engaged, and the
quality of responses improves. This approach has allowed us to gain
more actionable insights, as residents provide more detailed and
considered responses. It also enables us to ask for further clarification
when responses are vague, ensuring that we truly understand their
needs and concerns.”



How did you first come across the idea of bringing robotics into
social housing?

“My role also involves innovation, and as a team, we were exploring
three focus areas: data, the Internet of Things (IoT), and robotics. We
wanted to explore how emerging technologies could improve
services, efficiency, and engagement within social housing. Our
research led us to the National Robotarium, based at Heriot-Watt
University and the University of Edinburgh, which is at the forefront of
robotics innovation.

When we visited, we saw some incredible advancements in robotics,
including:

Humanoid robots that can hold conversations and assist with
basic tasks.
Robotic animals designed to support neurodiverse individuals by
responding to emotional cues.
Assistive robots that improve accessibility, such as those that
adjust kitchen units for wheelchair users.

It was an eye-opening experience, and we immediately saw the
potential benefits for social housing. The Robotarium’s mission is to
normalise robotics in everyday life, which aligns with our vision of
using technology to improve the lives of our residents.”
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With so many possibilities, how did you choose the right robot for
North Star?

“If we had unlimited resources, the options would be endless! We
wanted to build on existing research and contribute to the
Robotarium’s work. That’s why we chose a project from 2021—the
Robobarista, a Furhat robot designed to interact with people while
serving coffee. A Furhat robot is a social robot that can speak, listen,
and interact with humans in a natural way.

One of our schemes is an over-55s community with a bistro at its
heart, a space where residents can socialise. However, since COVID-19,
footfall has significantly declined, with many residents preferring to
stay in their flats rather than engaging with others. We saw an
opportunity: could a robot be the catalyst that encourages residents
to socialise more?

We also recognised that the Furhat robot could be programmed to
interact with residents in a more personalised and engaging way. We
are tailoring its conversations by incorporating:

Local history and stories to spark nostalgic discussions.
Menu and Events for that week at the scheme
Football and sports news to connect with sports fans.
Personalised prompts that encourage residents to return and
continue their previous conversations.

The goal is to create a more engaging experience, not just a novelty.
We also hope it will attract families and local community members,
making the bistro a livelier and more welcoming space.”
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Tell Us More About the Study

“The study will help us understand how older adults interact with robots.
There is a common misconception that older people struggle with
technology—but is that really true? We want to see if they have
meaningful conversations with the robot or if they simply use it to order
coffee and move on.

For North Star, this is an opportunity to:

Normalise robotics within social housing and encourage wider
adoption.
Challenge assumptions about older adults’ willingness to engage
with technology.
Explore practical applications of robots in everyday housing, such as
fall detection, tenant engagement, and minor maintenance tasks.”

What Are North Star Hoping to Learn?

“We’re hoping to understand where robotics fits in social housing. Some
key questions include:

How will the sector embrace this technology?
How will residents feel about interacting with robots?
Are older adults more ready for technology than we assume?
What other roles could robots play in housing?

Beyond simple interactions, we want to explore how robots could
support essential services. Could they take out bins, maintain
communal areas, or even provide companionship? We often think of AI
in terms of digital tools, but this is AI in a physical form—a concept that
could revolutionise housing services.”



When Does the Project Officially Launch?

“The pilot starts on Tuesday 25th February, and will run for six weeks. A
PhD student will analyse the data live on a weekly basis, tracking how
residents engage with the robot and identifying trends in their
interactions.

To make the experience as immersive as possible, we’re doing things 
like:

Dressing the robot in staff clothing.
Encouraging as many residents as possible to interact with it.
Promoting the project within the local community to attract visitors.

We hope that these efforts will not only make the robot more
approachable but also help normalise its presence within the housing
sector.”

What’s the Big-Picture Goal Here?

“This project isn’t just a trial—it’s about reshaping the future of social
housing. If the results are promising, we could see more housing
associations adopting similar technology to improve their services.
By embracing innovation, we’re not just responding to change—we’re
driving it. Who knows? In the future, social housing could include robotic
assistants, automated maintenance, and AI-driven solutions that make
life easier for residents.”
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Watch this space... 

Of course we will be having a follow up with Sean and the North Star
team to see what they found throughout the study! 

Have a story to Share?

Want to learn more about social housing and Share with
Purpose?

Get in touch with the Recruit with Purpose team! 
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Henry Ivall - Director of Social Housing

Henry@recruitwithpurpose.co.uk


