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The focus on social value (SV) in construction procurement has evolved to challenge
the historic triumvirate of time, cost, and quality. How contractors engage with SV is
often the difference between successful and unsuccessful tenders. However, in an
industry often criticised as having a traditional mindset, combined with contemporary
global unrest, rising inflation rates, and material and labour shortages, the problem
exists that the modern SV focus of the construction industry could halt if clients shift
to a cost focus due to economic pressures. This research aims to establish if the
current economic climate is having a negative impact on SV requirements. Interviews
with eighteen diverse stakeholders reveal that far from the adverse economic climate
serving to dampen SV enthusiasm, the current and anticipated demand for SV in the
construction industry is increasing. It appears the worse the economic outlook for the
UK, the greater part SV will play in construction procurement. All contractors it
appears, need to be aware of the persistent growing need to focus on SV in
construction now more than ever.
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INTRODUCTION

The latest UK Government data shows a stagnant 2022 economy, a forecast recession
for 2023, spiralling interest rates and cost of living, a reduction in investment from
many companies, rising unemployment, and a potential re-distribution of green
investment funds from the UK to other countries (Jozepa, 2023). To compound such
UK misery, March 2023 was the wettest on record (MetOffice, 2023). Whilst it is
possibly still too early to understand the full negative ramifications Brexit may have
had on the UK economy, the negative impacts of Covid have been well publicised.
Prior to Brexit, pandemics, and invasions, the UK economy grew substantially,
quarter on quarter from £238 billion in Q1 1992 to £445 billion in Q1 2008 and post
financial crisis from £418 billion in Q1 2009 to £493 billion in Q1 2018 (ONS, 2018).

Against this broadly positive economic outlook from 1992 to 2018 (not including
what can arguably be classed as a 'blip' in 2008) the focus on the social responsibility
of business has also increased. Since the 1990's businesses wider responsibility to
society has been more scrutinised and expected as a standard behaviour, with it
serving to legitimise corporate actions and introduce a competitive edge and protect
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against reputational risk (Carroll, 2015). These factors have served to increase the
pace by which all organisations are engaging in responsible and ethical behaviour with
social value the current incarnation of business responsibility. The need to evidence
social value practices is at the forefront of current UK construction industry contractor
requirements, with it encroaching on cost, time, and quality as a procurement criterion
often being the difference between successful and unsuccessful tenders (Raiden ef al.,
2020). Recent research has revealed that when economic times look uncertain, such
as in the immediate aftermath of a global pandemic, construction contractors can
return to viewing social value as 'additional' and focus primarily on cost-based project
delivery at the expense of social value practices (Watts, 2020).

However, now the construction industry is facing long term economic uncertainty and
disruption, there is a gap in current research around long-term social value
expectations and requirements. Does a social value focus once again to retreat
allowing a cost-based approach to take precedent, or will social value continue to
increase in importance amongst construction stakeholders? This research seeks to
address this gap. Firstly, social value will be discussed before the UK construction
industry is introduced. The research methods are then outlined before the findings
presented and discussed. Finally, the importance of this research and the contribution
it makes to both current industry practices and academic research it outlined.

Social Value

Attempts to define social value have persisted for as long as the concept has been
commonly used. Broadly, social value can be described as the social, economic, and
environmental benefit a community and its residents obtain from organisations
(Daniel and Pasquire, 2018). However, the ambiguity of the terms used, and the
perceptions and requirements of the stakeholders involved often create varying and
potentially conflicting interpretations. An in-depth analysis of UK construction
contractor's non-financial annual reports found that socially responsible practices can
have many labels attached to increase their legitimacy and marketable potential (Watts
et al., 2019). These labels include Business Responsibility, Sustainability, Corporate
Social Responsibility, and latterly, social value. With each evolution from one label
to the next the concept of what we currently identify as social value has arguably
become more specific, metaphorically shedding, for example, the environmental focus
which is now 'dealt with' as its own separate and standalone set of business practices
and strategies. This can be evidenced in the changing trends of organisational
reporting which now has standalone elements for environmental, social, and
governance, as well as broader financial performance (Saini et al., 2022). Such an
evolution results in social value now considered as a standalone concept for business
to embrace.

One proposed approach to overcome any issues on reaching an agreed defined
consensus is to move away from attempts to articulate a definition of what social
value 'is', due to often conflicting perspectives and requirements, towards capturing
the 'manifestations' of social value activity (Cidik, 2020). This aligns with earlier
work that confirms no widely agreed value metrics, measurement frameworks, or sets
of data are currently available with each stakeholder instead selecting an approach
they feel relevant and applicable to their own social value requirements (Raiden et al.,
2018).

Social value is arguably a continuation of the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
movement that has been a growing requirement across all industries and expectation
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of organisations since the 1950's (Carroll, 2015). The introduction of the Public
Services (Social Value) Act (2012) served to legitimise the requirement of social
value as a public sector tender consideration (Watts, 2022). The launch of the UK
Government's Social Value Model further solidified the importance that is placed
upon social value during public sector procurement and served to direct the social
value strategies and practices organisations adopt into five main themes (Watts, 2022).
These five themes are: Covid 19 recovery, wellbeing, fighting climate change, equal
opportunities, and tackling economic inequality (UK Government, 2020).

Despite the lack of an agreed methodology for defining, delivering, and measuring
social value, the concept is increasing in importance and awareness across numerous
sectors, including the construction industry, because of the Social Value Act and
Social Value Model. During the last decade the industry has increasingly been
recognised as having substantial social impacts that need to be balanced against any
economic considerations (Cidik, 2020).

Social Value in the UK Construction Industry

Historically, when construction projects are procured, the criteria used is focused on
time, cost, and quality performance. However, social value as a criterion has slowly
been growing in importance and weighting, amplified by the introduction of the Social
Value Act (Watts, 2022). So much so that engagement with social value can now
mean the difference successful and unsuccessful tender returns for construction
contractors (Raiden ef al., 2020). Indeed, after an extensive literature review of
previous research one study argued that the importance of social value in construction
procurement cannot be underestimated (Daniel and Pasquire, 2018). The study goes
further and argues that all businesses have a responsibility to consider how their
actions can improve community wellbeing (Daniel and Pasquire, 2018). Some studies
argue further than responsibility, and that a business's survival may depend on their
social value practices as without adequate social value practices in place, a business's
reputation may be damaged, and clients look elsewhere to procure goods and services
(Mohd Ghazali, 2007).

Arguably, however, social value has, until relatively recently, being viewed as an
'additional' to any construction contract and project, a somewhat 'tick box' exercise
(Reid and Loosemore, 2017). Whereby focus remains first and foremost on the
project works themselves, with the adage of cost, time, and quality factors still ever
present and social value considered as an important, but nevertheless additional,
procurement criterion (Watts, 2020). It has even been suggested that contractual
clause use is required to ensure social value practices included in tender returns are
then carried out during the construction process (Daniel and Pasquire, 2018). It can
therefore be argued that social value is growing in importance and expectation in both
construction procurement and project delivery. However, there is research which
reveals such a social value focus may still only be a fagcade of contractors, to use as a
curtain to hide their cost focused intentions which are revealed when economic times
become more uncertain (Watts, 2020).

Directly after the lifting of UK Government sanctions imposing a 'lock down' in
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, research based on interviews with key
construction industry stakeholders revealed the immediate 'knee-jerk' response of
contractors was to revert focus to cost, with social value once again considered as an
‘additional' (Watts, 2020). However, against the backdrop of the arguably worsening
economic climate, a gap has been revealed in contemporary research regarding the
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importance placed upon social value by all construction industry stakeholders. Within
this gap the question needs to be asked is a cost over value response to a worsening
economic outlook a short-term response or a long-term prognosis of the construction
industry. This is the gap this research seeks to explore by understanding the patterns
and trends in construction procurement and social value delivery from key
construction industry stakeholders.

METHOD

This research adopts the perspective that social value is a subjective concept and so
dictates a constructivist ontological position. Meanings are socially constructed
between actors and therefore best understood through the gathering of qualitative
research data (Clark, 2021). This research seeks the perceptions of key construction
stakeholders. Purposeful sampling was therefore utilised to ensure participants were
selected who could best inform the research agenda (Robson and McCartan, 2017). In
this research four participant groups were identified: construction main contractors
(group A), public sector clients (B), and construction industry consultants (C), and
social value consultants (D).

For group A, main contractors, a list of the top 30 construction contractors by turnover
was found online and ten selected at random. From these ten, their respective
websites and an online professional networking site were searched for relevant
research participants. For group B, public sector clients, a list of Local Authorities
(LAs) was created based on online searches for LA and social value involvement.
When ten were identified their websites were searched and interview participants
identified and listed. For group C, construction industry consultants, the 20 largest by
turnover were identified online before ten were selected at random and their respective
company websites and an online networking website were searched to identify
relevant participants. For group D an online search was conducted for social value
consultants who operate in the construction industry (amongst other industries).
Emails were sent to the relevant participant from each consultancy after they were
identified from a search of the consultant's website. Table 1 illustrates all groups of
participants contacted and the number of positive replies leading to interviews for
each. A represents main contractors, B represents public sector clients, C represents
construction industry consultants, and D represents social value consultants.

In total eighteen interviews were conducted from forty invitations issued. All
interviews were conducted via Teams and lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. The
interview questions were structured around the use of narrative analysis. This is
where participants are asked to answer questions based on their experience in the form
of a story. Such stories are encouraged from the researcher and then information
extracted from these to gain a deeper insight and understanding of the participants
perspective and beliefs (Sandelowski, 1991). An example of the questions asked
include "Can you think of an example of when social value featured heavily in
procurement?", "Have you ever advised a construction company on their social
value?", and "Have you witnessed any changes in social value from a project five
years ago to the most recent project you have worked on?".

The interviews were then recorded and transcribed. The responses from each
participant were analysed and categorised via a process of coding. The codes were
derived naturally from the data analysis and allowed all responses to be compared for
common themes and key elements to be identified.
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Interview Job Role Interview Job Role

Participant Participant

Al Work Winning B1 Head of
Director Procurement

A2 Social Value B2 Head of
Director Procurement

A3 Bid Manager B2 New Project

Development
Manager

A4 Social Value B4 Head of Strategy
Director

AS Social Value BS Capital Investment
Director Director

A6 Bid Manager Cl Project Manager

D1 Social Value C2 Social Value
Specialist Consultant

D2 Social Value C3 Social Value
Specialist Specialist

D3 Social Value C4 Project Manager
Consultant

Table 1: Participant Groups
FINDINGS

Analysis of the findings revealed several key themes:

Defining Social Value

Three main areas of consensus were revealed from analysis of the interviews
undertaken. The first consensus is that there is no consensus when it comes to
reaching an agreement on how social value is defined. All interviewees described and
defined social value in slightly different terms and with slightly different stories.
There was overlap amongst all responses, for example interviewee A3 described
social value as "the difference we make in the communities we operate" implying the
very nature of their construction works also made a positive difference. Interviewee
AS focused solely on the 'additional' benefits they brought to an area, defining social
value as "what we can bring to a client above and beyond the project itself". There
was also inconsistency in what the term social value encompasses with most main
contractors considering it a stand-alone topic different to environmental issues but
incorporating ethical business practices.

Whereas the public sector clients felt ethical business practices should be standard
behaviour and social value considerations should include environmental impacts.
Interviewee B4 stated "In order to sit at the table with us [contractors] need to meet a
standard set of requirements which includes [ethical practices] ...and I expect them all
to list out all sustainable, net zero, environmental impacts and savings as part of their
social value offering". Contrast this with interviewee A5 who's response broadly
covers the consensus across all contractors "how we operate is an important part of
social value, our accreditations, standards, practices...we can use them all to evidence
our social value approach... they are all a part of our social value identity" and "our
sustainable credentials sit outside of our social value...it's something we focus on for
different reasons and is dealt with by a different team within [the contractor]".
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This illustrates and reinforces arguments in the literature that no widely accepted
social value definition exists (Watts ef al., 2019). When the interviewees were probed
further it was also revealed that where there was overlap in terminology regarding
inclusions within social value, ambiguity was prevalent. For example, the term social
value was used by all stakeholder groups interviewed, but many gave different
responses to the activities they would consider as social value itself. Previous
research has highlighted the negative ramifications of this, in allowing contractors
who do not engage with the concept substantially to masquerade as though they do by
hiding behind obfuscation (Watts et al., 2019). However, this research finds an
advantage to such ambiguity in that it allows stakeholders to reach agreements and
overcome potential definition barriers with the use of commonly shared terms, despite
their meanings not being agreed upon fully.

Despite this advantage to ambiguous language use, the second consensus amongst all
stakeholders interviewed was that social value should be agreed in as precise terms as
possible at the earliest construction stage possible, to avoid any problems arising in
delivery. Interviewee B2 stated "we did have the situation whereby we'd commenced
the contract works but then realised the contractor was not going to delivery the social
value benefits we thought would be delivered...I don't think they had intentionally set
out to underperform, but we just had different expectations going into the project, and
different interpretations of what we each wanted". The client then went on to discuss
how the lessons learnt from that experience had informed current practices and they
are now very prescriptive in exactly what social value they want achieved during the
tender stage. This finding contributes to research that calls for the 'manifestations' of
social value to be captured instead of effort focused on reaching a agreement over a
definition prior to social value taking place (Cidik, 2020). Potentially, waiting for
social value benefits to be manifested before they are captured, and agreements
reached is too late in the construction process. Whilst the benefits and definition of
social value will be clear at the stage of manifestation, for some clients this will be too
late to then achieve their original social value goals if such manifestations turn out to
not meet their expectations.

No Social Value 'Winter'

The third area of consensus amongst interviews confirmed that social value is growing
in importance. Interviewee D1 comments "we are getting work enquiries for social
value support from all sectors, including the construction sector as companies are
starting to realise its importance". Interviewee D2 stated that 'social value isn’t going
anywhere", with interviewee C1 confirming "social value is really high on people's
priorities right now" and "we are seeing nearly all public sector clients, and many
private sector ones, asking us about achieving the best social value outcomes".

It was confirmed that the introduction of the Social Value Act served to legitimise the
requirement of social value as a tender consideration (Watts, 2022). However,
awareness of the UK Government social value model was not universal. All public
sector clients, construction industry consultants, and social value consultants had
heard of the model. This is perhaps unsurprising given their social value focused roles
(for consultants) and their public sector roles being influenced by government policy
(for public sector clients). Contractors Al, A3, and A6 had not heard of the social
value model however, and contractor A5 had heard of it but not seen it used in any
public sector procurement process to date.
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When asked if the current economic uncertainty and forecast potential downturn in
economic performance and any accompanying funding cuts would influence
procurement behaviour, all public sector clients were strongly adamant that social
value as a procurement criterion was of benefit, something many had wanted to
include for many years, and a procurement focus they would not be removing or
reducing. Interviewee B4 responded "we did and introduce a social focus to
procurement in the early 00's but faced a lot of push back from tenderers, not
necessarily in construction but whenever we tried to shift the focus away from pure
cost" and "the [Social Value] Act is great.

We can now directly ask each tenderer what their social value contribution will be".
Interviewee B2 stated "we are looking to increase the focus on social value when
commissioning works...we'd love to get to a place where 90-95% of the procurement
weighting is purely social value focused". This was echoed by interviewee B3 who
commented "it's [social value] now more important than ever. With every contract we
are putting in place more lessons learnt and getting more social value outcomes
achieved...this approach won’t be changing". This echoes and reinforces findings in
the literature that social value engagement will link directly to work winning, and so a
lack of social value engagement could negatively impact business survival (Mohd
Ghazali, 2007) and that construction businesses generally are viewed as having a
responsibility to society to engage with social value practices as standard business
behaviour,

This consensus that social value focus is increasing, even in economically uncertain
times, is echoed by all social value consultants with interviewee C1 stating "social
value is a high priority on the list of public sector clients we have, and for all public
sector clients we deal with indirectly [through private clients wanting to win work
from public sector clients]". Interviewee D3 summarises this point nicely when
stating "the worse things tend to look [economically], the more attention we see put on
social value.... clients want to get more bang for their spend". This was reflected by
construction industry consultants C1, C2 and C3. Interviewee C4 however, was more
reserved and stated, "social value is important, but the project budget it the project
budget, and if the project can only be delivered for the budget the client has with no
social value, then the project delivery will take priority". The need to focus on social
value during uncertain economic times is even more diluted when discussing with
construction contractors.

Interviewees A2, A3, A4, and A5 all believed social value will remain a high priority
in procurement and project delivery, and had only grown in importance over the last
decade with no short-term decline in importance during economic uncertainty.
Interviewees Al and A6 felt "social value is great to have when projects and the wider
economy are going well, but we need to keep our focus on cost" (interviewee Al) and
"We bid work based on what it'll cost us, and then add in any social value elements
needed to try and win the project" (interviewee A6). Whilst it is those interviewees
with a broader work winning job role that take a more cost focused approach and see
social value as an 'additional nice to have' element, the results challenge previous
findings in the literature that social value is 'forgotten' during tough economic times
(Watts, 2020). Whilst some contractors may adopt a more cost focused approach
when wider economic markets are uncertain, many contractors, and nearly all
consultants and all public sector clients interviewed agree, a focus on social value is
here to stay. The term 'winter of discontent' is often used to refer to a period of civil
unrest in the late 1970's and the term 'winter is coming' has entered common lexicon
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to mean something bad is about to happen. A winter of economic hardship may be
coming, but the results of this research reveal that for social value, no winter is
coming. It appears to be continuing to grow in importance in the procurement and
delivery of construction projects. Such importance is forecast to only grow further the
tougher and more uncertain economic times become.

The Social Value Curtain

Despite the increased social value expectation from clients, forecast future trends from
consultants, and procurement requirements experienced by contractors, it appears
some contractors are still treating social value as a 'tick box; exercise, reinforcing
previous research findings (Reid and Loosemore, 2017). Social value may no longer
be considered as purely an 'additional' factor to be dropped for a returned cost focus in
economic uncertainty as some studies have previously concluded (Watts, 2020).
Arguably, social value is now viewed by consultants and public sector clients as a key
factor in construction project delivery. However, this research reveals such a social
value focus may still only be a fagade of some contractors, to use as a curtain to hide
their cost focused intentions.

Interviewee AS, a contractor who can be considered as viewing social value as highly
important and evidencing high levels of social value engagement stated "we do what
the client asks, and make sure we can satisfy their [social value] requirements...it does
usually result in the project team having a list of [social value] requirements they need
to tick off". Interviewee A2, another that can be considered as "pro’ social value also
stated that "sometimes we could do more [for social value delivery] but if the client
only asks for XYZ, then they only get XYZ". Interviewee D2 make similar comments
with "we do often see that [contractors] can be pushed more, and we do try and push
them to achieve more social value, but once they reach the threshold of client tender
needs, they ease off on social value". Such contractor behaviour is further illustrated
by interviewee C3 who believes "it doesn't matter how generous we are in allowing
the contractors to bring their own social value ideas to tender negotiations, they often
come with the same old initiatives, things we know they can deliver easily and
probably are delivering elsewhere...and things they say they can’t achieve at the
tender stage are then achieved when put into the contract...they [contractors] can
achieve so much more [social value] if they wanted to".

Social value, it appears, is increasingly being utilised by contractors to win work, and
many contractors do engage with social value to a high degree and make a positive
societal contribution. But such initiatives and practices are often the curtain presented
to successfully win tenders. Behind the curtain the same cost focused intentions exist.
Arguably a cost focus is needed to a certain degree to ensure business survival.
Nevertheless, a cost focused stance will always result in social value being considered
as an 'additional' factor instead of being fundamentally intertwined with cost, time,
and quality. An approach that contractors will need to change going forward as the
importance of social value appears to be continuing to rise and shows no sign of
dissipating from the appetites of construction clients who are becoming savvier to the
contractors that say they engage with social value, and those that substantively do.

CONCLUSION

Through interviews with eighteen construction industry stakeholders this research
found that ambiguous language is used to define social value. Despite the limitations
this has as identified in previous research, this research found such ambiguous
language can help overcome procurement barriers allowing projects to commence
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whilst retaining a social value focus. This research also revealed that whilst a 'winter'
may be coming in the form of economic uncertainty, there appears to be no 'winter' for
social value. Its importance is growing, and expectations remains high. Indeed, it has
been reported the worse the economic outlook, the higher the public client focus on
social value will be. Finally, this research found that not all contractors engage with
special value as effectively and robustly as they are able. Instead presenting a 'curtain'
of social value engagement to clients, but behind the curtain retaining a clear cost
focus that restricts their social value delivery to what the client requests and no more.

The limitations of this research include the focus on leading main contractors and
consultants who all arguably have more knowledge, awareness, and experience of
social value which may not be representative of winder industry beliefs and practices.
It is recommended this research is replicated with a different set of participants to see
if the trends identified are consistent. Further research should also be conducted to
understand the 'curtain' of social value currently presented by contractors, and in-
depth research conducted with numerous staff from the same construction contractor
to better understand if the views of the interviewee participants in this study are
reflected by the wider organisation.

This paper reinforces previous literature, and also challenges arguments in the
literature with new perspectives and further consideration of their findings. For
example, contractors immediately returning to a cost over value focus does not
necessarily occur for all contractors in economic uncertain times, and should not occur
if contractors want to continue to win work from clients who will be increasing their
value focus the worse the economic outlook gets. Waiting until social value is
manifested before reaching a definitional agreement could also prove problematic for
contractor accountability and client value realisation in certain procurement situations.
The findings of this research contribute to current construction industry practice by
reinforcing the need for contractors to increase their social value focus as a method of
work winning an also therefore of business survival. As well as serving as a warning
that clients and consultants can increasingly identify those contractors treating social
value as a tick box exercise and those who are substantively engaging.
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