
UNLOCKING THE

SOCIAL 
VALUE
OF INFRASTRUCTURE 
INVESTMENT

There is a need to make the UK’s infrastructure more 
sustainable and inclusive. AECOM’s Mary Zsamboky 
argues that placing social value at the centre of 
infrastructure investment must be a  priority. 

T
he unprecedented coronavirus 
outbreak comes with very 
severe social and economic 
consequences. Recent 
economic projections by 
the Bank of England suggest 

that the coronavirus crisis could push 
the UK economy into its deepest 
recession in decades. 1 Already, people 
on low incomes are among the hardest 
hit, both in terms of the health toll 2 
and the economic impact. 3

 The UK government has responded 
with a £30 billion support package. In 
addition, investment in infrastructure 
will help provide jobs in the short‑term 
and opportunities in the long‑term. 
It plans to spend £640 billion on 
infrastructure over the next five 

years claiming this to be the biggest 
programme of public investment 
ever. The National Infrastructure 
Strategy, once published, will provide 
further details.
 To make the most of this 
government programme, 
infrastructure investment should 
maximise public or ‘social’ value — 
that is investments that deliver the 
best solutions to support the public 
good. In practice this means including 
wider non‑financial considerations 
such as community wellbeing and 
environmental sustainability when 
making the business case, and 
prioritising and planning projects that 
achieve positive social value outcomes 
for the public. 

TO MAKE THE MOST OF THIS 
GOVERNMENT PROGRAMME, 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
INVESTMENT SHOULD 
MAXIMISE PUBLIC OR 
‘SOCIAL’ VALUE.
—
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https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/-/media/boe/files/monetary-policy-report/2020/may/monetary-policy-report-may-2020.pdf?la=en&hash=A1F1423FAF045273CF6A7940130725CAF183AA07
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/01/covid-19-deaths-twice-as-high-in-poorest-areas-in-england-and-wales
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/news-and-blogs/our-blog/how-coronavirus-is-affecting-low-income-families
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Social value in UK 
procurement and planning
Social value has risen up the political 
agenda since parliament passed The 
Public Services (Social Value) Act in 
2012. 4 5 6 To maximise the impact of 
public expenditure, public bodies are 
required to consider whether they 
can secure added economic, social or 
environmental benefits for their local 
area when they are procuring services. 
 This means that social value is now 
a key consideration in public sector 
procurement decisions, and thus a 
factor in the way projects are planned 
and implemented. Much of this is being 
driven by local authorities and other 
public sector bodies who are using 
social value requirements in contracts 
to deliver greater social impact — in 
a context of austerity and the need 
to find efficiencies and deliver cost 
savings. As an example, Manchester 
City Council includes a social value 
element of 20 per cent in all contracts 
with suppliers. Bristol City Council 
takes 20 per cent as a starting point 
but also has an aim in their Social 
Value Policy to spend at least 40 per 
cent of its total procurement budget 
on micro, small and medium sized 
businesses, social enterprises and the 
voluntary sector.
 Public authorities are also starting 
to explore how social value can inform 
development policy. Liverpool City 
Region Combined Authority was the 
first in the country to incorporate 
an evaluation of social value in its 
Spatial Development Strategy (SDS); 
Salford City Council requires all 
major developments to submit a 
Social Value Strategy at the planning 
application stage and Islington 
Council is promoting social value in 
its Local Plan 2019 by encouraging all 
development to deliver as many public 
benefits as possible. These decisions 
not only build on the requirements laid 
out in the Social Value Act 2012, they 
help support the strategic priorities 
of local authorities by building 
stronger communities, improving local 
environment outcomes, and delivering 
inclusive economic growth benefits.
 Central government has also 
proposed a minimum weighting of 10 
per cent of social value in its contracts. 
The government’s approach to 
delivering on this proposal is currently 
under review, but this highlights the 
continued commitment to maximise 
social value through public sector 
procurement, which accounts for 
about a third of all public expenditure. 

Figure 1: Outcomes 
of a social value 
approach

Maximising the social 
value of infrastructure
Infrastructure investments provide 
multiple opportunities to deliver 
social value to the communities and 
regions where they take place. Major 
infrastructure projects can represent 
once‑in‑a‑lifetime regeneration 
investments, and opportunities to 
enhance the employment prospects 
and skills of disadvantaged or 
marginalised members of society who 
might otherwise be excluded from the 
labour market. In rural areas, access 
to infrastructure can provide a lifeline 
to key services.
 However, investment decisions are 
typically based on criteria that don’t take 
into account wider values, sometimes 
resulting in suboptimal commissioning 
decisions. For example, investment 
decisions for transport infrastructure 
tend to be made based on customer 
journey time savings and associated 
productivity increases, whilst the wider 
benefits such as improved health and 
wellbeing outcomes or any biodiversity 
net gains may be under‑emphasised. 

This raises the question whether the 
current parameters for decision making 
are sufficient, particularly if transport 
and commuting patterns do not return 
to pre‑coronavirus levels.
 If infrastructure investments are 
to drive maximum returns to society, 
a holistic and long‑term approach 
to infrastructure that focuses on 
responding to the needs of society 
is required. Applying a social value 
lens to infrastructure projects can 
help encourage people to think 
more strategically across the project 
lifecycle to consider how they could 
be planned, designed, constructed, 
operated, and decommissioned in a way 
that ensures not only economic and 
financial viability but also social and 
environmental sustainability.
 Wider non‑financial considerations 
and externalities (both positive 
and negative) should also be taken 
into account. These are often hard 
to measure, but they give decision‑
makers a fuller understanding of 
the long‑term risks and benefits of 
projects under consideration. 

SOCIAL VALUE IS NOW A KEY CONSIDERATION IN PUBLIC 
SECTOR PROCUREMENT DECISIONS, AND THUS A FACTOR IN 
THE WAY PROJECTS ARE PLANNED AND IMPLEMENTED.
—
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https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/-/media/boe/files/monetary-policy-report/2020/may/monetary-policy-report-may-2020.pdf?la=en&hash=A1F1423FAF045273CF6A7940130725CAF183AA07
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2015/2/contents/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2014/12/contents
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 A good way to start is to map 
social value outcomes against 
the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), 17 
targets adopted by the General 
Assembly in 2015 to push the world 
towards a more sustainable future. 
That way, organisations can identify 
which outcomes materially contribute 
to the achievement of relevant SDGs, 
and assess where there may be other 
sustainable development issues that 
could influence value creation.

Figure 2: Integrating social value throughout the project lifecycle, 
demonstrating performance against the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals

ORGANISATIONS CAN 
IDENTIFY WHICH OUTCOMES 
MATERIALLY CONTRIBUTE 
TO THE ACHIEVEMENT OF 
RELEVANT SDGS, AND 
ASSESS WHERE THERE MAY 
BE OTHER SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT ISSUES 
THAT COULD INFLUENCE 
VALUE CREATION.
—

Factors for 
successful integration
Given that social value is still 
emerging as an important 
infrastructure consideration, there are a 
number of challenges that could inhibit 
its widespread integration. Below are 
four ways to more fully embed social 
value in decision‑making.

2/
IDENTIFY AND 
PRIORITISE 
LOCAL NEEDS
It is essential to align social value 
with the specific needs, priorities 
and opportunities of the local 
community. Defining what social 
value actually means to a local 
area is the first step towards 
delivering and evidencing 
such value. Working with local 
stakeholders to deliver updates 
and providing opportunities to 
receive community feedback at all 
stages of an infrastructure project 
will greatly increase the chances 
of success. Mapping out the local 
stakeholders and engaging with 
them early on in the process also 
provides first‑hand insight into 
the issues in the area.

1/
DEVELOP A SOCIAL 
VALUE STRATEGY
The social value of future 
infrastructure projects and 
programmes can be maximised 
by prioritising whole‑life benefits 
for infrastructure users and 
wider society alongside cost 
considerations where feasible. 
An outcomes‑focused strategy 
will set out the overarching 
priorities of most importance 
over the long‑term.

3/
ESTABLISH 
STRONG 
PARTNERSHIPS
The ability to partner with 
businesses and charities 
and tap into innovative 
sources of funding might 
allow organisations to tackle 
projects they could not deliver 
alone. The complex nature of 
the issues involved also means 
that maximising social value 
is best addressed through 
establishing strong, cross‑
sector, long‑term partnerships 
where priorities are aligned. 
For the supply chain, this 
requires a willingness 
for greater collaboration 
if significant social 
value is to be delivered. 
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https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300


A FOCUS ON SOCIAL VALUE CAN 
ALSO ENCOURAGE A WIDER RANGE 
OF ORGANISATIONS TO ENTER THE 
PUBLIC SERVICES MARKET.
—

4/
MEASURE 
AND MONITOR 
PERFORMANCE
In order for the potential 
benefits of a social value 
approach to be successfully 
delivered, there needs to 
be a consistent approach 
to measuring, monitoring 
and reporting social value 
outcomes. It is important 
that the economic, social 
and environmental aspects 
are captured using key 
performance indicators where 
possible. Consistent reporting 
and benchmarking of social 
value performance will allow 
organisations to identify both 
intended and unexpected 
outcomes, share good practice, 
and identify what works best.
 In the UK, the National 
Social Value Taskforce was 
set up in 2016 to encourage 
the effective implementation 
of the Social Value Act . It 
established a National Themes, 
Outcomes and Measures 
(TOMs) Framework for 
Measuring Social Value which 
provides a minimum reporting 
standard for measuring social 
value outcomes. Establishing a 
prioritised set of metrics will 
help indicate the extent to which 
these outcomes are realised.  

AECOM has developed an 
‘integrated capitals approach’, 7 
which allows organisations to make 
better informed decisions and 
deliver multiple, lasting benefits to 
communities, beyond narrow value for 
money considerations. This involves 
taking into account the many forms of 
capital that enrich society. In addition 
to financial and built capital, they 
include our natural environment, our 
human and intellectual potential, 
and the strength of our social bonds 
and civil institutions. The approach 
facilitates a deeper understanding of 
the trade‑offs that are made across 
the capitals in decision making and 
can help organisations identify where 
to shift resources to those activities 
that on balance create more social 
and environmental value.

Benefits of a social 
value approach
Integrating social value into 
decision making and value for money 
calculations has several advantages. 
Fundamentally, a social value approach 
allows organisations to balance the 
need to achieve value for money in 
their investments with a commitment 
to generating benefits to society 
and the economy whilst minimising 
damage to the environment. It allows 

commissioners to set out clear and 
tangible objectives in their project 
proposals that define positive 
outcomes for people, society and 
the planet. It encourages greater 
engagement with suppliers, service 
users and other key stakeholders at 
an early stage. It can lead to improved 
design as well as better, more efficient, 
and innovative delivery of projects 
or services. A focus on social value 
can also encourage a wider range 
of organisations to enter the public 
services market, providing more 
opportunities for projects to deliver 
the best outcomes for communities. 
 A social value approach can 
provide key opportunities for projects 
to deliver the best outcomes for 
households, businesses and 
communities and level the playing 
field for the most vulnerable sections 
of our society who are facing the 
biggest challenges ahead. By putting 
social value front and centre of 
decision making, stimulus spending 
on infrastructure can be leveraged to 
provide much needed employment, 
raise living standards, improve social 
wellbeing and strengthen community 
resilience. This will be essential if we 
hope to achieve sustainable economic 
growth and social equity in a post‑
coronavirus era. 

 infrastructure.aecom.com

Investment in infrastructure has the power to alleviate today’s 
economic distress and create opportunities for tomorrow.
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https://aecom.com/content/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Taking-a-Capitals-Approach.pdf
http://infrastructure.aecom.com
http://infrastructure.aecom.com

