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Abstract
Social sustainability has been acknowledged as an essential component for delivering 
sustainable development objectives. While the importance of social sustainability has been 
well recognised by many construction industry practitioners, its core requirements have 
remained undefined. Many such social sustainability concepts have remained implicit and 
undefined. In some cases, they have been concealed behind a seemingly random choice 
of common socio-political indicators, hence making social sustainability requirements 
very difficult for practitioners to clearly specify and prioritise in an explicit manner and 
deliver them in practical terms. This study investigates the degree of consideration given 
to the promotion of social sustainability factors by practitioners engaged in the delivery 
of sustainable regeneration projects in the UK. It draws data from 15 interviewees and 
122 respondents who participated in the study through semi-structured interviews 
and questionnaire surveys, respectively. The results reveal that health and safety 
issues were the most promoted among the other six key social sustainability issues 
considered by the majority of practitioners. The findings indicate that various efforts and 
legislations initiated by the UK government to improve health and safety practices within 
the construction industry have played a key role in practitioners’ attitudes towards the 
promotion of health and safety issues in their practices.
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Introduction
There are numerous definitions and criteria for sustainability principles in literature and practice (Martek, 
et al., 2018; Purvis, Mao and Robinson, 2019). Various practitioners “derive their own definition according 
to discipline-specific criteria or study perspective, making a generalised definition difficult to achieve” in 
practical terms (Colantonio, 2007, p. 4). Several studies have claimed that many practitioners in the public 
and private sectors have only demonstrated a relatively limited understanding of sustainability issues, 
resulting in undesirable practices and the poor performance of sustainability projects (Lombardi et al., 2011; 
Akotia et al., 2016; Yoo and Lee, 2016; Goh, Ting and Bajracharya, 2023). The lack of understanding and 
poor sustainability performance issues are worsened when they relate to regeneration projects due to the 
“multi-dimensional and complex nature” of the projects (Boyle, et al., 2018, p. 4).

As social sustainability principles are crucial in developing and building a vibrant society (Rivai, Rohman 
and Sumantri, 2023), it is therefore imperative that their requirements are clearly set out to drive the 
social processes and systems towards achieving their intended objectives. It has generally been suggested 
that social sustainability is an essential component of regeneration, which can bring about the desired 
social sustainability benefits of regeneration projects (Turcu, 2012). The level of sustainability impacts 
how a regeneration project can deliver for the present and future generations, “from a social sustainability 
orientated perspective ultimately sets the foundations in determining a development’s success in creating 
a socially sustainable development” (Mak and Peacock, 2011, p. 13). Evidence has shown that the absence 
of such socially oriented requirements that adequately place emphasis on creating value and empowerment 
of society can lead to the deprivation and worklessness of residents in a community (Rivai, Rohman and 
Sumantri, 2023; SDC, 2003). This can also adversely affect the overall life quality of individuals living 
within such a community (SDC, 2003; Abdel-Raheem and Ramsbottom, 2016). Sustainable regeneration 
projects are likely to fail to materialise their sustainability benefits if the social sustainability principles 
are not accorded adequate attention by practitioners. For example, it is believed that “communities, 
or certain sectors of the community, can fail to benefit from otherwise successful regeneration when 
gentrification occurs and housing becomes too expensive for the original residents” (SDC, 2003, p. 27). 
Social sustainability principles in Colantonio’s (2008, p. 17) view “are fundamental instruments to measure 
the progress towards sustainability”. For sustainable projects to be socially sustainable, it means that such 
projects must deliver healthy living conditions and ultimately improve the quality of life for society (Mak 
and Peacock, 2011). Construction projects, in particular, the sustainability ones, create new synergies and 
social interactions between the built environment and communities; hence, the creation of social processes 
calls for the need for such sustainability projects to be carefully planned and delivered in line with the 
sustainable development goals for the communities (Almahmoud and Doloi, 2015).

According to Edum-Fotwe and Price (2009, p. 314), the social sustainability principles reflect the societal 
realities that are created through the “dynamic interaction of individual values and notions for any particular 
society”. Addressing such dynamic interactions calls for a more precise application of sustainability practices. 
It is reasonable to expect communities to be socially sustainable when adequate consideration is given to 
the application of socially oriented sustainability practices during regeneration projects. According to Lynch 
and Mosbah (2017, p. 301), “Targets that provide guidance on meeting the Sustainable Development Goals 
clearly show how local built environment actions connect to global sustainability goals”. In this regard, 
practitioners have key roles to play in ensuring that they adopt practices that enable sustainable regeneration 
projects to deliver long-term socially oriented benefits for society. Various players have also recognised the 
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role of the built environment organisations in the achievement of social sustainability goals (Yoo and Lee, 
2016; Goh, Ting and Bajracharya, 2023).

There have been numerous studies relating to social sustainability issues on built environment projects 
over the last decade. For instance, the works of authors such as Akhtar, et al. (2024), Woodcraft (2015) 
and Åhman (2013) have identified the lack of understanding of the social sustainability deliverables in 
the planning, design and delivery of sustainable construction projects in general; however, to date, none 
has focused on the extent to which consideration is given to the promotion of social sustainability factors 
by practitioners in the context of the delivery of sustainable regeneration projects. In light of the above, 
this paper aims to contribute to the sustainability discourse by focusing on the social sustainability factors 
that are often neglected (Darchen and Ladouceur 2013; Munzel, Meyer-Waarden and Galan, 2018), 
misunderstood (Gould, Missimer and Mesquita, 2017) and not considered adequately (Corsini and 
Moultrie, 2019) in planning and design in the context of the delivering of social sustainability benefits 
of regeneration projects. It is our firm belief that the findings from this study would assist regeneration 
practitioners to better understand social sustainability deliverables in the planning, design and delivery of 
social sustainability benefits through their regeneration projects for all stakeholders concerned. To do so, 
the key question the paper seeks to address is as follows: what degree of consideration do regeneration 
practitioners give towards the prioritisation and promotion of the key social sustainability factors on their 
projects? In order to address this question, the study adopted a mixed methods research methodology to 
collect both qualitative and quantitative data through in-depth semi-structured interviews and questionnaire 
surveys, respectively, from practitioners involved in the delivery of regeneration projects. The interview data 
are presented and analysed, which is followed by the presentation and analysis of the questionnaire survey 
data.

Literature review

SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLES OF SUSTAINABLE REGENERATION

The social dimension of sustainability has been recognised as an essential aspect of delivering sustainable 
development (Colantonio, 2008; Mak and Peacock, 2011; Munzel, Meyer-Waarden and Galan, 2018; Goh, 
Ting and Bajracharya, 2023) and a major requirement for evaluating the viability of built environment 
sustainable regeneration projects (Edum-Fotwe and Price, 2009; Yoo and Lee, 2016). It has also been 
seen as an essential aspect that has formed part of the political discourse and agenda of many government 
agencies and institution’s policy systems (Colantonio, 2007). According to Liu, et al. (2017) and Edum-
Fotwe and Price (2009), the social dimension of sustainability is an essential component towards the 
attainment of long-term sustainable development goals of humanity. A prerequisite to social sustainability 
requirements is the way and manner people and communities live together and set out to achieve their 
individual and collective developmental goals (Colantonio, 2008).

In more practical terms, social sustainability refers to peoples’ values and empowerment in a manner 
that effectively engages them on a long-term basis in activities that have impacts on their social aspirations 
and liveability (Colantonio, 2007; Yoo and Lee, 2016). According to Munzel, Meyer-Waarden and Galan 
(2018, p. 15), “social sustainability is often linked to urban development” and—as a result—focuses on the 
development of physical spaces that enhance the wellbeing of individuals. These principles underpin the 
social sustainability requirements and seek to provide collaboration between individuals’ social progress and 
economic prosperity, which are in tune with sustainable regeneration goals. These unique social sustainability 
principles form part of the broader agenda of the built environment practices (Goh, Ting, and Bajracharya, 
2023). Social sustainability rests on the assumption that the provision of social services in the form of 
capacity building, such as education and skills development and ensuring equality and the participation of 
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society, will largely help to enhance the quality of life for such a society (Colantonio, 2008; Almahmoud, 
and Doloi, 2015; Munzel, Meyer-Waarden and Galan, 2018; Masocha, 2019; Battisti, Barnocchi and Iorio, 
2019). A study by Masocha (2019) found social sustainability factors to be significantly related to the 
economic performance of society. As social requirements are crucial in developing and building a vibrant 
society, it is therefore imperative that the requirements for such social issues are clearly set out to drive the 
social values, processes and systems towards achieving their intended objectives. It is argued that, for any 
community to meet its social aspirations, it is important that the residents living in such a community have 
access to social services and facilities (Littig and Griebler, 2005; Almahmoud and Doloi, 2015). In this 
regard, the built environment has been recognised as the one with the potential and expertise to drive that 
process. Such linkages between the delivery of social sustainability benefits and the built environment have 
long been acknowledged by many authors (Yoo and Lee, 2016; Lynch and Mosbah, 2017).

It is widely argued that among the sustainability factors, the social elements are the most ignored (Littig 
and Griebler, 2005; Munzel, Meyer-Waarden and Galan, 2018; Goh, Ting and Bajracharya, 2023) and 
the most difficult to deal with in terms of composition, implication and evaluation, notably because of the 
multifaceted and dynamic nature of society and its requirements (Abdel-Raheem and Ramsbottom, 2016; 
Rivai, Rohman and Sumantri, 2023). This presents a major challenge that makes it very difficult to specify 
and prioritise the social sustainability requirements in a more explicit manner (Edum-Fotwe and Price, 
2009). Although the social sustainability aspect has been well acknowledged by many government agencies 
and construction industry practitioners, its core components still remain undefined (Littig and Griebler, 
2005; Yoo and Lee, 2016). The reality is that, to date, a well-defined theoretical concept regarding social 
sustainability requirements is still absent (Littig and Griebler, 2005; Liu, et al., 2017; Purvis, Mao and 
Robinson, 2019; Rivai, Rohman and Sumantri, 2023). The social ontology framework developed by Edum-
Fotwe and Price (2009) advocated the need for the identification and prioritisation of the specific social 
sustainability requirements existing within communities to allow for effective monitoring and evaluation. 
Without such a well-defined framework, assigning priorities to social processes and planning systems 
may seem very difficult, if not impossible, to achieve in practice (Littig and Griebler, 2005; Purvis, Mao 
and Robinson, 2019). The lack of consensus on the main composition of social sustainability requirements 
has resulted in the misinterpretation and misapplication of its criteria by many industry practitioners and 
policymakers (Colantonio, 2008; Yoo and Lee, 2016; Liu, et al., 2017). It is argued that social sustainability 
policy systems and interventions targeted at particular communities have been too ambitious, making such 
policies very difficult to implement in practice (Hofstad, 2012). This, Hofstad (2012) said, has been the case 
when such policies were designed to achieve political objectives. Many such social sustainability concepts 
have remained implicit and, in some cases, have been “concealed behind a seemingly random choice of 
common socio-political indicators” (Littig and Griebler, 2005, p. 68).

However, a more practical approach to social sustainability issues will require that the practitioners, 
particularly within the construction industry, adopt a more holistic approach towards the integration and 
prioritisation of tangible and non-tangible measures, which Colantonio (2008) referred to as soft and hard 
requirements, respectively. Such an approach calls for the construction industry to provide a range of social 
sustainability services, such as apprenticeship and skills training opportunities both in the form of a resource 
and also as a resource in itself, as an industry (Hill and Bowen, 1997; Communities and Local Government 
(CLG), 2007; Colantonio, 2007, 2008; Pitt, et al., 2009; Carpenter, 2011; Nwokoro and Onukwube, 2011; 
Almahmoud and Doloi, 2015; Armeanu, Vintila and Gherghina, 2018; Maqbool, Arula and Ashfaq, 
2023). Education and training have the potential to drive “more healthy and sustainable lives, support 
employability and lessens poverty” (Armeanu, Vintila and Gherghina, 2018, p. 1).

The provision of skills training opportunities to meet individual needs is also seen as a prerequisite and 
a major driving force behind the formation of a productive and healthy society (Littig and Griebler, 2005; 
Maqbool, Arula and Ashfaq, 2023) towards the attainment of sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
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agenda (Kioupi and Voulvoulis, 2019). Individuals are more likely to become economically sustainable if 
they are able to acquire skills. Similarly, the provision of social facilities such as affordable housing (Smith, 
2006; CLG, 2007, 2008, 2010; Winston, 2009; Bailey, 2010; Abidin, Yusof and Othman, 2013; Almahmoud 
and Doloi, 2015) and improvement of physical outlook (HM Treasury, 2008; CLG, 2008, 2010; SERCS, 
2011) are crucial sustainability requirements required to attain a socially viable community and also attract 
local investment. Evidence has shown that the absence of such opportunities can lead to the deprivation 
and worklessness of residents in the communities, which can adversely affect the residents’ overall life 
quality and chances of living within such communities (CLG, 2008; Armeanu, Vintila and Gherghina, 
2018; Hernández-Calzada, et al., 2019; Maqbool, Arula and Ashfaq, 2023). CLG went on to indicate that 
individuals with less education and training opportunities and facilities were more likely to face problems of 
low self-esteem and aspirations, which as a consequence can result in a lack of social and economic power.

Littig and Griebler (2005) identified three major categories of factors for prioritising and evaluating 
the social aspects of sustainability. Factors such as security and wellbeing, and achievement of societal basic 
needs were identified in their first-order group of factors. In a wider sense, education and training, affordable 
housing, and health and safety issues were closely linked to the first-order set of factors. Social justice and 
social participation were identified as the second- and third-order factors, respectively. Since the built 
environment is a major provider of social facilities and services on which society depends, it is therefore fair 
to draw a parallel between the social sustainability factors identified by Littig and Griebler (2005) and the 
built environment. For instance, the construction of a new hospital facility will require services in the form 
of active participation (Littig and Griebler, 2005; Colantonio, 2008; Pitt, et al., 2009; Häkkinen and Belloni, 
2011; Zheng, Shen and Wang, 2014; Battisti, Barnocchi and Iorio, 2019) of the residents in the community 
to seek their views and wellbeing while at the same time providing apprenticeships and ensuring the health 
and safety of the workforce and the local residents (Nwokoro and Onukwube, 2011; Akadiri, Chinyio and 
Olomolaiye, 2012; Reyes, et al., 2014; Eizenberg and Jabareen, 2017; Goh, Ting and Bajracharya, 2023). In 
this sense, there is a strong theoretical and practical relationship and also a direct and indirect correlation 
between the social requirements and the built environment facilities and services. The social-related 
principles of a sustainable built environment require that regeneration practitioners deliver the facilities and 
services in a manner that

	 •	� provides for and improves the quality of human life and wellbeing by ensuring adequate achievement 
of societal basic needs,

	 •	� protects and promotes human health through a healthy and safe working environment,
	 •	� provides empowerment through the development of skills training, capacity enhancement and 

participation in the projects, and
	 •	� provides reasonable delivery of social-related benefits during the various stages of the projects (Hill 

and Bowen, 1997; SDC, 2003; Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), 
2005; Boyle, et al., 2018).

Any attempt meant to address these social sustainability requirements will require a comprehensive 
approach from practitioners and the application of a suitable evaluation mechanism. Such an approach 
should also involve the combination of both the qualitative and quantitative measurable targets of socially 
related sustainability factors. It suggested that “the multi-dimensional and complex reality of urban 
development and their associated issues requires integrated strategies involving a wide range of actors” 
(Boyle, et al., 2018, p. 4).

Table 1 shows the most cited social sustainability factors for sustainable regeneration and the literature 
sources.

Akotia and Bankole

Construction Economics and Building,  Vol. 25, No. 1  March 20258



Table 1.	 Social sustainability factors for sustainable regeneration.

Social sustainability factors 
of sustainable regeneration

Literature source

Health and safety for 
workforce and local 

community/residents

Hill and Bowen, 1997; SDC, 2003; DEFRA, 2005; Littig and 
Griebler, 2005; Nwokoro and Onukwube, 2011; Akadiri, Chinyio 

and Olomolaiye, 2012; Turcu, 2012; Reyes, et al., 2014; Eizenberg 
and Jabareen, 2017; Martek, et al., 2018; Dogu and Aras, 2019; 

Goh, Ting and Bajracharya, 2023

Education and training/
apprenticeship 
opportunities

Hill and Bowen, 1997; Littig and Griebler, 2005; CLG, 2007; 
Colantonio, 2007, 2008; Pitt, et al., 2009; Carpenter, 2011; 

Häkkinen and Belloni, 2011; Nwokoro and Onukwube, 2011; 
Turcu, 2012; Clapham, 2014; Abdel-Raheem and Ramsbottom, 

2016; Armeanu, Vintila and Gherghina, 2018; Kioupi and 
Voulvoulis, 2019; Maqbool, Arula and Ashfaq, 2023

Affordable housing Littig and Griebler, 2005; Smith, 2006; CLG, 2007, 2008, 2010; 
Winston, 2009; Bailey, 2010; Turcu, 2012; Abidin, Yusof and 

Othman, 2013; Clapham, 2014; Martek, et al., 2018; Dogu and 
Aras, 2019

Stakeholder participation 
(including local community)

Littig and Griebler, 2005; Colantonio, 2008; Pitt, et al., 2009; 
Häkkinen and Belloni, 2011; Turcu, 2012; Zheng, Shen and Wang, 

2014; Eizenberg and Jabareen, 2017; Battisti, Barnocchi and 
Iorio, 2019; Goh, Ting and Bajracharya, 2023

Community security/
wellbeing

Hill and Bowen, 1997; SDC, 2003; DEFRA, 2005; Littig and 
Griebler, 2005; Häkkinen and Belloni, 2011; Clapham, 2014; 

Abdel-Raheem and Ramsbottom, 2016; Eizenberg and Jabareen, 
2017; Durdyev, et al., 2018; Goh, Ting and Bajracharya, 2023

Physical appearance/
positive image of local 

environment

HM Treasury, 2008; CLG, 2008, 2010; SERCS, 2011; Turcu, 
2012; Park and Sohn, 2013; Ploegmakers and Beckers, 2015; 

Ragozino, 2016; Boussaa, 2018; Perovic and Šestovic, 2019

Research method
A mixed methods research approach (qualitative and quantitative methods) was adopted for the study. 
The built environment researchers have long recognised the importance of using both qualitative and 
quantitative research methodologies for their studies. Panas and Pantouvakis (2010, p. 79) suggested that 
the mixed methods concept “seems to be gaining ground, especially given the industry’s change towards 
intensifying the exploration of productivity’s soft aspects as well as behavioural and managerial factors and 
cultural diversions of the project actors”. According to Creswell and Garrett (2008), the recent demand 
for a mixed methods approach arises from concerns about the inability of the individual qualitative and 
quantitative research paradigms to offer workable solutions to ever-complex and dynamic problems 
confronting humanity. One significant proposition of the mixed methods technique is the diversification of 
ideas it offers as a concept, coupled with its potential to broaden the understanding of human experiences 
in developing policies and practices (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010). The diversity inherent in its design 
indicates that the mixed methods technique has become critical and synonymous with good research 
practice. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) argued that by adopting a mixed methods research approach 
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within the same research framework, practical questions can be addressed simultaneously from different 
perspectives, leading to greater confidence in the findings and conclusions.

To begin the data collection process, practitioners were presented with the six most cited social 
sustainability factors obtained through the review of the literature (Table 1). Hence, to investigate the 
extent to which consideration is/was given to the promotion of these social sustainability factors, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 15 practitioners from three construction organisations selected 
through purposive sampling from the 2018 editions of the Building Magazine and New Civil Engineer 
magazine. The selection was based on their experience and knowledge in the involvement and delivery 
of sustainable regeneration projects in the UK. Formal letters and proposals were issued to these three 
construction organisations seeking their permission to participate in the study. Follow-up telephone calls 
were also made to these construction organisations to further explain the purpose and the context of 
the study. Subsequently, face-to-face in-depth semi-structured interviews were then conducted with the 
15 practitioners, made up of five practitioners from each of these construction organisations, with each 
interview lasting for approximately 1 hour.

Subsequently, the questionnaire survey was designed with closed questions using the 5-point Likert 
scale (Table 2) (where 1 represents the most and 5 the least) and administered through the internet, 
together with a cover letter explaining the objectives of the research to the selected respondents. A total 
of 200 hyperlinks were sent out to the selected respondents. Follow-up emails and telephone calls were 
sent out to remind those who were yet to respond to the questionnaire survey. This was done to further 
emphasise the importance of completing the questionnaire on time and to increase the response rate. A total 
of 122 responses were received, representing an overall response rate of 61.0%. The results obtained from the 
semi-structured interviews and questionnaire survey are shown in Tables 3 and 4, respectively.

Table 2.	 Likert scale of intensity judgment of relative importance.

Scale/intensity judgment of relative importance Quantitative scale (1–5 point)

Very high degree of consideration 1

High degree of consideration 2

Moderate degree of consideration 3

Limited degree of consideration 4

No degree of consideration 5

DATA ANALYSIS

To determine whether the questionnaire survey instrument used was reliable in measuring what it was 
intended for, and also to check the internal reliability (Sarantakos, 2013) of the data, Cronbach’s alpha 
test was conducted (on a selected sample of six items (factors)). The “reliability” test conducted on the 
questionnaire survey shows Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.943, indicating a very good internal consistency 
reliability of the questionnaire data obtained. According to Pallant (2016), achieving an alpha coefficient 
value of 0.7 is generally considered to be acceptable, while values above 0.89 provide more acceptable results 
and a greater internal reliability of the results.

The analysis and discussion of the semi-structured interviews and questionnaire survey findings are 
subsequently presented in the order of consideration/priority given to the social sustainability factors by 
practitioners. From the analysis of the semi-structured interviews, it became clear that there were basically 
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two main categories of responses or degree of consideration/priority (very high/high or moderate/limited) 
given by practitioners as presented in Table 3.

Table 3.	 Semi-structured interview results of social sustainability factors.

Social sustainability factors Practitioners  
Total N = 15

a*: Very high/high 
degree of consideration

b*: Moderate/limited 
degree of consideration

Promoting health and safety of workforce 
and local community/residents (PHSFLC)

15 (100%) -

Promoting education and training/
apprenticeship opportunities (PETO)

13 (86.7%) 2 (13.3%)

Promoting affordable housing (PAH) 12 (80.0%) 3 (20.0%)

Promoting stakeholders’ participation 
(including local community) (PSP)

 10 (66.7%) 4 (26.7%)

Promoting community security/wellbeing 
(PCS)

9 (60.0%) 5 (33.3%)

Promoting physical appearance/positive 
image of local environment (PPA/PILE)

7 (46.7%) 5 (33.3%)

a*: Number and percentages (%) of practitioners (interviewees) who responded either very high or high degree of 

consideration. b*: Number and percentages (%) of practitioners (interviewees) who responded either moderate or 

limited degree of consideration.

For the questionnaire survey data, the initial analysis was carried out using the SPSS software to obtain 
the descriptive information (Table 4) and Pearson’s pairwise correlation matrix (Table 5) for the six social 
sustainability factors. This was further subjected to analysis using the analytic hierarchy process (AHP). 
The use of Pearson’s pairwise correlations matrix as an input for the AHP to determine the relative 
importance of alternative attributes is in line with the works of Song and Kang (2016). The AHP-based 
analysis methods have been utilised extensively in various studies to prioritised decisions in a wide range 
of fields (Saaty and Vargas, 2012; Song and Kang, 2016), including sustainability-related areas. In recent 
times, authors such as Kalutara, et al. (2018) and Hatefi and Tamošaitien (2018) have applied the AHP 
approach in evaluating and prioritising sustainability factors of construction projects. Fundamentally, it 
adopts a general concept of measurement, which is largely based on ratio scales derived from pairwise 
comparisons of attributes in “multilevel hierarchic structures”, obtained from “actual measurements or from 
a fundamental scale that reflects the relative strength of preferences and feelings” (Saaty and Vargas, 2012, 
p. 3). The proponent of the AHP (Saaty, 1980) argued that the use of the AHP analytical method provides 
a useful tool to determine the priorities and the level of importance among different variables. Similarly, 
its nonlinear approach makes it possible to undertake “both deductive and inductive thinking without use 
of the syllogism” (Saaty and Vargas, 2012, p. 2). Saaty and Vargas (2012) went on to add that the adoption 
of an “absolute measurement” tool such as the Likert scale enables alternative attributes to be ranked or 
scored in terms of the intensity or level of importance that is attached to the attributes. In light of the 
aforementioned, since the primary aim of the study was to ascertain (rank) the importance practitioners 
were according to the social sustainability factors on their projects, a 5-point Likert scale (Table 2) was 
deemed the most suitable data collection tool and, hence, adopted for the collection of quantitative data. 
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The adopted Likert scale for the study is in line with the ones proposed and adopted by Saaty (1980) and 
Hossain, Adnan and Hasin (2014) in their works.

Table 4.	 Questionnaire survey results of social sustainability factors.

Social sustainability 
factors (percentage)

Ranking Very high 
degree of 

consideration

High 
degree of 

consideration

Moderate 
degree of 

consideration

Limited 
degree of 

consideration

No 
consideration 

at all

Promoting health 
and safety of 

workforce and 
local community/

residents (PHSFLC)

1 42.0% 46.1% 10.4% 1.5% 0.0%

= 88.1% = 11.9%

Promoting education 
and training/

apprenticeship 
opportunities (PETO)

2 34.7% 45.6% 10.8% 8.8% 0.1%

= 80.3% = 19.6%

Promoting 
affordable housing 

(PAH) 

3 32.8% 41.9% 14.8% 10.4% 0.1%

= 74.7% = 25.2%

Promoting 
stakeholders’ 
participation 

(including local 
community) (PSP)

4 30.2% 38.9% 16.9% 13.8% 0.2%

= 69.1% = 30.7% 

Promoting 
community security/

wellbeing (PCS)

5 28.8% 37.6% 17.4% 16.1% 0.1%

= 66.4% =33.5%

Promoting physical 
appearance/positive 

image of local 
environment (PPA/

PILE)

6 27.6% 35.9% 19.5% 16.8% 0.2%

= 63.5% =36.3%

To obtain the overall ranking of the social sustainability factors by practitioners in order to ascertain 
the degree of importance (Table 6), further analysis was undertaken. This was done by computing the 
normalised principal/maximum eigenvector, priority vector (W), by applying Equations 1 and 2, as follows:

	 A1ij/∑A1ij)� Equation 1

where A1ij is social sustainability factors in the column of the comparison matrix and ∑A1ij is the sum of 
each column.

	 W    





i

j

aij w w
1

1

1 6 � Equation 2

where aij represents the row of social sustainability factors (A1–A6) and the column of social sustainability 
factors (A1–A6) in the matrix.

Akotia and Bankole

Construction Economics and Building,  Vol. 25, No. 1  March 202512



Table 6 shows the priority vector (W) of the relative weights of all the six social sustainability factors that 
were compared.

Table 6.	 The normalised principal eigenvector or normalised priority vector (W).

A1 
HSWLC

A2 
ETAO

A3 
AH

A4 
SPC

A5 
(CS)

A6 
(PAP)

Normalised priority 
vector (W)

Ranking

Correlation 
matrix

A1
(HSWLC)

0.363 0.195 0.160 0.170 0.135 0.087 0.185 1

A2
(ETAO) 

0.181 0.393 0.188 0.078 0.105 0.089 0.172 2

A3
(AH) 

0.142 0.181 0.408 0.122 0.064 0.085 0.167 3

A4
(SPC) 

0.143 0.071 0.116 0.431 0.105 0.115 0.163 4

A5
(CS) 

0.106 0.089 0.056 0.098 0.463 0.137 0.158 5

A6
(PAP) 

0.065 0.072 0.071 0.101 0.130 0.488 0.154 6

CONSISTENCY RATIO

The consistency ratio (CR) was also computed to determine whether the judgement obtained from Pearson’s 
pairwise comparison matrix was consistent by applying Equation 3. The “degree of consistency is vital in 
pairwise comparison data as it reflects on the validity of the final decision” (Kalutara, et al., 2018, p. 40). 

Table 5.	 Pearson’s correlation matrix of comparison data for social sustainability factors.

A1 
HSWLC

A2  
ETAO

A3  
AH

A4  
SPC

A5  
(CS)

A6  
(PAP)

Correlation A1
(HSWLC)

1 0.497 0.392 0.395 0.291 0.178

A2
(ETAO) 

0.497 1 0.460 0.181 0.226 0.183

A3
(AH) 

0.392 0.460 1 0.283 0.138 0.175

A4
(SPC) 

0.395 0.181 0.283 1 0.227 0.235

A5
(CS) 

0.291 0.226 0.138 0.227 1 0.280

A6
(PAP) 

0.178 0.183 0.175 0.235 0.28 1

∑ 2.753 2.547 2.448 2.321 2.162 2.051

A1–A6 represent the six social sustainability factors explored with respondents.
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Saaty (1980) opined that to ensure good consistency of the data, the CR obtained should be less or equal to 
10%.

	 CR = CI/RI = [(λmax − n)/n − 1]/RI ≤ 0.1� Equation 3

where RI is the average of the random consistency index of a sample size of 500 matrices as recommended 
by Saaty (1980) as shown in Table 7. RI is the situation where the judgments of respondents have been 
made randomly and, hence, likely expected to be highly inconsistent (Saaty, 1980); CI is the consistency 
index, which is calculated by the following equation:

	 CI = (λmax − n)/(n − 1)� Equation 4

where n is the size/dimension of the matrix and λmax is the maximum eigenvalue of the matrix formulated 
by Equation 5 (Saaty, 1990).

	

max aijWj Wi



j

n

1

/λ � Equation 5

where Wj is the weight of the jth factor and Wi is the weight of the ith factor.
Consequently, by applying Equation 3, the CR value obtained from the pairwise comparison matrix of 

the six social sustainability factors was 0.058 ≤ 0.1 or 10%. This clearly indicates that Pearson’s pairwise 
correlation matrix of the social sustainability factors is consistent (Ahmed, et al., 2016), hence validating the 
results of the AHP (Saaty, 1980).

Table 7.	 Random index values according to the size of matrix (Saaty, 1990).

Size of matrix (n) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

RI 0.00 0.00 0.58 0.90 1.12 1.24 1.32 1.41 1.45 1.49

n is the size of the random matrix, and RI is the corresponding index of consistency for random judgments.

Discussion of findings

PROMOTING HEALTH AND SAFETY OF WORKFORCE AND LOCAL COMMUNITY/RESIDENTS

A critical examination of the semi-structured interviews (Table 3) revealed that the health and safety of 
the workforce and local community/residents was the most considered among all the social sustainability 
factors promoted by practitioners. This was evident, as all of the 15 (100%) practitioners who participated in 
the semi-structured interviews indicated that they gave high/high degree of consideration to promoting the 
health and safety issues of their workforce and the community of their work locations. When a question was 
put to them during the interview about the extent to which consideration was given to the promotion of 
social sustainability factors on their regeneration projects, one of the practitioners, for example, commented 
by saying:

We give very high consideration to health and safety issues on our regeneration project, and we 
do that from start to finish. …We are very mindful of health and safety of our workforce as well 
as the community we work in. …We place a massive importance on promoting health and safety 
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issues pretty much on our projects. I think we have the responsibility to ensure that our people and 
residents are safe and healthy to continue to do the kind of things we are doing.

In an attempt to validate the above findings, the questionnaire survey results obtained when practitioners 
were asked to rank the degree of consideration that was being given to the promotion of these social 
sustainability factors show that health and safety was the most prioritised social sustainability factor of the 
six factors with 88.1% (Table 4) of very high/high degree of consideration. This was further complemented 
by the normalised priority vector (W) result obtained in Table 6, showing a relative weight of 0.185. These 
findings obtained from the questionnaire survey validated the 100% very high/high result obtained from the 
interviews.

These findings provide a good indication that practitioners are taking the health and safety issue seriously 
and, hence, promoting its factors in their projects. In the earlier work of Littig and Griebler (2005), 
health and safety issues were classified among the first-order group of social sustainability factors, which, 
in their view, should be given adequate consideration by practitioners in order to achieve a productive 
and sustainable society. Many other authors like Goh, Ting and Bajracharya (2023), Armeanu, Vintila 
and Gherghina (2018), Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017), Reyes, et al. (2014), Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills (DBIS) (2013), Akadiri, Chinyio and Olomolaiye (2012), Colantonio (2008), and 
Hill and Bowen (1997) have also acknowledged the importance of meeting such social sustainability factor.

While the finding provides a good indication, it can also be said that the introduction of health 
and safety legislations by the UK government to regulate health and safety practices within the UK’s 
construction industry (DBIS, 2013) has played a major role in ensuring that good health and safety 
regulations are/were being adhered to by practitioners. Similarly, the emergence of the considerate 
contractor scheme and the establishment of the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) may have also 
contributed to practitioners’ quests to promote good health and safety practices on their projects. The 
considerate contractor scheme and HSE, for instance, set standards and performance targets on which 
practitioners’ health and safety performances are measured. Since practitioners are aware of the potential 
consequences and the various sanctions in cases of any violation of such legislation and non-performance, 
they are more likely to promote health and safety practices than the other social sustainability factors on 
their projects.

Again, various other efforts initiated by the UK government to improve health and safety practices 
within the construction industry can also be said to have contributed to these findings. Notable among them 
are the Rethinking Construction Committee Egan Report (1988) and the DETR (2000) report, which 
raised various concerns about poor health and safety practices and the potential dangers that such poor 
practices were posing to the entire construction industry towards the delivery of sustainable construction 
objectives. In recognition of such poor practices, the reports admonished construction industry practitioners 
to make a serious effort to promote good health and safety practices on their projects. Consequently, this 
has led to numerous discourses among practitioners, culminating in the creation of greater awareness among 
construction industry practitioners. The authors opine that this may have been reflected in these findings. 
It is believed that by promoting good health and safety practices adequately and by ensuring an enabling 
working environment for the workforce and society, sustainable regeneration projects will be more likely to 
deliver other associated social sustainability factors.

PROMOTING EDUCATION AND TRAINING/APPRENTICESHIP OPPORTUNITIES

A further analysis of the semi-structured interviews reveals that a good number of practitioners were 
promoting education and training/apprenticeship schemes on their regeneration projects. This social 
sustainability factor was considered the second most important factor by practitioners. The results in 
Table 3 show that 13 (86.7%) of the 15 practitioners who participated in the interviews had given “very 
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high/high degree of ” consideration to the promotion of education and training/apprenticeships on their 
regeneration projects. The principles underpinning the sustainable regeneration concept require that 
practitioners focus their sustainability practices on the development of education and skills requirements 
for society. Social sustainability rests on the proposition that the development of education and training/
skills requirements of individuals will provide opportunities for such individuals to acquire employability 
skills, which will then place them in a better position to secure employment and improve their standard 
of living (Colantonio, 2008; Turcu, 2012; Abdel-Raheem and Ramsbottom, 2016; Kioupi and Voulvoulis, 
2019; Maqbool, Arula and Ashfaq, 2023). This position was echoed by one of the practitioners during our 
interview discussion by saying:

…We give very high consideration to education and training opportunities on our projects. 
Opportunities for education and training for young guys are in the fore front of what we do as 
practitioners and we always consider these things pretty much. We know, that’s the best way to 
give these guys employability skills for future jobs and obviously give them a better quality of life. 
We reckon that providing education and training for these guys has a lot of social benefits for 
themselves and our own industry as well.

This assertion concurs with the views of Masocha (2019), DBIS (2013), Nwokoro and Onukwube 
(2011) and CLG (2007), who indicated that the promotion of education and skills training programmes 
will potentially help to build the capacity of the current and future workforce and also enhance the skills 
requirements for the construction industry and society at large. Furthermore, the questionnaire survey 
results (Table 6) indicate that with a normalised priority vector of a relative weight (W) of 0.172, the 
promotion of education and training opportunities was the second most prioritised social sustainability 
factor by practitioners. Again, the questionnaire findings can be seen to agree with the interview findings.

However, one major issue that can have a serious implication on the quality of education and training 
schemes provided by practitioners when it involves construction projects is the duration of the delivery 
(start-finish) of the projects. Since such education and training schemes are often tied to the duration of 
the projects, it is important that practitioners take cognisance of this when planning their education and 
training schemes to ensure that they are well planned to match a project’s duration as well as an individual’s 
training requirements. For this reason, the authors are of the view that a trainee transfer scheme could be 
the best option for trainees who may be unable to complete their training due to the limited duration of a 
regeneration project. The introduction of such a trainee transfer scheme will enable trainees to be transferred 
to another project (which may not necessarily be with the same practitioner they began their training with) 
to complete their training.

PROMOTING AFFORDABLE HOUSING

Following the education and training, affordable housing was the next most prioritised social sustainability 
factor by practitioners who participated in the study. Of the 15 practitioners interviewed (Table 3), 12 
(80.0%) were of the view that the provision of affordable housing-led regeneration for communities was an 
important social sustainability issue for them. When the authors sought to enquire from practitioners as to 
why the provision of affordable housing regeneration was such a priority issue for them, a narrative given by 
one of the practitioners was that:

… We give high consideration to housing generation because we think communities can only be 
made sustainable if people have good houses and can also afford to live in them. …I think, when 
we talk about delivering sustainable regeneration, it is ultimately about the provision of affordable 
housing.
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From the questionnaire survey results (Table 6), it was further observed that the promotion of affordable 
housing-led regeneration projects was seen as the third most prioritised social sustainability factor, obtaining 
a normalised priority vector of a relative weight (w) of 0.167. A plethora of literature has revealed that the 
provision of housing has been one of the dominant social issues of regeneration projects in which a lot of 
investment has been concentrated over the years in the UK (HM Treasury, 2007; CLG, 2008; CLG, 2010). 
This can be said to explain and justify why the practitioners may be giving consideration to the promotion of 
housing-led regeneration projects as revealed in the findings of the study. Martek, et al. (2018, p. 14) noted 
that to achieve a sustainable and just society, “housing should be affordable”. Authors like Martek, et al. 
(2018), Clapham (2014), Abidin, Yusof and Othman (2013), Bailey (2010), Winston (2009) and Smith 
(2006) are of the view that focusing on the provision of affordable housing can provide the means through 
which practitioners can deliver the sustainable development objectives for communities.

PROMOTING STAKEHOLDERS’ PARTICIPATION (INCLUDING LOCAL COMMUNITY)

The principles underlying the delivery of social sustainability also require the full participation of all the 
stakeholders who have interests or stakes in the project. Stakeholder participation was the next most 
considered social sustainability factor by practitioners who participated in the semi-structured interview 
phase of the study. From the stakeholders’ perspective, the promotion of stakeholders’ interests is one major 
consideration in ensuring that regeneration meets the social sustainability needs of all the concerned parties. 
This is because inputs from a wide range of stakeholder groups can largely help practitioners to ensure 
that regeneration projects deliver more appropriate and distinctive social sustainability benefits for all the 
stakeholders (CLG, 2008). From the semi-structured interviews (Table 3), it was observed that out of the 
15 practitioners, 10 (66.7%) were very highly/highly promoting stakeholders’ participation in their projects. 
In highlighting the importance of promoting stakeholders’ participation during the interviews, one of the 
practitioners noted their stakeholder participation approach in delivering their regeneration projects by 
saying:

We give high priority to stakeholder views and participation on our projects. We consider that as 
an important part of our work. Because we believe that stakeholders’ views matter, so we adequately 
engaged with various groups of people whenever we win a bid to deliver a regeneration project 
to seek their views. …The participation of the local community groups and all the right people 
is very important for us and we try to engage with them, even before we start any regeneration 
development on site.

Similarly, the above finding was largely reinforced by the questionnaire survey result that obtained a 
normalised priority vector of a relative weight (W) of 0.163 (Table 6). Darchen and Ladouceur (2013, 
p. 343) argued that the creation of “socially sustainable communities through the urban renewal process 
should theoretically involve active public engagement of the community”. Studies carried out by Goh, Ting 
and Bajracharya (2023), Battisti, Barnocchi and Iorio (2019), Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017), Carpenter 
(2011) and Colantonio (2008) have acknowledged the importance of stakeholder participation towards 
the successful delivery of sustainable regeneration projects. Their works emphasised the need for adequate 
consultations and participation of all the key stakeholders in the projects. The CLG (2008) and SDC 
(2003) reports on sustainable regeneration, for instance, noted that sustainable regeneration objectives were 
more likely to be realised when key stakeholders, such as the local community groups, were placed at the 
centre of the regeneration delivery process. Other authors like Häkkinen and Belloni (2011), Colantonio 
(2007), and Littig and Griebler (2005) were of the view that emphasising the promotion of practices that 
ensure the adequate participation of stakeholders in regeneration delivery processes was the surest means 
that practitioners could make sure that regeneration was delivering its sustainability objectives for all the 
stakeholders concerned. Again, it is encouraging to observe that a good number of practitioners are aware 
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of the importance of stakeholders’ views and hence promote their participation in their projects. It can 
be suggested that practitioners who are effectively promoting the participation of all their stakeholders 
are less likely to encounter opposition or vandalism (which may result in loss of property and delays of 
their projects) in communities where they may be operating. Equally, community groups that are fully 
participating in the delivery of the projects could also be useful resources for practitioners and policymakers 
to tap their knowledge for future regeneration projects in their communities.

PROMOTING COMMUNITY SECURITY/WELLBEING

Promoting community security/wellbeing was the fifth most important social sustainability factor for 
practitioners. From interview results (Table 3), 9 (60.0%) of the 15 practitioners noted that security/
wellbeing was an important social sustainability factor for them. During the interview discussions, some 
of the practitioners emphasised that promoting security issues was a way of ensuring the wellbeing of the 
residents and community. One of the design principles they highlighted as means of promoting the security/
wellbeing of residents and communities on their projects was the “secure by design” concept, as one of the 
practitioners indicated by saying:

…One of the biggest social issues we consider on our sustainable regeneration projects is how we 
can help to reduce the rate of crime and security and anti-social behaviours in those areas that 
we are working. So, we take security issues very seriously and give high consideration to it on our 
projects because we think that’s how we can ensure the wellbeing of residents in the area. We make 
sure that all our projects are based on secure by design principles. We tend to promote the social 
sustainability from the concept design stages, we try to consider the overall impact of our projects 
in terms of how they ensure safety and wellbeing of the residents…

Furthermore, with a priority vector of a relative weight (W) of 0.158 (Table 6), the results obtained 
from 122 practitioners who participated in the questionnaire survey ranked security and wellbeing in line 
with the interview finding as the fifth most important social sustainability factor. These findings agree with 
the earlier work of Pitt, et al. (2009), who linked the security and wellbeing of society to the quality and 
layout of sustainable regeneration projects. It has been documented that places that have benefited from 
regeneration initiatives have been seen to be less prone to crime and insecurity (HM Treasury, 2007; CLG, 
2008). Insecurity in society poses a threat to the attainment of wellbeing and quality of life of society, and 
these are the concerns that sustainable regeneration projects are also meant to address. The wellbeing of 
society largely depends on the performance of security and safety deliverables of sustainability projects (Pitt, 
et al., 2009). This is in line with the SDGs “goal three” of ensuring wellbeing as the basic social sustainability 
needs of society. It is argued that society can potentially thrive and achieve its sustainable development 
goals in an environment where there are fewer crimes and people are free to go about their duties without 
fear. It is also suggested that social sustainability objectives can be achieved when practitioners focus their 
regeneration practices on addressing the underlying conditions that lead to the creation of insecurity and 
crime within the communities (CLG, 2008; Clapham, 2014).

PROMOTING PHYSICAL APPEARANCE/POSITIVE IMAGE OF LOCAL ENVIRONMENT

This physical appearance of the local environment was considered the least of the six social sustainability 
factors considered by practitioners. From Table 3, 7 (46.7%) of the 15 practitioners who took part in the 
interviews were committed to “a very highly/highly” ranking for promoting the physical appearance of the 
local environment with their regeneration projects. Sampling their views further, it became obvious that 
the majority of practitioners who were promoting the physical appearance of the local environment opined 
that doing so was very important for their projects to make the community more attractive. Focusing on 
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promoting the physical environment for one of the practitioners was an opportunity for them to win awards, 
as he indicated by saying:

…I think the way an area looks needs to be a focus. We recognise the local physical environment as 
an important part of regeneration. We try to make our projects’ environment and areas attractive 
for the long term. So, we give very high consideration to the physical environment and we get 
recognition and awards on the back of it as some of the social sustainability benefits, we provide for 
our regeneration projects which is good for us…

However, some interviewees also noted that focusing on the physical environment was an additional cost 
to the overall cost of the project, which they believe was not financially sustainable for them and the clients. 
As one indicated:

…of course, thinking about improvement the physical environment of the project then we are 
talking about additional cost of the projects which in my opinion is too much of a financial burden 
to us and the client. …with limited funding stream I don’t think in my view it is sustainable in the 
long term…

It can further be observed that practitioners who took part in the questionnaire survey phase of the study 
also ranked the physical appearance of the local environment as the least considered social sustainability 
factor, obtaining a normalised priority vector of a relative weight (W) of 0.154 (Table 6). This finding is not 
surprising, as it reinforced the view expressed particularly by practitioners who reiterated that promoting the 
physical appearance of the local environment bore an additional cost for their projects. From these findings, 
it can be observed that the majority of the practitioners who participated in the questionnaire survey largely 
share the same views as those who took in the semi-structured interviews.

The least priority accorded to this social sustainability factor can be said to be a result of a lack of 
understanding of the importance of this social sustainability factor. Efforts aimed at enhancing the physical 
local image, altering external perceptions and re-branding the place in a more positive way are considered 
an essential component of a broader regeneration strategy that is aimed at developing a new socio-economic 
structure of the locality (CLG, 2008). Spatial Economics Research Centre Strategies (SERCS, 2011) 
and HM Treasury (2008) identified an improvement of the physical environment as one of the key social 
sustainability objectives that sustainable regeneration also seeks to achieve for the communities. A good-
looking physical environment can help to attract people, investment and business opportunities in the area 
(CLG, 2008; Turcu, 2012). It is suggested that an improvement of “the physical environment, social fabric 
and urban spaces can increase their adoption as places for social interaction and gatherings” (Boussaa, 2018, 
p. 5). This is because the way and manner regeneration projects are delivered has a significant impact on the 
quality of the physical environment and the social sustainability relationships within the community as well 
as individual wellbeing within an area.

Conclusion
The paper has explored how the six social sustainability factors obtained from the literature have 
been prioritised by regeneration practitioners in the planning, design and delivery of their sustainable 
regeneration projects. The study adopted a mixed methods research approach, using semi-structured 
interviews (qualitative) and questionnaire surveys (quantitative) to collect data to investigate the issues with 
practitioners to achieve the aim of the study. From both the interview and questionnaire survey findings, 
it is apparent that, among the six social sustainability factors, health and safety was the most prioritised 
social sustainability factor by practitioners on their regeneration projects. From this finding, it was obvious 
that the introduction of health and safety legislations by the UK government to regulate health and safety 
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practices within the UK construction industry has played a key role in ensuring that health and safety 
regulations and procedures are well prioritised by practitioners on their projects. Similarly, the emergence 
of the considerate contractor scheme (CCS) can also be said to have contributed to practitioners’ quest to 
prioritise health and safety practices on their projects. The considerate contractor scheme and HSE both 
set standards and performance targets on which practitioners’ health and safety performances are measured. 
Since practitioners are/were aware of the potential consequences and the various sanctions in the case of 
any violation of such legislations, it is obvious that they are/were more likely to promote health and safety 
practices than other social sustainability factors that are not regulated on their projects. Various other 
efforts initiated by the UK government to improve health and safety practices within the construction 
industry can also be said to be contributing to these findings. Notable among them are the Rethinking 
Construction Committee Egan (1988) and DETR (2000) reports, which have raised a number of concerns 
about the poor health and safety practices within the construction industry and recommended ways to 
address them. A response to these reports has been the introduction of regulation and the emergence of 
CCS to help regulate the activities of practitioners. These findings from the study highlight the important 
role that regulation can play in the achievement of the sustainable development agenda. Consequently, it is 
very crucial that policymakers become aware of the potential benefits of regulating the social sustainability 
deliverables for sustainable regeneration projects. Doing so will undoubtedly ensure that practitioners 
pay adequate attention to other key social factors such as social housing, community participation and 
improvement of physical environment, which are equally important components in making the projects 
truly sustainable for communities.
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