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Abstract: COVID-19 has created or amplified economic and social crises internationally. Australia
entered its first recession in 30 years and saw a significant rise in unemployment. In response,
Australian governments have increased their commitments to infrastructure construction to stimulate
the national economy and combined this with new social procurement policies that aim to create
social value for targeted populations like Indigenous peoples and unemployed youth. However,
emerging social procurement research in construction shows a disconnect between policymakers and
the practitioners who must implement them. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to provide theoretical
and practical insights on creating social value in the context of construction employment created by
new social procurement policies. Reporting a survey of 107 construction workers in Australia, it is
shown that social procurement policies and construction employers can create social value when
they provide work benefits like adequate pay and training and development and cultural benefits
like inclusive workplaces. Recommendations are made to demonstrate how the results presented in
this article can be used by contractors to create social value. This research is significant for advising
how increased infrastructure spending commitments in Australia can create social and economic
outcomes for workers, ensuring a sustainable recovery from COVID-19 crises.

Keywords: construction employment; COVID-19; infrastructure investment; social procurement;
social value

1. Introduction

The year 2020 saw the magnification of existing complex issues in societies globally.
Australia was placed into its first recession in 30 years because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic [1]. Unemployment in Australia reached a 20-year high of 7.5% in July 2020 [2]
and Australians who found themselves suddenly unemployed have had to deal with an
‘inadequate’ income support system that ‘impede[s] peoples’ ability to engage socially
and economically within their community’ [3] (p. xvii). COVID-19 has thus created sig-
nificant adverse social and economic impacts, particularly on vulnerable Australians like
the long-term unemployed [4]. While Indigenous Australians are included in lists of
groups vulnerable to COVID-19, Indigenous-led responses have mitigated the incidence of
COVID-19 in Indigenous communities [5].

As several authors have noted, COVID-19 has forced societies globally to develop
new social practices and ways of living, such as working from home, social distancing,
and self-isolation [6,7]. These changes have occurred at the same time as significant job
losses as economies are impacted by the large numbers of job losses that have occurred.
There is thus an urgent need for greater attention to encourage innovations that create
social value to reduce the impacts of COVID-19 [8]. In particular, as Bacq et al. [9] stated,
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COVID-19 has created an opportunity to promote collaborative endeavours that create
social value. It is therefore timely to investigate how social value can be created through
major industries like construction to ensure sustainable development and recovery from
COVID-19. Research on the economic and social recovery COVID-19 may also benefit
from acknowledging the Indigenous values and ways of doing that have underpinned
successful Indigenous-led responses to COVID-19 in Australia. This article thus contributes
to the journal’s aims of economic and social sustainability and will highlight how business
prosperity can be achieved through socially sustainable practices.

In response to these issues and being aware that they could delay Australia’s social
and economic recovery from the COVID-19, Australian governments have committed to
new infrastructure investments to stimulate employment and the economy. In addition
to the AUD 110 billion committed to infrastructure funding and financing over 10 years
from 2020–21 [10], these responses include approximately another AUD 77 billion in
infrastructure commitments by state and federal governments:

• An AUD 1.5 billion investment package for ‘Shovel Ready’ projects such as road and
transport upgrades and construction in the twelve months after Australia’s economy
experienced the first economic impacts of the pandemic [11].

• A total of AUD 11 billion brought forward to support future development around
the Western Sydney Aerotropolis, in partnership with the New South Wales (NSW)
Government [12].

• A total of AUD 52 billion was committed to new infrastructure construction as part of
Queensland’s economic recovery plan out of COVID-19 [13].

• A total of AUD 12.9 billion was dedicated in South Australia to infrastructure invest-
ments between 2020–2024 in recognition of the ‘role infrastructure can play in the
recovery phase through direct employment in infrastructure projects as well as posi-
tioning the economy to rebound quickly’ from the impacts of the COVID-19 crisis [14]
(p. 2).

There has therefore been a large increase in construction activity during the pandemic,
driven by government commitments to increase their construction spending to stimu-
late the economy in response to COVID-19, and the construction industry is currently
among the more stable industries at a time of economic uncertainty. These significant
investments have also provided an opportunity for Australian governments to partner
their construction spending with new social procurement policies that require contractors
to create social value in the communities in which they build [15]. Social procurement
involves new partnerships between governments and the private sector to create social
value through traditional market practices [16]. Governments create social value via direct
employment of groups targeted by social procurement or indirectly by inserting social
procurement clauses into supplier contracts [17]. In construction, this involves requiring
contractors to employ or purchase from the groups that social procurement policies target,
like Indigenous Australians [18], social enterprises, or Australian disability enterprises [19].
Indigenous procurement is a major component of social procurement in Australia, with
the Australian Government’s Commonwealth Indigenous procurement policy generating
more than $3.5 billion AUD in contract opportunities for Indigenous businesses since its
introduction in July 2015 [20]. The social value that construction creates typically refers
to the economic, social, and cultural impacts of a project in the community in which it is
built [15] and, for example, the targeted social value of social procurement policies like the
Commonwealth Indigenous procurement policy in Australia is the economic development
of Indigenous Australia through increased business and employment opportunities [18].
This paper focuses on the social value created by construction employment because the
large infrastructure projects committed by Australian governments are expected to create
several thousand jobs, as the above references indicate.

Despite the interest in social value, it remains an underexplored area because, as
Mulgan [21] (pp. 38–40) stated, social value is inherently ‘subjective, malleable and variable’
in nature and means different things to different people based on their ethics, morals, and
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priorities. This is especially true in construction, where the potential social value of
social procurement is undermined in practice by stakeholder nervousness about policy
design, stability and implementation, poor risk management, information asymmetries,
and perverse incentives [22]. Social procurement in construction is also inconsistent
because practices are not internalised across organisations, and projects and the people
targeted by social procurement may only be hired on to comply with contractual social
procurement requirements [23]. Creating social value through construction procurement is
also hampered by the lack of policy direction and a clear definition of what social value is
and how it can be created [24]. Deciding what social value is in a specific social procurement
policy context remains challenging because, as Watts et al. [25] noted, different stakeholders
have competing social value objectives, and this creates difficulties for contractors and
policymakers seeking to measure and report on social value outcomes. As Raiden et al. [15]
argued, social value remains a theoretically and operationally ambiguous concept. It is
therefore not evident whether the social procurement policies that will be enacted with the
commitments outlined above will create social value and contribute to the social recovery
from COVID-19.

Simultaneously with the above arguments about the theoretical and operational
understanding of social value, there is a need for data innovations to understand the
human, social, and economic impacts of COVID-19 while tracking progress towards the
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals [26]. Without understanding how the
construction employment created by significant infrastructure commitments by Australian
governments can be used to create social value, government efforts to leverage significant
construction investments and manage economies out of the economic and social crises of
COVID-19 may be unsustainable, potentially delaying international recovery efforts. The
Australian construction industry is the focus of this study because of the very significant
increases in government spending on infrastructure construction to stimulate the economy
in response to COVID-19.

In the above context, and with the aim of contributing to the success of global ef-
forts to recover from the crises created by COVID-19, this paper aims to provide the-
oretical and practical insights into how construction procurement creates social value
through employment in Australia. More specifically, this paper will answer the following
research questions:

1. What are the contributing factors to creating social value through construction em-
ployment?

2. What is the relationship between construction employment outcomes and social value?

This research is important for a sustainable recovery from the human, social, and
economic impacts of COVID-19 and driving innovations to progress the eighth Sustainable
Development Goal ‘Decent work and economic growth’. This type of research is also criti-
cally important given the importance of infrastructure investments to stimulate economic
activity post-COVID-19 [27]. This will ensure the prosperity of business internationally as
economies and societies recover from the global pandemic.

2. Literature Review

While not new [28], social procurement has been described as a social policy innova-
tion to create social value through partnerships between governments, businesses, and civil
society [29]. Governments create indirect social value by requiring contractors working on
large infrastructure projects to use local disadvantaged people as workers on-site or in their
supply chains [29]. In construction, this means contractors are increasingly being required
to demonstrate the social value they create when tendering for public sector projects and
for socially responsible private clients.

There are five critical drivers to the increasing use of social procurement in construction:

• The historical use of public procurement to achieve social outcomes [30];
• A receding welfare state in the context of New Public Governance (NPG) [16];
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• Increased focus on evaluation and measurement of social performance in order to
command legitimacy with government funders [16];

• Recognition that construction work often operates in areas of significant disadvantage
and purchasing construction materials, professional services, and contractors has
significant potential to address complex problems and create social value [31,32]
(p. 82); and

• An increasing number of socially responsible private clients in the context of growing
corporate social responsibility practices [15].

Despite the growing importance of communicating the social value that construction
creates, its subjective nature has caused difficulties in measuring and reporting it to clients
and governments. This is especially relevant in the context of emerging construction
social procurement requirements which require firms to create social value by providing
employment opportunities for targeted groups such as Indigenous peoples who come
from different cultures which see value differently [33]. In addition, social outcomes of
construction procurement are often intangible [34], which presents difficulties for con-
struction clients seeking to evaluate the social value that their procurement creates. This
has resulted in many definitions of what social value is and how it is created, which has
complicated attempts to understand social value conceptually and operationally [15]. Troje
and Gluch [35] argued that this means there is often little to no follow-up by construction
clients on the social value of their social procurement policies.

Given the above challenges, several recent attempts have been made to better concep-
tualise and understand what social value means in a construction context. For example,
Raiden et al. [15] (p. 17) provided a critical review of definitions from different fields
and defined social value as ‘the social impact of any construction organisation, project or
program makes to the lives of internal and external stakeholders affected by its activities’.
Nicholls [36] (p. 148) theorised that accounting for social impact should give voice to and
empower people through ‘the materiality of uncertainty data . . . via careful stakeholder
engagement . . . that acknowledges the empowering potential of such processes as commu-
nicative action’. Watts et al. [25] developed a social value tool which could be understood by
numerous stakeholders simultaneously. More recently, Denny-Smith et al. [33] argued that
social procurement policies will create social value when the policies support the ways of
knowing, being, and doing of the groups they are meant to benefit. Denny-Smith et al. [33]
presented a conceptual framework to plan, implement, and evaluate social procurement by
consulting with affected stakeholders at all stages of a project’s lifecycle.

As Denny-Smith et al. [37] argued, it is too often those in a position of power who de-
termine what social value is and how it should be measured. This excludes the perspectives
and experiences of people meant to benefit from social value practices. In addition, there
are also many controversies around existing econometric tools that attempt to quantify
and monetise social value, such as social return on investment (SROI), or other prescriptive
metrics which Watts et al. [25] criticise for being too reductionistic and overly simplistic
by aiming to combine social impacts into a single financial value. As Raiden et al. [15]
discussed, inherent problems exist in traditional econometric approaches to measuring and
monetising social value, such as failing to reflect personal notions of value which are often
highly subjective. This reflects the lack of social value theory where, in the social sciences
generally, Haugh [38] argued that good theory development will lead to good practice. To
begin developing insights on creating social value through construction employment and
differentiate social value creation from traditional econometric approaches which can be
simplistic and reductionist that will lead to improved policy and practice, the following
sections describe a new theoretical framework which provides theoretical and practical
insights to create social value. This will help existing tools to be adapted to communicate
the true impacts that social value practices have on the people they are meant to benefit.
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Conceptual Framework

Meinong’s [39] value theory is particularly useful in conceptualising social value
creation because it proposes four components acting together in a process of determining
value—(1) value subject: a person perceiving the social value created by social procurement
policies or construction employment opportunities the policies provide; (2) value object:
the construction employment opportunities provided by social procurement policies which
will be given a social value; (3) existence judgement: an evaluation of the relationship
between the value object (construction jobs) and someone’s personal and cultural values
that determines the social value created by social procurement policies, and; (4) value
feeling: a person perceiving the social value that construction employment creates based
on the relationship between a value object (a job) and the existence judgement.

While useful for conceptualising the notion of value, Meinong’s [39] theory was not
developed in a social value context which, as discussed above, is linked in the construction
sector primarily to the creation of employment opportunities for disadvantaged groups
targeted by social procurement policies. Meinong’s theory also does not consider that
social value is determined by ‘work benefits’ and ‘cultural benefits’ that arise from construc-
tion employment [40]. Work benefits are more tangible and include things like training,
autonomy, and fair remuneration. Cultural benefits include good working relationships,
promoting employees’ sense of autonomy and identity, and organisational values and their
engagement with local communities, in addition to cultural variables such as workers’
cultural identity and culturally supportive work environments that, as Denny-Smith and
Loosemore [40] argued, influence the social value people perceive from employment. In
this context, social value is created through employment which meets the employment and
cultural needs of those targeted by these policies, and research in the area of employer of
choice (EOC) may hold some value in adapting the theory to a construction environment.
Founded in efficiency wage theory, the concept of EOC suggests that workers have a choice
of where to work and realise that different choices will likely lead to different levels of
success and job satisfaction. Workers will therefore choose employment where they can
take advantage of their skills and there is a balance between theirs and the organisation’s
values [41].

A review of the EOC research indicates that they generally include various combina-
tions of several criteria. Branham [42], attempting to show how companies can become
EOCs, suggests four strategic areas where companies can become EOCs based on short-
term, long-term and tangible and intangible benefits, as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Strategic employer of choice (EOC) characteristics [42].

Short-Term Long-Term

Tangibles

• Base pay
• Yearly incentives
• Health insurance

• Stock options
• Profit-sharing plans
• Pensions

Intangibles

• Work–life balance
• Hiring practices
• New hire engagement

• Work climate/culture
• Supervisor behaviour
• Trust in leaders

Kucherov and Zavyalova [43] investigated employer of choice attributes from four
perspectives—economic, psychological, functional, and organisational. These characteris-
tics are described below:

• Economic: high salary, fair rewards and bonus system, and appropriate work schedule;
• Psychological: strong supportive corporate culture, favourable relationship among

employees, teamwork, and objective evaluation of the work itself;
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• Functional: training, career growth, career development, and utilisation of employees’
knowledge and skills;

• Organisational: market leadership, scope of international operations, products brand
reputation, management style, and reputation of top management.

Elving et al. [41], researching the relevance of employer branding to becoming an
EOC, explored five variables in their study, which are explained in Table 2.

Table 2. EOC characteristics and their implications for social value research based on Elving et al. [41].

EOC Characteristic Description

Organisational attractiveness

• Whether potential employees see a company as a desirable
and positive place to work;

• Individuals have different needs, therefore they will be
attracted to organisations that meet those needs;

• Organisational attractiveness is dependent on how a
company advertises itself to potential employees, and
organisations that meet the needs of their employees are
therefore more likely to create social value.

Job and organisational
characteristics and

person–organisation fit

• EOCs are companies that share similar characteristics and
attitudes to employees;

• Typical characteristics include a supportive working
environment, ethical standards, salary, career prospects
and location, compensation, culture and training, and
development possibilities;

• Jobs in which an employee is a good fit are more likely to
create social value because the company’s values and
ways of working support those of the employee.

Corporate image

• Positive corporate image perceptions increase
organisational attractiveness by signalling positive job
attributes, therefore increasing the quality and quantity
of candidates;

• Companies with a good corporate image are more likely to
be EOCs because of more employee pride derived from
their association with the company.

Employer image

• Employer image refers to a company’s reputation as an
employer in the labour force;

• This can differ from a company’s corporate image when
people move to being employed by a company where, for
example, working conditions may not be what they were
advertised or the company culture is not what they that
it was.

Employer branding

• Employer branding serves as a management framework
that can help improve employee recruitment, retention,
and commitment in addition to increasing productivity;

• In the context of social value, companies with good
employer branding are likely to create social value if
employees get more satisfaction and enjoyment from
their work.

More recently, Bellou et al.’s [44] research found that critical EOC factors include the
following workplace characteristics:
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• Self-development: the company has a learning orientation, provides career coaching
and advice, encourages the dissemination of knowledge, and there is a clear emphasis
on the development of skills;

• Corporate image: from a commercial perspective, the company is financially solid,
develops innovative products and services, and is market oriented. From a social
perspective, this means the company is sensitive to social issues and oriented towards
protecting the environment;

• Recognition: new hires feel welcome and important, employees’ creativity is recog-
nised and utilised, management realises and recognises the overall contribution of
employees, and employees feel important and identifiable and employees are given
opportunities to apply their knowledge in the business;

• Relationships: relationships with colleagues are factual and active, mutual respect
is shown, and there is sincere communication among employees. Managers have
employee relationships with proper guidance is provided, meritocracy is practiced,
and managers recognise the efforts of staff;

• Remuneration: the company provides supplementary non-financial benefits, attractive
salary packages, and above-average wages.

Investigating the factors that contribute to a company being branded an employer of
choice, Aboul-Ela’s [45] findings developed four dimensions of importance to graduates
and workers when selecting a potential employer:

• ‘Bloom’ represents the apparent factors outside the organisational boundaries. These
factors appear to the general public as well as to potential employees about the or-
ganisation. The Bloom dimension includes employer reputation, corporate social
responsibility practices, positive image conveyed to the general public, type of indus-
try, scope of international operations, comprehensive website, the employer’s status as
a market leader, range of products and services, the employer’s ability to differentiate
itself from competitors, its vision, mission, and core values, and the ability to maintain
a positive reputation;

• ‘Live’ is the actual working environment where employees operate. This revolves
around hygiene factors with respect to the working conditions essential for job func-
tioning and execution. The Live dimension includes salary scheme, fair rewards and
bonus system, appropriate compensation, sense of workplace empathy and compas-
sion, pleasant working place, supportive corporate culture, fair holidays, appropriate
retirement packages, dynamic business process, work–life balance, and good indus-
trial health and safety programs;

• ‘Connect’ revolves around the aspects tied to the interactional relationship between
the employee and the organisation. This dimension is realised through existing
employees and sometimes conveyed through word-of-mouth outside the organisa-
tional boundaries to the external community. The Connect dimension includes caring
about employees’ well-being, adopting teamwork and team spirit practices, a posi-
tive image conveyed through existing employees to the general public, management
style and interaction with employees, and employers’ ability to fulfil obligations
towards employees;

• ‘Grow’ is concerned with the factors related to an employee’s potential growth, self-
development, and progression in the workplace. The Grow dimension includes
long-term career development opportunities, jobs with task variety, challenging op-
portunities to grown and learn, training and development opportunities, utilisation
of employees’ knowledge and skills, objective evaluation, feedback for employees’
development, and job security that allows for future growth.

In the field of marketing, Rampl’s [46] research found that EOCs are identified by
university students and graduates based on work content and work culture. Work content
refers to core work activities, while work culture refers to the working environment and
relationships between employees [46]. Regarding this, Pacheco and Webber [47] found that
participative decision-making in workplaces increases job satisfaction, which could lead to
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a better work environment and work content. Garcia et al. [48] also found that younger
workers (i.e., millennial workers) prefer employers and workplaces where there is greater
employee involvement and they can apply their knowledge and skills in the workplace,
again leading to more interesting work content and a better work environment.

The above review of the general EOC literature indicates that, in the context of
creating social value through construction employment, EOCs may create social value
when they provide work benefits and cultural benefits. While this paper does not explicitly
focus on a particular group, Indigenous values like reciprocity and respect [49,50] have
informed this study’s design, operation, and reporting because of the major focus in
Australia on increasing Indigenous employment through social procurement policies.
This is not to exclude other minorities’ perceptions of value from social value research,
which can be incorporated in future research and contrasted with these findings. Respect
was demonstrated by incorporating stakeholders’ comments into the research design.
Reciprocity was demonstrated by providing summaries to research stakeholders and
through ongoing collaboration on research about social value in construction.

Synthesising the above critical review of EOC literature that highlights the worker
values and job and employer characteristics relevant to EOCs, Figure 1 below presents that
conceptual framework that is explored in this study. Starting with construction jobs created
by social procurement policies on projects initiated by the recent boosts in government
spending on construction projects, Figure 1 is split into and summarises the worker values
and EOC characteristics that the literature review shows are likely to create social value for
construction workers. For example, drawing on the above review, Figure 1 summarises that
worker values that are likely to create social value include variables relating to workplace
culture and relationships, inclusive work environment, etc. Below the worker values are
the EOC characteristics likely to create social value, such as level of income, people’s work
environment, and training and development opportunities provided to staff. Because value
theory shows that social value is perceived based on workers’ acceptance or rejection of
these variables, it is necessary to understand the weighting of importance that construction
workers place on them. The process of surveying construction workers to understand the
importance of these variables to social value is detailed in Section 3 below.

Figure 1. A conceptual framework to explore how social value is created in the context of construction employment.

While useful, the EOC field remains generic and, as Hunter [51] noted, research on
the relationship between populations targeted by social procurement (like Indigenous
workers in Australia) and their employers is scarce. Indeed, EOC research does not provide
insight into the employment attributes that workers seek in specific industry sectors such as
construction which represents the focus of social procurement policies. While Sedighi and
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Loosemore [52] explored EOC characteristics in construction from a graduate perspective,
there has been no research into the types of employment which are likely to maximise
social value in a construction context.

3. Method

Based on an in-depth review of the EOC literature and working with two construction
companies as participating organisations, an anonymous online survey of construction
workers in Australia was used to explore the employment conditions which would create
maximum social value in the construction industry. A survey tool was employed after
consultation with participating organisations in the Australian construction industry. The
two organisations were based in the Australian state of New South Wales. One of the
industry partners has worksites across Australia, and the partners’ involvement allowed
the research team to maximise the reach of the recruitment and data collection strategy.
Online surveys offered several benefits to partnering organisations, including reducing
costs to distribute and collect survey responses from geographically dispersed sites in
regional areas of Australia where staff were based, maximising survey coverage to the
target sample population, improving response rates because of improved ease to complete
the survey, and reducing social desirability bias [53], to attain objective insights into social
value within the construction industry.

3.1. Survey Structure

The survey consisted of two sections, and respondents were identified and approached
through partner contracting organisations using purposive nonprobability sampling on
the basis of their employment in the construction and property maintenance industries.
The first part of the survey asked demographic questions about age, cultural identity, and
the state or territory they worked in. The second part of the survey asked respondents
about their values based on the research by Bellou et al. [44] which showed that EOC’s
have values that are strongly aligned with the values of employees and include, for exam-
ple, interpersonal relationships within the company, relationships between the employer
and employees, and relationships of the employer company to society/communities. In
Australia, this includes attitudes towards family, communities, and obligations to society
that differ between cultural groups in that country (see for example [54]). Following value
theory’s argument that values have a critical role to play in determining value, and to
answer research question two, the purpose of the second part was to understand the values
of respondents and make inferences about the workplace values that are likely to facilitate
creating social value.

The third part of the survey asked respondents to rank the importance of 31 EOC
characteristics from the results of EOC research on construction graduates by Sedighi and
Loosemore [52] and based on a four-point Likert scale. The four-point scale was used
as a forced-choice question that makes respondents choose an option for or against a
question [55]. Forced-choice questions were used in this survey to minimise the risk of
social desirability bias and helped highlight respondents’ relationships between different
questions [56]. The questions in this part of the survey were adapted to include social and
cultural variables which research on ‘old institutionalism’ [57] indicated people consider
when perceiving social value. For example, research on successful employment programs
for minority populations, such as Indigenous Australians, shows that cultural benefits of
employment opportunities include culturally safe and supportive environments, having
clear career progression pathways for employees, positive engagement with employees’
heritage, family and community, and boosting employees’ confidence, autonomy, self-
efficacy, identity and resilience [58]. Recognising the subjective nature of social value and
the lack of research into what construction employees may want out of an EOC, one open
question was included to allow respondents to insert EOC variables not covered in the
closed questions.
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After developing the semi-structured survey with the above cultural variables, indus-
try partners were consulted for further discussion on how data would be collected and
managed. For example, the research team took direction from industry stakeholders on the
format of the survey, and a shared agreement was reached that the content was accurate
to investigate social value in a construction context, thus improving the content validity
of the survey [59] (p. 139). The research team explained that data would be stored and
managed in accordance with ethical approval.

3.2. Sampling

The survey was distributed to 190 people working for two industry partners across
Australia, using purposive sampling to ensure the survey was distributed to workers
in the construction industry. Sampling construction employees allowed a broad sample
representation for this exploratory research on social value in the construction industry.
To maximise the response rate, an email was sent to each respondent with an invitation
letter which ensured respondent anonymity and allowed them to ask any questions of the
research team and withdraw their data at any time. Active efforts to collect data resulted in
a total of 107 usable survey responses (a response rate of 56 per cent), producing a sample
as illustrated in Table 3.

Table 3. Survey sample structure.

Category Response Frequency Percentage

Australian citizen
Yes 95 88.8
No 12 11.2

Australian state or territory

ACT 4 3.7
NSW 79 73.8
QLD 11 10.3
SA 2 1.9

TAS 1 0.9
VIC 4 3.7
WA 6 9.8

3.3. Analysis

Survey data were analysed using IBM’s quantitative data analysis tool Statistical
Package for Social Sciences version 24. Descriptive analysis was completed on the data to
show the highest-ranked variables. A bivariate correlation test using Pearson’s correlation
coefficient (Pearson’s r) was performed to test for relationships between the values and
EOC variables. The results of this analysis are presented below.

4. Results
4.1. Contributing Factors to Create Social Value

In this section, the results relating to the first research question are presented. Fol-
lowing value theory and the role of values and workplace characteristics in determining
value, ranked scores are presented for the survey sections relevant to these variables. This
identifies the top variables contributing to social value in the context of construction em-
ployment in Australia. Because 107 completed responses were received, the data satisfy
the central limit theorem [55] and can be assumed to be normally distributed. Table 4
below shows respondents’ values ranked by order of mean. Table 4 shows that the five
highest-rated values were ‘sharing with and looking after my family’, ‘finding things out
and learning for myself’, ‘making sure I have enough for today’, ‘knowing who I am and
where I came from’, and ‘respecting my elders and what they have to teach me’. The
highest-rated variables were also characterised by a lower standard deviation than other
responses, indicating a high degree of consensus among respondents.
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Table 4. Construction workers’ values ranked by mean.

Value Mean Rank

Sharing with and looking after my family 3.82 1
Finding things out and learning for myself 3.73 2

Making sure I have enough for today 3.56 3
Knowing who I am and where I came from 3.48 4

Respecting my elders and what they have to teach me 3.38 5
Building wealth for future purposes (i.e., tomorrow and beyond) 3.36 6

Staying connected with my wider relatives and community 3.23 7
Travelling widely and experiencing the world 3.20 8
Sharing with and looking after my community 3.16 9

Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 2.88 10
Making lots of money 2.73 11

Having possessions (like a house, car, fashion items) to show
my status 2.46 12

Staying close to the place I was born 2.43 13
Making sure people know about my achievements 2.27 14

Table 5 shows respondents’ EOC preferences ranked by order of mean score. Similar to
Table 4, the highest-ranked EOC preferences had the lowest standard deviation, indicating
that those preferences were regularly ranked more important by respondents. It was
interesting that only five EOC variables had a mean below 3, i.e., on average the respondents
ranked most EOC variables as Important.

Table 5. Construction workers’ EOC preferences ranked by mean.

EOC Preference Mean Rank

Good quality of working relationships 3.85 1
Seeing and understanding the overall purpose of tasks 3.78 2

A good reputation 3.76 3
High level of personal physical safety 3.73 4

Being able to learn on the job 3.71 5
A manager that focuses on leadership and energy in the workplace 3.68 6

Clear pathways for me to progress in the organisation 3.67 7
Working with people who have the same values and approach

towards work 3.66 8

Receiving and giving feedback on work performance 3.64 9
Recognition and encouragement of my contribution 3.62 10

A workplace with flexible work hours 3.62 11
Emotional stability and feeling protected by the organisation 3.61 12

An employer who encourages me to feel strong about who I am 3.60 13
A workplace that is passionate about work 3.58 14

A workplace with training programs 3.55 15
Training in how to use new technology 3.55 16

A workplace that has a high commitment to work 3.54 17
A workplace that is relaxed and people can have fun and enjoy

social interaction 3.51 18

Having a say in decisions that affect day-to-day business 3.39 19
A workplace that cares about protecting the environment 3.37 20

A manager that focuses on management and administration 3.21 21
High pay and income 3.20 22

A high standard of accommodation and fit-out of the workplace 3.13 23
A workplace that allows me to stay connected to my culture 3.13 24

Paid on a salary basis, with a set annual income 3.12 25
A manager who is aware of and responsive to my heritage and culture 3.01 26

Being involved with my local community 2.94 27
Travelling to different locations to perform my work duties 2.66 28

Working extra hours (paid or unpaid) 2.42 29
Paid by the hour 2.19 30

Union membership 1.77 31
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4.2. Relationship between Construction Employment Outcomes and Social Value

A test for Pearson’s r was also performed to check for an association between variables
in the second and third sections. Pearson’s r is a measure of association that represents the
extent to which respondents occupy the same position on two variables [60]. The strength
of association between two variables may be small (r ≥ ±0.10), medium (r ≥ ±0.30) or
large (r ≥ ±0.50) [61]. In this study, Pearson’s r allowed the researchers to test for rela-
tionships between respondents’ values and their EOC preferences. This allowed them to
infer the work and cultural benefits that may contribute to positive social value creation
in the context of construction employment. In total, there were seven large associations
and 46 medium associations where the association was deemed to be significant (p < 0.05).
Hence, in Table 6, associations are reported where r > 0.35 because there were many asso-
ciations where r < 0.35 and that many variables would take away from interpreting the
stronger associations. It is interesting that the associations listed below were quite signifi-
cant (p < 0.001), suggesting that the results were not obtained by chance and strengthening
their validity.

Table 6. Association between work and culture values using Pearson’s correlation coefficient (Pearson’s r).

Work Benefit Cultural Benefit Pearson’s R Sig.

High pay and income Making lots of money 0.651 0.000
Being involved with my local community Sharing with and looking after my community 0.643 0.000

A workplace that allows me to stay connected to my culture Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.595 0.000
A manager who is aware of and responsive to my heritage

and culture Sharing with and looking after my community 0.576 0.000

Being involved with my local community Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.541 0.000
A workplace that allows me to stay connected to my culture Sharing with and looking after my community 0.509 0.000
A manager who is aware of and responsive to my heritage

and culture Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.508 0.000

A workplace that cares about protecting the environment Sharing with and looking after my community 0.453 0.000
A high standard of accommodation and fit-out of the workplace Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.444 0.000

Being involved with my local community Staying connected with my wider relatives and community 0.426 0.000

High pay and income Having possessions (like a house, car, and fashion items) to show
my status 0.423 0.000

Paid by the hour Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.421 0.000
High pay and income Making sure I have enough for today 0.416 0.000

Paid on a salary basis, with a set annual income Making sure people know about my achievements 0.402 0.000
A high standard of accommodation and fit-out of the workplace Sharing with and looking after my community 0.393 0.000

Union membership Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.372 0.000
A workplace that has a high commitment to work Sharing with and looking after my community 0.370 0.000
A workplace that has a high commitment to work Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.369 0.000

A workplace that cares about protecting the environment Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.368 0.000
Being able to learn on the job Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.367 0.000

Paid by the hour Having possessions (like a house, car, and fashion items) to show
my status 0.356 0.000

Receiving and giving feedback on work performance Finding things out and learning for myself 0.356 0.000
High pay and income Travelling widely and experiencing the world 0.355 0.000

A manager who is aware of and responsive to my heritage
and culture Staying close to the place I was born 0.353 0.000

Emotional stability and feeling protected by the organisation Making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained 0.352 0.000

Table 6 shows that, while the strongest correlation was between two variables that
were capitalist and individualistic in that they are related to earning money, there are
also several variables not linked to financial outcomes, such as helping employees stay
connected to their culture, being engaged with communities, and maintaining rituals
and practices. Maintaining rituals and practices indicates a preference for routinised,
stable work, the lack of which, as Loosemore et al. [62] found, is a major risk to the
success of new social procurement policies which will be applied to Australia’s recent
infrastructure commitments. Indeed, the larger representation of non-financial variables in
Table 6 supports the notion that non-monetary factors influence employee motivation and
performance [63]. It was interesting that ‘having a say in decisions that affect day-to-day
business’ was ranked in the lower half of EOC preferences and was not among the strongest
associations, in contrast with Pacheco and Webber’s [47] finding that participative decision
making is a critical factor in employee job satisfaction.

Testing for Pearson’s correlation also allowed the researchers to test the construct
validity of the survey. Construct validity refers to the validity of the construct being
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measured [59]; for example, if several questions measure the same or closely related thing,
they should be highly correlated with one another. Table 6 shows that similar variables are
correlated highly, with ‘high pay and income’ highly correlated to the value ‘making lots
of money’. Similarly, ‘being involved with my local community’ has a strong association
to ‘sharing with and looking after my community’, thus indicating the survey has a high
construct validity.

4.3. Open-Ended Responses

The open question at the end of the survey generated 64 responses. The purpose of
the open question was to allow respondents to communicate the factors they thought will
create social value. Qualitative responses were inductively coded in QSR International’s
NVivo software (version 12) to systematically identify themes from the data. Three broad
themes were generated from this process, which are shown in the content analysis in Table 7.
A fourth theme, ‘safety’, was initially generated based on the construction industry’s poor
safety record (see [64]). However, there was only one reference to safety in the qualitative
responses, so it was removed from the content analysis in Table 7.

Table 7. Emergent themes from qualitative survey responses and content analysis.

Theme Coding Strategy Count Text Responses

Operational support
Text that referred to management practices that

create better workplaces, including guidance and
communication from management

22

Regular informal events.
Providing support to staff in their daily tasks. Setting

up realistic milestones.
Giving autonomy to the team in performing their
tasks. Clear directions for task completion. Clear

growth and career progression path.
A workplace that allows you to work freely although
abide by a set of rules and targets to get the job done

quickly, safely, and under budget.

Mental health Text that mentioned mental health 16

Strong awareness of mental health of all employees
and policies, strategies, and programs to boost

mental health.
Good mental health management practices,

including support networks and growth/training
with emotional intelligence.

Awareness and encouragement to make mental
health awareness apparent and not something taboo.

Training, workshops, workplace benefits to
encourage work and personal life are balanced.

Work culture Text that referred to workplace culture [65] 34

Flexible inclusive work practices.
To communicate with each other [and] work as a

good team.
Friendly environments.

Supportive and encouraging with every team
member being treated equally, recognition for hard

work and opportunities for promotions and rotation
in routines and duties and rosters!

It is interesting in Table 7 that, while there were some responses that stated the
importance of ‘recognition for contribution’ and hard work, there were no responses
that spoke directly of being paid higher wages. This result is interesting because of
recent research in China that found younger construction workers feel they do not get
an adequate salary [65]. Although, the sample in that study was made up of young
construction professionals who had not been in the industry for long and may have been
impatient to see financial rewards. The findings in this study could be explained by Holden
and Sunindijo’s [66] review that found higher salaries are often the bargaining chip used
to make Australian construction employees work longer, which is to the detriment of a
work–life balance. Therefore, the four references to work–life balance under ‘mental health’
category (i.e., training, workshops, workplace benefits to encourage work and personal
life are balanced) may be an indication that paying people a salary is not the only way to
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create social value through construction employment and that non-financial rewards are
important to create the social and cultural impacts that contribute to social value.

5. Discussion

The results above show there are recurring variables that strongly influence other out-
comes. For example, construction workplaces that were responsive to employees’ cultures
had a strong association with the importance of ‘cultural benefits’ of construction employ-
ment. In addition, values, like making sure traditions, rituals, and practices are maintained,
had strong associations with numerous ‘work benefits’ like physical safety, emotional sta-
bility, and a workplace that is involved with local communities. Supporting Bae et al. [67],
who found that clear communication and a sense of belonging were values important to
American construction workers which leads to greater employee retention when those
values are present in the workplace, these findings indicate that clear communication
(respecting my elders and what they have to teach me) and a sense of belonging (sharing
with and looking after my family) are important to creating social value in construction
employment. Supporting Sedighi and Loosemore [52], who found the five highest-ranked
workplace characteristics in their sample of construction management undergraduates
were ‘good quality of working relationships’, ‘being able to learn on the job’, ‘a workplace
that is passionate about work’, ‘a relaxed, fun and social workplace’, and ‘seeing and
understanding the purpose of tasks’, this study’s findings reinforce the importance of
several workplace characteristics like to create social value. The theoretical implications
of these findings are that policymakers could request contractors to implement certain
training programs and initiatives on the large infrastructure projects that are currently
planned. For practice, these relationships suggest that construction companies who want to
create social value through employment may need to move beyond ‘creating employment
opportunities for people from disadvantaged communities’ [15] (p. 73) and invest in the
economic and cultural wellbeing of their employees and engage with the communities in
which they build.

5.1. Response to Research Questions

The results above provide several useful insights that respond to the research questions
the study aimed to answer. In response to the first research question, the findings indicate
that a mixture of work benefits and cultural benefits that construction employment provides
contribute to creating social value. The five highest values by mean score were ‘sharing with
and looking after my family’, ‘finding things out and learning for myself’, ‘making sure I
have enough for today’, ‘knowing who I am and where I came from’, and ‘respecting my
elders and what they have to teach me’. The five highest workplace characteristics by mean
score that would contribute to social value were ‘good quality of working relationships’,
‘seeing and understanding the overall purpose of tasks,’ ‘a good reputation’, ‘high level of
personal physical safety’, and ‘being able to learn on the job’. At a macro level, policymakers
can embed these insights into contractual requirements with contractors. At a micro level,
these insights can be used directly in workplaces to create social value.

In response to the second research question, the findings highlight several correlations
that could indicate work benefits and cultural benefits have some influence on the social
value that construction employment can create. Grounded in the framework given by
value theory above, acceptance of someone’s work benefits and cultural benefit benefits
will create social value. Therefore, it is suggested that when policymakers use their
social procurement policies to target the work benefits and cultural benefits identified
in Table 6, they will maximise the social value the policies create and help them achieve
the goals to which social procurement policies aspire. Thus, in responding to the second
research question, it is argued that there is a positive relationship between construction
employment and social value when construction jobs provide the right work benefits and
cultural benefits.
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5.2. Creating Social Value through Construction Procurement

For policymakers and practitioners who want to create social value through their
procurement in response to COVID-19, this research gives several insights into how social
value is created in the context of construction employment that they are currently stimulat-
ing. For example, culturally inclusive workplaces are clearly associated with numerous
cultural benefits and there are more non-financial characteristics (e.g., emotional stability,
learning on the job, and workplaces that are involved in local communities) of EOCs than
financial. Indeed, this insight supports Murphy and Eadie’s [68] findings that construction
contractors need to adopt a more person-centric approach to generate social value through
construction employment. The findings suggest that this could be done by familiarising
staff recruited because of new social procurement policies with company routines and
creating a workplace that encourages commitment to work, training, and employee de-
velopment, as well as engagement with local communities. Indeed, the findings support
recent work that argues creating social value requires a holistic approach to employment
that supports the ways of knowing, being, and doing of the people intended to benefit
from social procurement practices [33].

Synthesising the results of this research, Figure 2 identifies the work and cultural
benefits that policymakers and construction employers can target so they create social
value. The framework shows the process whereby social procurement policies lead to
construction employment for the disadvantaged groups they target. The two areas of
work and cultural benefits leading into construction employment show that there is a
relationship between benefits and employment, in which employment creates the benefits
but people’s perceptions of employment opportunities are influenced by their values and
workplace preferences. For example, increased employee autonomy and development is
expected to contribute to an inclusive work environment, and hence social value creation,
because greater employee involvement leads to a better work environment [48].

Figure 2. A framework to create social value through employment.

Indeed, for people who have become unemployed due to COVID-19 or already faced
employment difficulties prior to the pandemic, creating workplaces in the construction
industry based on these social value insights will contribute to the economic and social
recovery from COVID-19. For example, people who became unemployed because of
the pandemic could easily gain work in the construction industry because of its low
entry barriers and social procurement requirements that are being applied to publicly
funded construction projects. People who get the construction jobs because of new social
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procurement requirements will not have to rely on social welfare and unemployment
benefits to meet their daily living needs, and if they enter a workplace that maximises
the outcomes presented in this paper, they are likely to experience positive social value
as a result, which has broader effects in their communities. Such outcomes repeated on
the many construction sites in Australia will contribute to Australia’s economic and social
recovery from COVID-19.

The framework can benefit diverse stakeholders who implement, and are affected
by, social procurement policies. For example, government departments can refer to the
framework to inform policy development and evaluation. This includes inserting clauses
into contracts that require contractors to implement certain practices that create the work
benefits presented in Figure 2. Contractors can also use the framework to develop social
procurement practices or evaluate what they are currently doing. For example, contractors
can review whether their employment practices and work environment are creating the
types of benefits that create social value. This includes the training and employment
opportunities they have provided, and the new networks and suppliers established in
their supply chain. Communities can use the framework to assert their concerns with
governments and contractors. This should leave communities in a better position to use
the current infrastructure boom in Australia to ensure better training and employment
opportunities for local people.

At an operational level, ‘adequate pay and income’ refers to construction employees
being paid enough to meet their basic needs. It is suggested that adequate pay and income
means that staff are at least paid at award wages and not exploited out of less money, and
the authors are aware that most construction contractors should already be complying with
this outcome. Encouraging autonomy and development acknowledges that respondents
preferred being able to work freely and with the autonomy to complete their tasks. The
outcome of autonomy is balanced by respondents’ preference to be given clear instructions
and a set of rules to complete tasks, as seen in the benefit of routinised behaviour and tasks.

Policymakers wanting to include the benefits in Figure 2 could insert them into policy
documents that become contract clauses. For example, they could be used to put specific
employment practices in New South Wales’ Aboriginal Participation in Construction
policy [69] or Victoria’s Social Procurement Framework [19] that would require contractors
to report on their community engagement or efforts to promote mental health in the
workforce. These findings suggest that such clauses are likely to promote the collaborative,
bottom-up approaches that are argued to be more successful in realising the social outcomes
and value that social procurement policies aspire to [62].

From an employee satisfaction perspective, this research also contributes to EOC
research that seeks to understand an ideal employer. These findings reinforce Rampl [46],
who found that EOCs are determined by the work content and work culture they provide.
These findings indicate that positive work content is created through work benefits like
pay, income, and employee autonomy. Positive work culture is created through workplace
relationships with local communities, attention to employee mental health, and an inclusive
work environment. Further, and in support of Bellou et al. [44], these findings emphasise
the importance of self-development, workplace relationships, and remuneration to EOC
scholarship. Drawing on the Indigenous values that have informed this study, such
characteristics are a form of reciprocity, where employers invest in the wellbeing and
development of staff, and employees reciprocate by investing in the success of the business
through output and productivity, which creates social value; these lessons could be applied
to businesses in Australia and internationally.

5.3. Limitations

One limitation of this paper is that it does not provide a universal solution to creating
social value. This research therefore does not attempt to be universally applicable; the
authors acknowledge that the research is limited to Australia and a limited sample. In other
countries that have experienced the economic and social crises of COVID-19 differently,
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such as New Zealand with fewer cases and the UK and US with much more cases, the
application and effectiveness of these findings may differ significantly. Furthermore, in
countries like Italy, investments in the ‘green’ sector and renewable energy sources are
creating employment opportunities and reducing the economic impact of COVID-19 [70]
and may offer different results to those presented in this study. This limits its contribution
as a major theoretical framework but as it is tested over time its validity will improve.
Indeed, the survey used in this study can be repeated in other industries to understand
how social value is created in different contexts.

Implementing this framework on the new infrastructure projects committed to by
Australian governments may also experience difficulties at first. Many contractors and
subcontractors see the groups targeted by social procurement policies as a significant safety,
productivity, and cost risk to their business [62]. At the same time, there has been little
convergence of social procurement practices in construction due to practices not being fully
internalised across organisations and projects, people hired through social procurement
do not have strong enough incentives to engage with their employment, actors working
strategically and operatively have different opportunities to create social procurement
practices, and the development of maintenance mechanisms for the formalisation of sus-
tainable practices is weak [71], while social procurement is also creating new roles for
construction practitioners that are still in their genesis and under-researched [35]. Further
research is needed in this area to explore how contractors are utilising their employment to
create social value for employees if the economic and social recovery from COVID-19 is to
be sustainable.

6. Conclusions

COVID-19 has had significant economic and social impacts on societies internationally.
The response by governments in Australia has been to increase already buoyant public
infrastructure spending to stimulate economic activity and use social procurement policies
to get Australia out of these crises through an ‘infrastructure-led recovery’ [72]. At the same
time, the role of procurement has been changing to include economic and social objectives
mandated by government clients [16,73], which has changed the roles and objectives of
contractors to create social value in the communities in which they build. Recognising this
context and filling a current gap in knowledge about how employment can create social
value to help economies recover from COVID-19, this empirical paper presented theoretical
and practical guidance for contractors to create social value in their business. It is argued
that construction employment will create social value when employers provide work
benefits like good pay and remuneration and training and development opportunities,
and cultural benefits like employee autonomy and an inclusive workplace. This supports
arguments that employee participation and holistic focuses on socially responsible pro-
curement are key to creating social value [68]. Operationalising frameworks, like the one
proposed in this paper, and using it to evaluate how workplaces have adapted in response
to COVID-19 will lead to the research and data innovations required to meet the Sustainable
Development Goals, outlined by the United Nations [26], by improving existing data gaps
on progress towards ‘Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth’. The results also respond
to recent scholarship that has begun to explore how social value can be conceptualised
and operationalised in the construction industry [15]. By implementing this research in
practice, governments and employers can improve the likelihood of creating social value
through employment and assisting the economic and social recovery from COVID-19.
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