
Why people should be...
Future insights on social sustainability, �nd out what’s next
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Creating places and

communities
Designing and developing neighbourhoods that are socially, economically, and 
environmentally sustainable, will be the biggest and most important task of this century.

In the �rst edition of ‘Future Insights’ we learnt about the sustainability priorities of 
key players in the construction and built environment sectors.

In the second edition, we asked leading investment professionals how the concept of 
sustainability was driving their decision making. We followed up with webinars on both, 
so do take a listen if you missed them. 

In this third edition, we take a deep dive into social sustainability, a term synonymous 
with social value and social justice. 

Welcome to future insights on social sustainability.

We asked 60 industry professionals about their views on this area of sustainability; and 
the challenges and opportunities they see in putting people �rst.

Until now the social dimension of sustainability has been overshadowed by the focus on 
the environmental impact, but it’s gaining in importance. So, what is social
sustainability and what’s needed for a ‘just transition’ in the built environment?
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Views from the top
Greengage would like to thank everyone who contributed their experiences and opinions and gave us their time to create this third edition of Future Insights on Social Sustainability.

Who we talked to
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What is social sustainability?
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Social sustainability is a concept with many interpretations, 
which can make it complex and challenging to de�ne and 
understand. In simple terms, it’s the part of sustainability that 
aims to improve people’s lives and wellbeing, while protecting 
the planet and human rights. 

The �ve principles of social sustainability are: 

     Social equity and justice

     Diversity and inclusion

     Participatory democracy 

     Livelihood security

     Health and wellbeing

For a development project to be socially valuable and 
sustainable, it should improve the quality of life for individuals 
at every stage of the lifecycle and create a more inclusive and 
equitable experience for everyone a�ected by it.�
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Creating social value

Social value emerged from Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 
in the private sector as a focus on the local economic bene�t 
generated by a project. 

Today, our understanding of social value goes beyond job security 
alone. Instead, social value aims to create a net positive impact on 
people’s lives in the present and the long term.

Community amenities, public services, and green spaces, for example, 
all contribute to wellbeing and the values associated with a place. 
This means championing projects which have accessibility, inclusivity, 
and community engagement at their core.�

Understanding and measuring the ways social value can be built into 
a project is key to ensuring it has positive, tangible bene�ts for the 
community. 

Best-practice is evolving now with the introduction of nationally 
accredited social evaluation toolkits. While community partnerships 
and grass roots initiatives are illustrating how social returns can be 
wide-reaching and tailor-made.�
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What’s driving social sustainability?

Social injustice

Social injustice is the main factor driving social 
sustainability, our survey revealed. Covid-19 
restrictions made us all more aware of our living 
conditions and the inequalities which were 
exacerbated by lockdown. Such as the inability to 
work remotely or access urban green spaces. These 
inequalities are now being compounded by the rising 
cost of living in the UK and the climate crisis, and 
the poorer in society continue to be impacted 
the most. 

Social movements such as Black Lives Matter and 
#MeToo, have also highlighted the need for social 
justice and more inclusion and diversity in the built 
environment.  

This has culminated in strong and growing support 
for a 'just transition', where we move towards a 
healthier, more sustainable economy where 
no one is left behind.

Investors want the S of ESG 

There is still some confusion about what social value 
means, and how it can be measured and evaluated. 
But investors increasingly want to know about social 
performance, so they can make decisions that improve 
resilience and returns and make a positive impact.

The adoption of ESG and broader sustainability 

ESG has �ltered down from a purely legal and investment term, to become 
adopted across industries. In the acronym, the social 'S' is taking centre stage to 
form a holistic approach to sustainability that involves both people and planet. 
And yet, this social aspect of sustainability is rarely de�ned, valued, or even 
included in some sustainable projects. 
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Because of Covid, social 
sustainability has raced up the 
agenda.

Clemens Brenninkmeijer
Head of Sustainability
Redevco 

There's got to be a levelling 
up of the E and the S in ESG. 
We need to better define 
what we mean by social 
sustainability and try to 
bring the industry around 
that as one methodology so 
we can start to push the 
industry forward together, 
in the same direction.

Harry Knibb
Development Director
Oxford Properties Group
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Equalities Impact Assessment 
The Skipton, Elephant & Castle, Southwark

Greengage assessed the impact of the redevelopment of Skipton 
House, a government building in Southwark, London into multi-use 
including o�ce, education, leisure and retail facilities.

We looked at the needs of those with protected characteristics (as set 
out in the Equalities Act 2010) in the construction and delivery of the 
building, local communities, and the building’s end users. The 
assessment concluded that the development would have a negative 
impact for many of the protected characteristic groups in mental 
health and wellbeing during construction and feelings of safety and 
security for vulnerable people due to changing urban realms. However, 
mitigation measures were put in place and the building was also shown 
to have positive impacts on areas such as access to education and 
accessibility across race, religion, sex, disability and sexual orientation.

What is Greengage doing? 

© Greengage Environmental Ltd 2023 08



© Greengage Environmental Ltd 2023

ESG reporting
Heath Park Vertical Farm 

We produced a full ESG report exploring the impacts of the 
Farm Urban vertical farming method in Runcorn, compared 
to traditional agriculture and peri-urban vertical farming 
factories.

We began with a socio-economic baseline study to identify 
the health of the residents and deprivation levels, which 
highlighted the need to drastically improve people’s 
wellbeing. The social value of the scheme was demonstrated 
through community engagement with local schools, 
businesses and older people who want to connect with their 
food and have a hands-on experience of its production. The 
operator also distributes hundreds of free boxes of greens 
annually to support those in food poverty and to encourage 
healthy eating in their local area. The provision of locally 
grown, nutritious food was calculated using TOMs and 
HACT models. The vertical farm space now has an integrated 
community hub and education facility which allows for 
outreach programmes.
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No clear de�nition 

Social sustainability is a term that encompasses social value, social equity, social justice, and 
community development, which makes the concept broad and vague. This limits 
its usability for organisations struggling to measure and report on their social impact.

No coherent metrics 

Investors need units and comparable data to assess social performance. There are e�ective 
environmental metrics, but social metrics tend to be too qualitative or subjective. 
Assessing and benchmarking social impact is challenging. Having a robust set of agreed 
standards and guidelines will ensure consistency in evaluations and improve the delivery 
of social value, adding value to the asset and to the wellbeing of the community. 

Developers not understanding their role  

Until now activity around social value in the built environment industry has been in the 
construction phase, in the form of job creation. With the increase in co-design 
programmes with existing communities, developers are waking up to their role beyond 
their building.  As one said, "We need to increase transparency towards the consumer 
and continue to educate ourselves in what creates a good society.” 

Social sustainability is a vast and complex topic with a lack of clarity around 
de�nitions, bene�ts, inclusion processes, delivery, measurement, and evaluation.
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What’s holding back social sustainability? 



The sector is building and 
financing places that will 
impact long-term social 
outcomes for people, and 
as a sector we don’t 
consistently measure that 
impact. Also the drivers to 
deliver more intentional 
and additional social impact 
need to align across 
planning, financing and 
development actors. That’s 
going to be a really big 
challenge for the sector 
to step up to and it’s great 
to start seeing best practice 
emerge over the last 
12 months.”

David Willock
Managing Director
Head of ESG Finance & Structuring
Lloyds Bank
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What is Greengage doing? 
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Designing social value
RHP & Hill Residential, Ham Close, Richmond

The success of this regeneration project has come from RHP 
establishing inclusive and accessible design principles right 
from the start. With the local residential community of Ham 
Close at the heart of the project throughout, the focus was 
on creating generous, accessible and  sustainable new homes 
with many added social bene�ts. These include an improved 
public realm, community centre and no interruption to the 
on-site services for young people provided by Richmond 
Council. The majority of existing residents with RHP as their 
landlord will able to be rehoused in a new home at Ham 
Close through a single move during a phased construction 
programme, minimising disruption to daily routines, and 
retaining a sense of ownership, pride, and cohesion.
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Social value action plan
The Langham Estate

The Langham Estate aims to be one of central London's 
most sustainable Estates. Greenage was brought in to help 
improve their social impact. By interviewing employees and 
carrying out reviews, we assessed ways to develop their 
social policy ensuring the Estate continues to achieve its 
ESG goals.
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Closing the inequality gap 

Investors want to understand the social 
impact of their investments and recognise 
the potential for property to contribute 
more in terms of social equity. Once we can 
make it simpler for investors to compare 
assets immediately with metrics, the ‘S’ in 
ESG will no longer be avoided or confused 
but will have integrity behind it. 

A local, place-based approach

Both public and private sector clients are 
increasingly calling for a place-based, long-term 
view of social value. One consultant interviewed 
said that from both a social and an environmental 
perspective, he could see a much more 
place-based focus to sustainability going forward, 
because both the environmental and social 
challenges we have can only really be addressed 
when you have a very good understanding of places 
and how they can contribute to that change.

Greengage is already taking this further by 
incorporating co-design practices with local 
authorities and design teams. Co-design is a 
participatory approach which encourages 
community members to be equal collaborators in 
the design process, combining lived experience 
with professional expertise.

Transparency 

Almost half the respondents in our survey 
recognised the need to bring greater 
transparency to the industry, and 
importantly for consumers. For example, 
the EU Taxonomy currently informs 
investors on environmentally sustainable 
activities but needs to include social 
sustainability as well. 

What’s the next big thing for sustainability? 
Ensuring built environment projects create social value will be a prominent focus in the 
coming years. Social sustainability�is being recognised as a way to drive growth, reduce 
poverty and deal with inequality. SOCIAL VALUE

of investors 
said

57% 



What is the impact we’re 
creating through the 
communities we’re investing 
in and through our assets? 
So much about social impact is 
hard to quantify, especially, in 
monetary and non-monetary 
terms. Should we even be 
considering this in monetary 
terms? As a result, developing 
a social value strategy has been 
a key priority for Swiss Life 
Asset Managers UK, ensuring 
we have a carefully thought 
through strategic approach to 
maximise our positive impact 
in the communities in which 
we invest.”

Christi Vosloo
Head of UK ESG
Swiss Life Asset Managers UK
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What is Greengage doing? 

Understanding the impacts 
of climate change
Sussex Integrated Care System

We were commissioned by Sussex ICS to understand their 
exposure to climate risk. Our climate impact assessment 
covered the geographic area of the Sussex-wide ICS, Sussex 
Health and Care Partnership, as well as the patient 
community, buildings and assets over the period from 2030 
to 2080. 

We mapped individual buildings to assess the predicted 
physical impacts on the spaces and structures from climate 
change, such as extreme temperatures, �ooding, wind and 
storms, emerging diseases, and air quality. We then linked 
this to the changing demands on these facilities, reviewing 
the predicted social and health inequity impacts of the 
climate crisis, including increased poverty, changing access 
to food, supply chain disruptions and increased 
homelessness.
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Social value strategy
Walthamstow Town Centre Framework

Greengage produced a community consultation and 
engagement strategy to achieve maximum social value for 
the Walthamstow Town Centre Framework. This was 
developed in tandem with our sustainability and green 
infrastructure teams to create a holistic approach to people, 
place and planet.

Our report covered �ve key themes: health and wellbeing, 
access to facilities, local economy, employment, and 
training opportunities; and improving the local 
environment. For each we explored the communities who 
live in the local area, their needs, current pressures, and how 
new development might impact them. 

Each theme had: a series of co-design workshop 
recommendations; a framework for measuring social value; 
key design deliverables; and a reporting toolkit for continued 
measurement of the social return on investment throughout 
the project. The recommendations and toolkit will be used 
across the eight sites within the town centre as they come 
forward, being used by the council and local partners to give 
all members of Walthamstow a voice in the changing landscape. 
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The narrative around social sustainability is changing from 
burden to attraction. As investors turn towards social value, 
the industry will follow.

In recent years, social sustainability in the built environment has 
been simply about o�ering jobs and training in construction. But 
these were often limited, temporary and low skilled. 

Now, investors and �rms are talking about a 'just transition' 
that is fair and inclusive. Ensuring people are employable across 
across sectors, by providing apprenticeships, job security and 
career development. In this way they are investing in the whole 
region and creating a local pipeline of talent. Connecting those 
people to green jobs would be real ‘levelling up’ while adding 
value to the asset and portfolio.

WORKING TOGETHER TO BUILD A BETTER WORLD

Today, our understanding of social value has evolved beyond 
employment. We are all more aware of the huge impact the built 
environment sector has on people’s wellbeing and resilience. 
Our focus now has to be on creating communities that can 
thrive in a fair, equal and healthy way, while protecting the 
planet and prosperity for all.

Looking ahead
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There is greater recognition of how the 
world is changing - and the value that 
landscape architecture can bring. The 
pandemic has amplified issues, with 
people craving outdoor space and 
human interaction.

Danny Crump
Director of Urbanism
Broadway Malyan
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Through our social sustainability consultancy, we help organisations 
understand, improve, and demonstrate their impact on people 
and communities. With our support, you’ll have a clear and 
practical bespoke social value strategy to make your project 
successful and sustainable. Our approach is collaborative, based 
on local needs and data driven. So, let’s get together to create 
places together where people, business and nature can thrive. 

We’re ready to help you.
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The real estate sector needs to accept 
that everything we must do to drive 
sustainability and have positive 
impact is simply going to require a lot 
more work.

Clemens Brenninkmeijer
Head of Sustainability
Redevco 
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Your social impact matters.
Greengage can help the change.



Greengage will be hosting a Webinar on What’s Next 
for Social Sustainability in September. To hear more 
about this and further insights on sustainability in the 
built environment follow us on LinkedIn.

Petronella Tyson
petronella.tyson@greengage-env.com

T: 020 3544 4000
greengage-env.com 
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Let’s impact communities.
Get in touch and talk to one of our experts.


