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The research presents an impact study of Construction Youth Trust’s and Network 

Rail’s Budding Brunels Rail programme which aims to introduce young people facing 

barriers to careers within the construction professions.  The aim was to develop 

complex and robust Social Return on Investment (SROI) measures which would work 

alongside more simplistic outcome-based binary measures preferred by government 

e.g. employed/unemployed.  There are challenges developing a sufficiently robust 

SROI study particularly as there is not currently a theory of valuation of non-market 

goods to value outcomes in social science.  Stakeholders were consulted to determine 

the changes that had happened for them as a result of the intervention and then a 

financial value was put on the changes.  Both students and construction industry 

professionals consulted indicated they benefited from the programme.  The research 

demonstrates while there are increasing arguments for the standardisation of SROI it 

would have not been possible to measure the impact of Budding Brunels without the 

flexibility of the approach. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Construction Youth Trust’s Budding Brunels programme is an Open College Network 

London (OCNL) accredited industry led, interactive, three day career advice and 

guidance workshop for students studying a Level 3 qualification.  It challenges 

student’s perceptions of what construction really means, whilst also introducing them 

to a variety of professional careers within the industry.  A fundamental part of the 

Trust’s mission is to encourage a more diverse construction industry that better reflect 

21st century Britain.  McCarthy et al., (2013, 40) explain “despite over 20 years of 

initiatives, research, and agendas the UK construction sector has failed to embed 

equality into business priorities and approaches; with both women and minority 

groups remaining under represented and unfairly treated in construction trades and the 

professions". The research focusses on developing an impact measurement framework 

                                                 

1 jemma.bridgeman@cytrust.org.uk 



Bridgeman, Maple, Murdock, Hardy and Townley 

1008 

for the schools engagement programme in the context of inequality and skills shortage 

within the industry means there is a need to recruit from a wider talent pool.  The 

research aims to develop complex and robust SROI measures which would work 

alongside more simplistic outcome-based binary measures preferred by government 

e.g. employed/unemployed.  This is a preliminary investigation to develop an SROI 

model to demonstrate the commercial, social and economic impacts of the Trust’s 

Budding Brunels Rail programme. The suitability and scalability of the SROI 

framework will be examined in the context of a programme aiming to increase 

equality within the construction industry. 

BUDDING BRUNELS RAIL 

The Budding Brunels programme was cited as an example of good practice in the 

construction industry by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC, 2009, 

43).  In the EHRC report, Construction Youth Trust expressed concern that there is a 

real lack of understanding about the options available and commented that the 

negative image is based on a "stereotype that only encompasses craft/manual trades, 

outdoor work and a white male only culture".  The lack of understanding means that 

‘even professional roles are not valued by potential graduates’ (EHRC, 2009, 77).  

WISE (2015) note that their analysis reveals that construction is the most gender 

segregated industry in the UK as it is 12% female and 88% male. When construction 

apprenticeships are considered for 2013/2014 things do not show any sign of 

improving soon with just 130 females (2% of the total) undertaking apprenticeships in 

construction, planning and the built environment compared to 20.7% in ICT (WISE, 

2015).  Gale and Davidson (2009, 6) suggest the construction industry in the UK 

“perpetuates a predominant white, male able-bodied culture, which actively 

discriminates against change towards attracting a more socially inclusive, diverse 

workforce”. 

Construction Youth Trust worked with Network Rail to adapt the Budding Brunels 

workshop to develop Budding Brunels Rail.  Budding Brunels Rail engages young 

people and communities along the Crossrail lines in East and West London. Network 

Rail and Construction Youth Trust wanted to capture the impact of the Budding 

Brunels Rail programme. Social Return on Investment (SROI) was selected as the 

framework to measure the programme. It was considered that SROI would set out 

clearly both the value to Network Rail and the community measuring key impacts and 

reporting on them in a way which was easy to understand.  The research aimed to 

develop complex and robust SROI measures which would work alongside more 

simplistic outcome-based binary measures preferred by government e.g. 

employed/unemployed.  It was examined how SROI could be used to demonstrate 

commercial, social and economic impacts of the Budding Brunels Rail programme. 

The SROI Methodology: Solution or Challenge 

Social Return on Investment (SROI) is a method for measuring a broader concept of 

value.  It is a framework which measures social, environmental and economic costs 

and benefits. SROI is based on accountancy and cost benefit analysis and assigns a 

monetary value to social, economic and environmental returns to demonstrate wider 

value creation (Rotheroe and Richards, 2007).  SROI measures the savings or returns 

created by the money spent on providing services.  It is often monetised to show a 

ratio of savings as a result of the investment.  For example an SROI study might find 

for every £1 invested in a project there was a return of £3 based on social, economic 

and environmental benefits this would result in a ratio of 3,1.  However, SROI is more 
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than a financial ratio it attempts to capture financial, socio-economic and social 

returns through means of monetisation, quantification and qualitative description 

(Krlev et al., 2013, 11). 

The evidence suggests that the most contentious element of SROI is the monetisation 

of social outcomes (Arvidson et al., 2013, Gibbon and Dey, 2011, Krlev et al., 2013) 

Krlev et al., (2013) suggest the methodology of monetisation in SROI needs to be 

challenged critically suggesting the need for numbers drives analysts to extremely 

adventurous pathways when calculating the SROI ratio.  The consequence of this can 

be a lack of rigour and objectivity in the process.  The literature suggests a clear 

technical challenge is the lack of a theory of valuation underpinning the SROI 

methodology, particularly in the valuation of non-market goods to value outcomes, 

this can result in SROI studies being ad-hoc, inaccurate and out of date.  Fujiwara 

(2015) notes outside economic theories of compensating surplus and equivalent 

surplus there is not an accepted theory of valuation of nonmarket goods and outcomes 

in social science.  It has been argued that in terms of financial proxies there is an 

urgent need for standardised databases because there is currently a high degree of 

inaccuracy and ambiguity in the use and the description of financial proxies (Krlev et 

al., 2013, Fujiwara, 2015).  Conversely, it is acknowledged because of the variety of 

interventions and organisations types developing universal tools and models is 

challenging (Krlev et al., 2013, Nicholls, 2009).  Nicholls (2009, 758) asks how the 

rehabilitation of a drug user be quantitatively compared to reduced social exclusion 

due to increased employment. 

An initial search of the literature revealed that transition to work initiatives tended to 

focus on young people at risk of becoming not in employment, education or training 

(NEET) (e.g. Coles et al., 2010 Dattani and Trussler 2011).  Budding Brunels students 

face barriers but tend to be doing well in school so there were not proxies readily 

available to be used in an SROI study.  For example, Dattani and Trussler (2011, 77) 

cite a financial benefit of £33,780 for each client that does not offend and they cite 

poor basic skills as one of the factors which can make offending more likely.  There 

were examples of universities engaging with communities (Powis et al., 2007, 

IntoUniversity, 2010) but no construction examples were found.  While there have 

been databases and universal tools developed in the case of Budding Brunels these 

were not useful to provide a framework for measurement (for examples see HACT 

and Fujiwara, 2014 and GVE, no date).  There were also limited examples of SROI 

studies putting a value on equality for example see NEF (no date) but this study 

focused on a mental health day service therefore it was not useful in measuring a 

schools engagement programme.  The SROI Network (2013) notes that in addition to 

stakeholder consultation there will often be research available to aid decision making. 

Methodology 

The guidance developed by the SROI Network (now Social Value UK) was followed 

to ensure transparency and consistency with existing practitioner SROI reports.  The 

SROI Network suggests the SROI process is completed in six stages.  The first stage 

involves setting the scope of the analysis and identifying key stakeholders.  The 

second stage consists of mapping outcomes this is this is where a theory of change is 

developed this shows the relationship between inputs, outputs and outcomes.  The 

third stage involves finding data to evidence that outcomes have happened and then 

putting a value on them.  The fourth stage of the process involves establishing impact.  

This stage involves eliminating factors that would have happened anyway, if the 
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activity being analysed did not exist, from consideration.  For example, if a youth 

employment initiative was being analysed and youth employment went up by 10% 

anyway this would need to be deducted, from any economic benefits claimed as a 

result of employment in order to establish impact.  The fifth stage is calculating the 

SROI this stage involves dividing the net social, economic and environmental benefits 

from the amount invested in the activity.  This stage is also where the sensitivity of the 

results can be tested.  The sixth and final stage of the SROI process is reporting using 

and embedding (SROI Network, 2012). 

To develop an SROI framework for Budding Brunels Rail a cohort of students were 

identified to help develop a bespoke methodology.  The students attended a course in 

Acton in March 2014.  In total there were eighteen students on the course six students 

were recruited from EHWL (Ealing, Hammersmith and West London) College and 

twelve students were recruited from Brentside High school.  All eighteen students 

were Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) and two of the students were also 

female (Bridgeman, 2015).  The Trust already sought feedback from students 

following Budding Brunels courses from the following: 

• Evaluation forms 

• Progress Web: A tool the Trust’s uses to capture students’ progress towards a 

goal as a result of courses 

• Student workbooks 

• Pre and post work experience evaluation questions 

 

Once existing sources of data had been analysed a telephone interview script and 

internet questionnaire were put together.  In total eleven of the eighteen students 

representing 61% of students were surveyed to provide data for the SROI study.  

Three students, representing 16.6% completed an internet survey and eight students 

representing 44.4% participated in semi-structured telephone interviews. 

A fundamental element of the SROI process is to involve stakeholders to examine if 

any changes have happened for them as a result of the activity being analysed.  As 

part of the stakeholder consultation the construction industry were consulted and it 

was clear that industry valued the programme.  An internet survey was launched to 

capture the skills construction industry volunteers developed as a result of 

participating in Budding Brunels.  Fifteen construction industry professionals filled in 

an internet survey on their experience of volunteering on Budding Brunels the 

response rate was 50% for the survey.  Not all the volunteers that filled in the survey 

had volunteered on the Acton course but they had all volunteered on a Budding 

Brunels course. 

The Research Findings 

Following the Budding Brunels Rail course students indicated an increase in 

confidence. Krlev et al., (2013, 8) note that it is extremely hard to capture soft 

outcomes including "'fluffy' variables like independence, self-esteem or subjective 

well-being”.  In SROI practitioner reports there has been a hesitancy to measure soft 

outcomes for example Dattani and Trussler (2011, 201) only focus on hard outcomes 

as softer outcomes such as the positive life effects of employment are subjective and 

difficult to quantify (Bridgeman et al., 2015).  Wright et al., (2009) explain that some 

outcomes and impacts such as increased self-esteem cannot be easily monetised and 

therefore are often ignored.  McNeil et al., (2012, 7) explain soft outcomes such as 

self-esteem and thinking skills underpin young people's progress but are hard to 
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measure.  McNeil et al., (2012, 7) note it is often difficult to make the case for soft 

outcomes despite many compelling examples of "lives transformed, in which building 

these capabilities has been a pre-requisite for success in ‘hard outcome’ terms”.  It has 

been argued in the case of medical school admissions that initiatives to reduce 

socioeconomic inequality are not likely to be successful unless they recognise and 

tackle the close link between self-esteem, personal identity, and the specific aspects of 

working class culture that oppose traditional academic values and ambitions 

(Greenhalgh et al., 2004). 

The only SROI or Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA) found for a similar intervention was 

the SROI of IntoUniversity (2010).  Due to the lack of standardisation of the SROI 

methodology studies cannot currently be compared.  It is frequently argued that that 

the SROI methodology is in urgent need of standardisation (Krlev et al., 2013, 

Arvidson et al., 2010).  Conversely, SROI reports are a good source of data for 

practitioners and while the IntoUniversity (2010) SROI study was useful due to the 

lack of similar studies. Therefore, for the SROI of Budding Brunels stakeholders were 

consulted in order to identify what had changed for them as a result of taking part in 

Budding Brunels.  The next stage of the analysis was a search of the literature to both 

support and put a value on the changes that stakeholders identified.  Although there 

are inroads into the production of a standard approach to SROI the approach needs 

organisations to undertake a substantial amount of research to essentially put financial 

value on intangible measures.  Fujiwara (2015) argues that difficulties interpreting the 

SROI ratio can be overcome by a set of clear and consistent guidelines for the 

practical application and interpretation of SROI.  In the guide to SROI Nicholls et al., 

(2012, 7) suggest SROI is designed to achieve consistency as it is a set of principles 

that are applied within a framework.  Conversely, suggesting there needs to be some 

flexibility within the as SROI should be stakeholder led the methodology needs to 

recognise value will be different for people in different circumstances and cultures 

(Nicholls et al., 2012).  While, Mouchamps (2014) argues the SROI methodologies 

adaptability is one of its biggest strengths. 

In a CITB (2014) survey, more than a quarter of employers (28%) that had 

experienced recruitment difficulties specified the need for personal skills, such as the 

right attitudes and motivations and common sense. The proxy for increased 

confidence was considered to encompass the soft skills young people develop or 

enhance as a result of taking part in Budding Brunels Rail.  One student said the 

course “gave me more confidence in interviews and helped me see the different 

opportunities I have in the construction industry” another said “I gained confidence, 

experienced new things and got knowledge about Network Rail” (Bridgeman, 2015) 

The financial proxy used to value an increase in self-confidence was originally used in 

the SROI study of Veterans Contact Point (VCP) (Bates and Yentumi-Orofori, 2013). 

Students told us the Budding Brunels Rail course “gave me confidence to do a course 

which was different to the one I first thought I would do”; “the course gave me the 

incentive to finish my qualification and go on to higher academic studies” and re-

affirmed their desire to go to university.  The evidence suggested that a financial 

proxy was needed as students indicated that Budding Brunels Rail had helped them 

get a more competitive university place.  In its forecast SROI IntoUniversity (2010) 

used a financial proxy for a young person achieving a competitive university 

placement.  They select the proxy of an in-depth UCAS drafting session at £100 and 

three hours of Gabbitas Education Consultancy at £210 per hour.  While agreeing with 

this proxy in principal a proxy of £495 to draft a UCAS application consisting of five 
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one-to-one sessions with an expert in the field has been used to value young people 

gaining a competitive university placement as a result of taking part in Budding 

Brunels Rail. 

The evidence suggests that students benefit from role models from the construction 

industry that volunteer on the programme. Hoare and Johnston (2014) suggest 

educational disadvantage can arise when a student’s community provides a lack of 

local role models.  Following budding Brunels Rail students are asked ‘did you meet 

anyone whose job you can see yourself doing in the future?  Students’ comments 

included “yes, Becky she is in charge of the design team and ensures everything goes 

as planned” and “yes, I met Bob.  Bob works on track he is responsible for the laying 

and maintaining on the track.  In the future I would like to be doing this job” 

(Bridgeman, 2015). Greenhalgh et al., (2004) suggest that in order to be successful 

widening participation initiatives should make extensive use of role models from non-

traditional backgrounds to mentor students. 

The evidence also suggests that volunteers from the construction industry also benefit 

from the experience.  When construction industry professionals were consulted about 

their volunteering experiences on Budding Brunels Rail they indicated they valued the 

experience.  Feedback from speakers included “I enhanced some of my presentation 

skills and speaking to large groups of people. Also speaking in an educating role to 

people who were unsure of what I was taking about was a new experience as it was 

much different to what I was used to”: “it improved my public speaking skills and 

“enhanced my teaching methods” (Bridgeman, 2015). Peterson (2004, 616) suggests 

that volunteer programmes are not just about enhancing corporate image they may 

also give employees the opportunity to develop new skills while avoiding the high 

costs of professional skill building courses.  In the SROI practitioner report 

undertaken by IntoUniversity (2010) the cost of a training programme to increase 

confidence in working with young people to value the professional development of 

volunteers at £200. 

Budding Brunels Rail helps young people to understand both careers within the 

construction industry and careers within Network Rail.  The aim is that they will see 

Network Rail as an employer of choice or look at education options that would ensure 

they have the relevant experience and knowledge to join the industry. One of the aims 

of the Budding Brunels programme is to provide the industry with bright new talent to 

help overcome skills shortages within the construction professions.  In 2013, the CITB 

commissioned the 2014 survey for ‘Skills in the Construction Industry’ (CITB, 2014). 

The essential themes of the survey were recruitment difficulties and skills shortages, 

skills deficiencies and gaps in established workforces and training and development 

activity in the construction industry across the UK as part of the CITB survey.  Both 

quantitative and qualitative information was collected from the construction industry 

throughout the UK in the CITB survey. There was evidence that economic recovery 

was leading to a tightening of the labour market.  Oxford Economics (2014) average 

estimate of £30,614 to cover recruitment costs and the cost of getting up to speed in a 

role was used to estimate the financial impact of hard to fill vacancies.  The 

construction industry was not represented in the Oxford Economics report but a more 

suitable construction value was not found. 

In its ideal application the only criterion for accountability in a commercial 

organisation is profitability (Schumacher, 1973, 205).  Arguing that unless the number 

of criteria for accountability is kept small creativity and entrepreneurship cannot 
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flourish.  This could lead to questions about the SROI of Budding Brunels Rail and 

available SROI databases (for examples see (HACT and Fujiwara, 2014) Social Value 

Bank and the Global Value Exchange (no date))  Firstly, does confining the currently 

flexible SROI methodology into a database mean that it is too narrow to capture social 

value?  Secondly, is it valid to include the construction industry and construction 

industry professionals as stakeholders in the SROI analysis? Or on the basis of 

guidance from the SROI Network on materiality, a concept borrowed from 

accounting, if a piece of material information is missed out then the report is not 

transparent and misrepresents the organisations activities (Nicholls et al., 2012).  

Including the construction industry and construction industry professionals’ financial 

benefit in the final SROI could make the financial ratio misleading as people could 

assume the financial benefit is only attributed to the beneficiaries.  Nicholls (2009, 

756) suggests “social impact reporting practices in social entrepreneurship attempt 

self-reflexively to enhance social mission”.  One of Construction Youth Trust’s aims 

is to introduce the industry to bright new talent and arguably this means reducing 

skills shortages within the construction industry is a valuable part of this mission and 

it should be included in the SROI analysis. 

Nevertheless, not including the benefit of reduced skills shortages in the construction 

industry and construction industry professionals gaining skills as a result of 

volunteering was considered as part of the sensitivity analysis of the SROI report.  

Part of calculating the SROI of a project involves testing the sensitivity of the results.  

The sensitivity analysis is where the overall impact of the proxies chosen for the 

analysis is tested.  If there has been a decision made between two proxies these are 

tested in the sensitivity analysis.  In the case of the SROI report of Budding Brunels 

Rail in Acton the SROI ratio was £1: £5.43 meaning for every £1 invested in the 

project there was considered to be wider social value of £5.43.  However, if benefits 

for the construction industry and construction industry professionals are excluded 

from the study the SROI ratio is reduced by 34% to £3.58.  On reflection a multi-

stakeholder explanation might be more appropriate for the Trust’s Budding Brunels 

programme using a multi-ratio approach where the financial benefits for industry and 

beneficiaries is reported separately and clearly explained. 

It has been suggested measures that seek to standardise the calculation of SROI and 

the implications of such standardisation need to be investigated (Arvidson et al., 

2010). The SROI model is structured but not standardised.  The method has a focus on 

stakeholder consultation and analysis which maps inputs, outputs and impacts and the 

connections in between.  While there are cogent arguments for a standardisation of 

proxies “to date there is rather a high degree of imprecision and ambiguity in the 

application and description of financial proxies” (Krlev et al., 2013, 5).  However, in 

the case of the SROI of Budding Brunels proxies to value the programme were not 

found in standardised data bases.  However, stakeholders of Budding Brunels did find 

the programme valuable including construction industry professionals.  While a great 

deal of research is clearly needed in the development of SROI it will be interesting to 

see if increasing standardisation will lead to the loss of the flexibility of SROI that 

enables stakeholders to explain what is valuable to them. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The research presents an initial exploration of applying the SROI framework to 

Construction Youth Trust’s and Network Rail’s Budding Brunel Rail programme.  

The aim was to develop complex and robust measures which would work alongside 
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more simplistic outcome-based binary measures.  The most contentious element of the 

SROI methodology is the monetisation of social outcomes.  Putting a financial value 

on social outcomes was particularly difficult for Budding Brunels Rail as transition to 

work initiatives tend to focus on young people at risk of becoming NEET.  After an 

initial literature review a cohort of students were selected to identify changes that had 

happened or them as a result of the programme.  A value was put on helping students 

gain a more competitive university placement and increase in confidence. 

However, stakeholder analysis also revealed that volunteers from the construction 

industry benefited from the programme and a cost of the equivalent professional 

development course was used to value this change.  There were also considered 

benefits to the construction industry of decreased skills shortages as a result of 

encouraging young people to consider a career in construction.  While it was possible 

to use the SROI framework and methodology to identify changes that stakeholders 

identified it was difficult.  A significant amount or research was required to basically 

put a financial amount on intangible measures.  Time consuming and difficult research 

to value the programme could have been overcome with more standardisation of the 

methodology.  However, current databases such as HACT and Fujiwara, (2014) and 

GVE (no date) were not useful in this instance.  A database that considered costs, 

savings and social value for the construction industry might have been useful.  

Conversely, it had been argued that the SROI methodologies flexibility is its greatest 

strength (Mouchamps, 2014, SROI Network, 2012).  Equally, it would not have been 

possible to undertake a preliminary study to examine the value of Budding Brunels 

Rail without this flexibility.  The SROI methodology clearly needs more research 

especially as there is not an accepted theory of valuation of non-market goods in 

social science. 
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