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Welcome to the second edition of 
Engage. Building on the research 
undertaken previously, we explore 
the continual rise of social value.
Across all the industry experts we interviewed, it was clear that 
social value has struck a chord, yet means many things to different 
people and their organisations. For us, the evolution of this topic 
has been central to our work for several years, as our clients and 
peers seek to articulate the benefits that their activities can have 
to the communities in which they operate.

We will look at why social value is of importance to our industry; 
how it enables better ethics, and ultimately more resilient and 
profitable businesses. With the aid of a handy infographic, we will 
present what our interviewees said about social value and where 
they focus their efforts.

The second half of this publication will then explore a little deeper 
into concepts such as the opportunities vs obligations for different 
organisations, the timescales of social value impacts and how 
measurement and demonstration of additionality will define 
success in the future.

It has been a fascinating exercise for us to undertake, and we hope 
you enjoy reading more about our findings.

Chris Burgess  
Head of CSR
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Discussion with our industry experts has highlighted some of the 

reasons why social value has become such an important topic.

Why social value  
is important to  
the industry.

A social licence to operate. Without sufficient support of 
communities and other stakeholders, many businesses will find it 
hard to develop and operate, regardless of regulatory compliance.
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Social value is about people. Decision makers have sometimes 
failed to engage with traditionally abstract sustainability issues 
such as carbon. Demonstrating benefits to people like you or I as 
a result of engaging on social value means that businesses can 
understand why it will affect their bottom line. 

Addressing the ongoing skills shortage. It is getting more 
expensive and more time consuming to develop and operate. 
Investment in training and skills has both short-term benefits as 
well as helping to solve a chronic shortage of skills and ensure 
longer term supply of a workforce.

Local Authority interest. The increase in joint or publicly 
financed development means that developers are being asked to 
demonstrate their social value credentials to be in with a chance 
of winning work. 

Futureproofing business. If developments don’t integrate into and 
respond to the changing needs of the local community over time, 
they can very easily become stranded assets. Organisations that 
aren’t resilient to these changing needs of stakeholders will find 
that the viability of that business will suffer in the long term.
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Opportunity and Obligation

One of the clear themes that can be seen from the 
infographic is the variety of opportunities that are 
available to developers, owners or operators of  
property/assets. What is a material consideration for 
a property developer will differ greatly from that of a 
contractor or institutional investor. It is critical to recognise 
this variety when determining the most effective approach 
for creating or implementing social value in a specific 
environment.

As illustrated, the opportunities 
within a mixed-use masterplan in 
comparison to the management 
of an individual building or 
a construction site can vary 
significantly. Reasons for this 
include temporal opportunity (as 
discussed over the page) and 
potential sphere of influence. 
This variety can also make it 

challenging to compare the 
effectiveness of one organisation 
over another. There are limited 
scenarios where the opportunities 
available are directly comparable 
to one another and therefore it is 
difficult to use social value as a 
direct measure of performance, 
notwithstanding the capability  
for reliable monitoring. 
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It can be considered that the 
greater the opportunity for 
creating long term social value, 
the more difficult it can become 
to quantify the benefits that are 
realised. For example, monitoring 
job creation and training provision 
within a construction programme 
is more easily quantified than 
the improvement of the health 

and wellbeing of a community 
or creation of a sense of place 
in a new neighbourhood centre. 
This difficulty in quantification 
makes ensuring accountability for 
interventions more challenging in 
the longer term. 

Recognising the varying 
opportunities available to  
projects, it is also worth 
considering the obligation 
upon the scheme to maximise 
social value and what level of 
accountability exists in each 
circumstance. As already 
discussed, the reasons why social 
value is important vary widely, 
from competitive advantage to 
stakeholder pressure, but the 
level of monitoring to ensure 
ambitions are realised is less 
frequently covered. This accurate 
quantification is a key issue that 
requires continued investigation 
to ensure that obligations are 
clearly understood and in order 
that developments can be more 
accountable.
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The differing timescales 
of increasing social value

Our interviewees revealed that realising social value 
outcomes happens on a variety of timescales depending on 
core business activities. These can broadly be split into three 
categories:

This gives rise to the need to continually review outcomes 
and make improvements to how we design spaces. But  
whose responsibility is this…?

1. The operation of businesses and  
their existing assets
Activities that a business carries out on a day to day 
basis have short term, immediate social value outcomes. 
This may include: 

• Employment and training of employees;

• Volunteering, engagement with community groups and 
charitable giving;

• Providing activities and events for a variety of audiences. 

2. The construction of new developments
Construction activity typically lasts a few years and 
brings with it a specific set of opportunities which 
benefit people and society for that timescale: 

• Local supply chain and employment;

• Training and skills provision;

• Minimising site impacts on, and actively engaging with, 
the community. 
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3. The design of new developments
Many best practice initiatives to enhance future 
communities, which are being designed into the projects 
today, are only then realised and can be measured many 
years in the future. For example:

• Features that enhance and encourage physical 
activity in the public realm; and / or

• Improve indoor environmental quality of buildings. 
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The measurement and monitoring of social value outcomes 
in the short to medium term is a well discussed topic. For 
example, UKGBC recently launched the ‘Social Value in New 
Development’ guide, a guide that Greengage contributed to 
through sharing our experience in measuring social value at a 
series of task group meetings in 2017/18. However, there are 
still challenges to ensuring the delivery of long term designed 
outcomes, including:

• Developers traditionally have little long-term role in the 
operation of an asset;

• Long term measurement against an accurate baseline is 
required to verify performance; and 

• Responsibility for capturing this data is a grey area; 
developers are not routinely volunteering to; local 
authorities do not have resources to; and placing 
requirements on future owners or occupiers can be 
perceived negatively.

Despite the above challenges, the rise of build to rent 
and housing association development means that how 
communities benefit in operational is now a development 
concern. With this developer / operator role, comes the 
ability to capture data and feed the results back into future 
development and operation practices. Asset owner / operators 
are also now actively engaging with their tenants or the users 
of their spaces, so as to understand what makes them tick. 
Occupant perception data and the role that has on aspects 
such as dwell time or length of tenure is now routinely being 
collected and analysed.

70% 38% 22%80%

Monitoring and  
Additionality
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Monitoring and
Additionality

Several of the thought leaders we spoke to are aware 
of the need to ensure that when reporting the value 
added, what is reported is truly additional vs what 
would have happened anyway. 

This notion of additionality considers a multitude of 
factors such as 

• Displacement of outcomes by diverting people  
or resources towards an initiative;

• Cumulative benefits associated with other 
initiatives underway, which wouldn’t be  
realised in isolation; and

• The assumptions made about the duration of  
a benefit – permanent vs temporary.

For example, a new development coming forward on 
a site which currently provides employment through 
existing land uses, will inherently displace some 
of that employment. It is therefore key to consider 
whether the end outcome provides a greater or 
lesser benefit than the status quo. Conversely, 
a new development will bring with it further 
secondary benefits, like induced local spend by 
tenants for example. 

Consistency of reporting and accounting will be a key 
development area in future as stakeholders request 
greater transparency on social value.



What’s Next?

Across all sectors respondents identified 
the Circular Economy as a critical 
issue to be addressed. An increased 
awareness of issues including resource 
efficiency, waste generation and 
demand for knowledge in the supply 
chain is challenging the industry to 
consider the subject more rigorously.

Green Infrastructure and the benefits/
value it can bring to a development 
and its users was not understood by 
the wider industry. There was a feeling 
that the industry thought about it in 
terms of trees and biodiversity and not 
the wider benefits such as air quality 
improvement, climate change resilience 
and its health and wellbeing benefits  
for example.
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