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Social Value in Government Procurement  

 

A consultation on how government should take account of social value in the award of 

central government contracts, Cabinet Office, April 2019 

 

Professor Melanie Jones, Cardiff University (JonesM116@cardiff.ac.uk) 

https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/people/view/609410-jones-melanie 

 

Professor Victoria Wass, Cardiff Business School (Wass@cardiff.ac.uk) 

https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/people/view/610669-wass-victoria 

 

This submission addresses Question 1 and is made in a professional capacity, drawing on our 

past and current academic research in the area of disability, and on the measurement of 

disability and employment in particular. Further information, including more detailed 

information in relation to the evidence, is available at: www.disabilityatwork.co.uk  

 

Key recommendations 

1. We support the presence of the inclusion of disabled people within the workplace 

within the concept of social value and the use of a specific quantitative metric in 

relation to the prevalence of disabled workers within organisations/contracts as 

proposed in the new evaluation model. 

2. We advise that the definition and measurement of disability used in this framework be 

made explicit and that it is aligned to existing national measures and the Equality Act. 

The measurement of disability within organisations is not straightforward and advice 

from the Government Statistical Service (GSS) Harmonisation Team should be 

sought.  

3. We recommend that employers are provided with guidance about best practice in 

terms of data collection, which they are expected to follow in their tender. 

4. We encourage reflection on the extent to which information, particularly on future 

disability workforce composition, is reliable and can be effectively monitored and 

verified. 

5. In relation to recommendations 1-4 above we see key opportunities to enhance 

consistency with other government policy and practice initiatives, particularly 

through the current voluntary reporting framework on disability within organisations. 

 

Introduction 

Before addressing Question 1, we make two important preliminary points which are of 

broader relevance to the aim of the consultation.  

 

The social value procurement evaluation model is wide-ranging in terms of its objectives 

(themes, policy objectives and target groups) within a 10% minimum component of a bid. 

There is the risk that in attempting to address multiple outcomes there might be too many 

objectives and that this will provide opportunities for ‘cherry-picking’. Organisations are 

likely to focus on (i) elements where they already have positive outcomes (ii) elements that 

are relatively easy for them to achieve and (iii) elements that form components of more than 

one regulatory exercise, for example, narrowing their gender pay gap. The new social value 

evaluation model might therefore want to prioritise certain, more challenging, high social 

value areas, either through the use of relative weights or fewer themes/metrics.  

 

https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/people/view/609410-jones-melanie
https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/people/view/610669-wass-victoria
http://www.disabilityatwork.co.uk/
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Our research focuses on disabled people who face some of the largest social and economic 

disadvantage among those protected under the Equality Act 2010. Everyone is potentially as 

risk of disability onset during their working lives and the prevalence of disability increases 

with the age. The disability employment gap (DEG), measured as the percentage point 

difference in the employment rate between non-disabled and disabled people, is substantial at 

about 30 percentage points and, although narrowing, progress has been slow and insufficient 

to achieve the recent government commitment to half the DEG. Indeed, and in recognition of 

the scale of disadvantage, disabled people are currently the only protected group subject to a 

specific government commitment, that is, to get one million more disabled people in 

employment by 2027. However, in terms of regulation disabled people have been relatively 

neglected, certainly in comparison to gender (for, example, mandatory Gender Pay Gap 

Reporting for large firms) and race (see for example, the current consultation to extend pay 

reporting).
1
 The publication of a framework for voluntary reporting on disability by 

employers (see Department of Work and Pensions and Department of Health and Social Care, 

2018) and the prominence of disability within the proposal to take into account social value 

in public procurement represent important recognition of the scale of the disadvantage 

disabled people face and an attempt by policymakers to achieve greater balance.   

 

The terminology used to identify disabled people in the consultation is inconsistent with the 

social model of disability which is adopted by government (including the Department for 

Work and Pensions, Office for Disability Issues and Equality Office). The term ‘people with 

disabilities’ implies that the disability belongs to the individual rather than being an outcome 

of economic, social and environmental barriers which disadvantage people with impairments 

as is implied by the social model. It is usual practice in the UK to use the term ‘disabled 

people’. Many disabled people in the UK will find the alternative terminology, frequently 

used in the consultation, to be offensive.            

 

Question 1: Do you agree with the proposed policy metrics in the model in the attached 

annex? Do you have examples of such metrics being successfully used in public 

procurement? 

 

1.  Recognition of the demand-side approach 

We have consistently emphasised the importance of managing/influencing the demand for 

disabled employees as an important policy lever for government. As such, we are supportive 

of initiatives, including the proposed use of procurement, which encourage employers to 

enhance the inclusivity of their recruitment, retention and work practices. In emphasising the 

objective of, and more clearly defining, social value to include disability inclusion within the 

workplace, the proposed new evaluation model is a positive step in addressing disability 

inequality in the UK and recognising the role of employers in achieving this objective. In this 

respect, it represents important government recognition of the scale of the challenge and its 

economic and social implications. It is particularly encouraging to see disability inclusion as 

a high-level theme as well as being supported by more detailed and specific measures. We 

also fully support the consistent and transparent use of quantitative metrics to support the 

measurement of social value through the new evaluation model.  

 

2. Organisational reporting on disability 

                                            
1
 See high-profile investigation in relation to race within the workplace (for example, the McGregor-Smith 

Review, 2017) which was followed by the annual Race Disparity Audit 

(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/race-disparity-audit). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/race-disparity-audit
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We have consistently recommended assessment of employers’ progress on disability 

inclusion by the measurement and monitoring of disability and disability-related gaps at the 

organisational level in order to promote the change required in order to achieve overall 

government disability-related commitments (see Connolly et al., 2016; Fevre et al., 2016, 

Disability@work, 2018a). We strongly support the inclusion of objective measures within the 

framework, including the percentage of disabled people in employment and view this as 

preferable to softer indicators, including in relation to the presence of equality policies and 

practices, which might not be actively used or effective. Indeed, and in contrast to the 

emphasis on ‘good intentions’, we view the focus on the positive outcomes of such policies 

and practices to be a means of promoting their effective design and application. Importantly, 

the proposed measure of the percentage of disabled workers
2
 is a relative measure. We have 

consistently emphasised the importance of using a relative measure and the related limitations 

of absolute measures such as the current government commitment to get one million more 

disabled people into work (see Wass and Jones, 2017). Indeed, the latter will be affected by 

changes in the size and composition of the working-age population which are unrelated to the 

policy or equality environment. Positively, the proposed relative measure is also aligned to 

the Government’s voluntary reporting framework, which also recommends using a 

proportionate measure (albeit one that is not aligned to National Statistics or the Equality Act, 

see further discussion relating to the definition of disability under point 6). A relative 

measure should facilitate comparisons across employers of different sizes which will be 

essential to comparing the social value components across procurement contracts. It is in 

terms of measuring disability at the organisational and contract level where we feel our 

expertise in the measurement of disability within the labour market could help develop and 

operationalise reliable metrics.  

 

3. Self-employment and disability 

Self-employment is of particular importance within the theme of Diverse Supply Chains in 

the new evaluation model. Disabled people are over-represented in self-employment (Jones 

and Latreille, 2011) and we have previously made recommendations to government (e.g. 

through our submissions to the Work and Pension Committee Inquiry 2017, Improving Lives 

2018 and the Matthew Taylor Review of Modern Employment 2017) to explicitly consider 

self-employment as a form of work where distinct interventions may be necessary. We 

therefore support the recognition of, and proposed monitoring in relation to, sub-contracts to 

disabled business owners proposed within the social value procurement model. Many of our 

comments below refer to the measurement of disability and relate similarly to disabled 

employees and business owners. 

 

4. The importance of defining and measuring disability  

We take this opportunity to encourage the government to carefully consider the measurement 

and consistency of the information it requests in order to facilitate meaningful comparisons 

and assessment across tenders, contracts and employers. Unlike the gender pay gap for 

example, where the new reporting requirements for large firms clearly define what is meant 

by, and the measurement of, a gender pay gap, no such information exists for employers in 

relation to disability. It is well-established that disability, which is subjective, often hidden 

and dynamic, is more difficult to define and measure, and therefore employers, where they do 

collect such information, tend to collect it in different ways, using different measures and at 

                                            
2
 ‘Percentage of people with disabilities to be employed in relation to the contract, as a proportion of the total 

workforce employed on the contract’ (Cabinet Office, 2019)  

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/work-and-pensions-committee/selfemployment-and-the-gig-economy/written/45263.html
https://www.disabilityatwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/JonesWassgreenpaperfinal.pdf
https://www.disabilityatwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/JonesWassgreenpaperfinal.pdf
https://www.disabilityatwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Matthew-Taylor-Review-May-2017-Jones-and-Wass-1.pdf
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different intervals. This means existing perceptions of, and information on, disability from 

individual employers are likely to be inconsistent with each other and comparisons will not 

be on the basis of a ‘level playing field’. As such, existing estimates of disability prevalence 

within the workforce are unlikely to be useful for procurement evaluation purposes. We know 

that estimates of the prevalence of disability are sensitive to its measurement. The 

implications of this extend to the measurement of disability-related outcomes, including for 

example employment rates, which is critical in this exercise (see Fevre et al., 2016).    

 

While disability is difficult to measure, it is essential to do so. Addressing deficiencies in 

current measures is a pre-requisite to monitoring disability prevalence within organisations 

and identifying workplace policies and practices which effectively support disabled people. It 

will therefore be essential to provide detailed guidance to contractors and employers on how 

they should collect information on disability, not only as part of this procurement exercise but 

as part of a national framework, which may then be subsequently used should mandatory 

reporting of disability be required in any other policy area. This is clearly critical to ensure 

the same information is collected by, and is comparable between, employers regardless of 

size (important in relation to Question 3) and to reduce the administrative burden on 

organisations. In this respect, the current discrepancy between the definition of disability 

applied in the voluntary reporting framework and that recommended for national monitoring, 

for example, by the GSS, is particularly unhelpful and confusing (see point 6 below for 

further details). 

 

5. National disability measurement 

The definitions and questions applied in national surveys (see Disability@work, 2018b) offer 

an important opportunity to integrate the measurement of disability at the workplace with 

national monitoring and government commitments. It also helps simplify the task of 

establishing appropriate measures for organisations and provides comparability with 

nationally representative benchmarks. Helpfully, the GSS have developed a ‘harmonised’ 

definition of disability based on the Equality Act
3
 which is designed to be consistently 

applied across Government Surveys. This definition is operationalised in the nationally 

representative UK Labour Force Survey (LFS) as a two-part question. Individuals are first 

asked, “Do you have any physical or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or 

expecting to last 12 months or more?” and those that respond ‘Yes’, are then asked “Does 

your condition or illness reduce your ability to carry out day-to-day activities?” to which the 

possible responses are ‘Yes, a little’ ‘Yes, a lot’ ‘No’. Disabled individuals are defined as 

those who answer yes to the first question and yes (either in terms of a little or a lot) to the 

second question. The rest of the population is defined as non-disabled.  

 

By adopting this definition, or something close to it, the information collected by 

organisations becomes more meaningful through (i) being directly comparable across 

employers, (ii) facilitating comparisons with national/regional and sectoral statistics and (iii) 

adopting a definition which aligns to current UK equality legislation. While the harmonised 

approach and definition are not without their limitations, including the changing 

interpretation of disability over time (see Baumberg et al., 2015 and Fevre et al., 2016, for 

example), in our view organisational measurement of disability needs to be aligned to this 

definition in order that the proposed metrics provide comprehensible and reliable information 

                                            
3
 ‘A physical or mental impairment and the impairment that has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on his 

or her ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities’ (Equality Act 2010). 
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that facilitates the comparison necessary to monitor and assess differences between, and 

change within, organisations (see Disability@work, 2018a).  

 

6. Defining disability for organisational reporting 

We recommend using the Equality Act definition of disability for consistency and 

transparency with existing National Statistics which are used to monitor and evaluate 

progress towards government commitments. Our research has highlighted the sensitivity of 

disability prevalence and the DEG to alternative definitions of disability and to different 

measures of the same definition (Baumberg et al., 2015; Fevre et al., 2016). Even minor 

changes in survey question wording and data collection methodology can have a substantial 

impact on disability prevalence and hence make such information difficult to use for the 

purposes of comparison. However, given differences in the nature of data collection between 

national surveys, which are often administered by trained interviewers, and within 

organisations, where the information is typically provided by self-completion, it is unlikely 

that information collected from these two sources will be fully comparable (see also point 7 

below).  

    

Government surveys use a two-part question based on harmonised principles but there are 

likely to be benefits, both in terms of administration and employee comprehension and self-

reporting, of adopting a single question for organisational reporting. This single question 

approach is adopted in the voluntary reporting framework but we highlight that the current 

definition recommended for this, which is based on the question “Do you consider yourself to 

have a disability or long-term health condition (mental health and/or physical health)?” is 

not aligned to the Equality Act definition of disability or to the harmonised principles. It is 

the Equality Act definition that operationalises the legislation which protects disabled 

workers from discrimination and entitles them to the provision of reasonable 

accommodations within the workplace. Information on disabled employees according to this 

definition would therefore seem to be critical to organisations and managers in meeting these 

obligations. As such, we strongly recommend a change to the current voluntary 

reporting definition of disability to better align this to national data collection and to the 

legal definition of disability.  

 

What is also essential is that the information collected by organisations is meaningful, 

understandable and comparable between organisations and across time in order to form part 

of a reliable assessment between contracts as proposed in the new evaluation framework.  To 

reduce the complexity and administrative burden on organisations, a consistent approach to 

the measurement of disability is needed across all government regulatory requirements. In 

this respect, the (suitably revised) definition of disability recommended for organisational 

reporting could then be applied to the proposed metric for procurement. This measure should 

seek to follow the Equality Act, with reference to long-term restrictions on day-to-day 

activities but, since there is no existing standard or accepted single question to collect this 

information, we would recommend that the government seeks advice on the precise wording 

that should be applied from the GSS harmonisation team.
4
 Indeed, given the increasing 

                                            
4
 One previous example of this type of approach is used in the 2011 Workplace Employee Relations Survey, 

where employees are asked “Are your day-to-day activities limited because of a health problem or disability 

which has lasted, or is expected to last, at least 12 months?” to which the responses are ‘Yes, limited a little’, 

‘Yes, limited a lot’, ‘No’. However, in accordance with the Equality Act definition and harmonised principles, 

we would not recommend including direct reference to disability (and therefore self-identification) in the 

question. 
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recognition of the importance of organisational reporting within government noted above, 

enhancing the integration of national and organisational reporting should be a priority. This 

will ensure that organisational reporting benefits from, and aligns to, national best practice in 

disability measurement and data collection and, in doing, could inform future national data 

collection. 

 

7. Further challenges for data collection in relation to disability in organisations  

As we have extensively highlighted and is increasingly recognised, including for example by 

the recent Holmes Review (2018), there are additional complexities in collecting the same 

information from employees’ self-reports within organisations relative to through household 

surveys. There are, for example, issues of trust and disclosure in light of perceived 

discrimination and social stigma. The extent of reporting may then reflect the equality 

environment within the organisation itself. That is, in more supportive environments 

employees might be more likely to disclose disability to their employer. While it is not 

feasible to control many of these factors the government should make recommendations for 

the effective collection of such data and we have previously provided examples of good 

practice guidance for employers (see Disability@work and Disability Rights UK, 2017). 

 

Many organisations collect information on disability at appointment/recruitment but far fewer 

keep this information updated or collect information annually. Disability is dynamic and 

many employees will experience onset during their working life. Others will cease to be 

disabled according to the Equality Act as workplace accommodations lessen or remove their 

activity limitation. As such, the accuracy of the information will be a reflection of how 

recently it was collected. A requirement is then necessary to ensure such information is up-to-

date, that is, collected within the last year.  

 

Employers tend to use two main methods for more regular data collection, through 

anonymous staff surveys and via employees updating their human resource record. While 

each method has its own advantages and disadvantages, we know from working with 

employers that measures of disability prevalence will vary substantially depending on how 

the information is collected and that these data are non-comparable across different methods 

as a consequence. Indeed, more generally, analysis of official national matched employee-

employer survey data from the Workplace Employment Relations Survey has shown that 

rates of disability prevalence among employees but reported by managers significantly 

underestimate that reported by a sample of employees within the same workplace (Jones and 

Latreille, 2010). This questions the accuracy of existing organisational measurement and 

recording of disability among the workforce.    

 

8. Measuring future disability prevalence 

We are concerned that the metrics imply an estimate by employers about future workforce 

composition. That is, prior to the contract being awarded it requires organisations to estimate 

the proportion of the workforce to be employed on the contract. The risk is that this measure 

will reflect social intentions/aspirations that may not be reflected in subsequent hiring. A 

more reliable (and complementary) measure will therefore be the current disability 

workforce composition in the organisation, and/or on the most recent contract, reflecting and 

rewarding existing good practice as a signal of the likely development of future potential 

employment opportunities. It might also serve as useful information from which to assess the 

feasibility of any predictions proposed in the bid. Similarly, under Skills and Employment, 

while we welcome the focus on job creation and the recruitment of disabled people, it would 

seem difficult to assess the composition of those who will fill future employment 
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opportunities/vacancies, without designating opportunities for the recruitment of disabled 

people only, which is presumably not intended.
5
 

 

9. Verification 

Regardless of the precise measure, it is important to establish whether and how the 

information provided will be verified or monitored, including for the successful contractor. 

This will be particularly important for predicted outcomes. Without a clear process in place 

facilitating such scrutiny of these metrics, there appears limited incentive to accurately report 

such information. Indeed there will be an incentive to overstate actual and predicted disability 

prevalence. Given there is currently no mandatory requirement to report such information, it 

will not be possible to simply cross check with official sources. The same concerns would 

apply to many of the other metrics proposed for workforce inclusion.
6
        

 

10. Other potential metrics 

While we agree the main driver of the social and economic exclusion of disabled people is in 

terms of barriers to employment, and hence the proposed measure of the representation of 

disabled people within organisations is key to measure disability inclusion, we have been 

keen to highlight that disability inequality does not end with access to work. Our research 

demonstrates significant national in-work disability gaps in outcomes such as pay (Jones et 

al. 2006) and job satisfaction (Jones, 2016). We have made recommendations for these 

indicators to be monitored on a national level (Fevre et al., 2016; Disability@work, 2018a) 

and these have been supported by The House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee 

(2017) and the National Audit Office (2019). Further we have highlighted the value of the 

corresponding metrics at the organisation level (Disability@work, 2018a) and, therefore, as 

for gender, future organisational monitoring may also include indicators of disability pay 

gaps in addition to workforce composition. As such, we would recommend this for inclusion 

within the proposed social value metrics for procurement. In this respect, although we 

welcome the use of multiple indicators in relation to disability, particularly in terms of the 

development of education and skills we also note conflicts between these measures. The 

prevalence of disability among people on training programmes or apprenticeship schemes, 

who are typically young, is likely to be low as a consequence of the dominance of age-onset 

disability. As such, the number of disabled people undertaking these activities might be small 

at an organisational level, leading to unreliable measures. Further, we would strongly 

encourage the government, including through the new evaluation model, to consider 

additional measures of in-work disadvantage for disabled people as an example of good 

practice which exceeds the minimum proposed expected standard. The accuracy of 

organisational data collected in relation to disability pay gaps or other in-work measures is, 

however, reliant on the reliability of the organisational measures of disability prevalence 

highlighted above (see also Fevre et al., 2016 for a discussion of national measures).  

 

11. Summary 

Given evidence on the social and economic disadvantage experienced by disabled people in 

the UK and the failure to meet previous government commitments, there is a clear rationale 

for the disability equality at work within the concept and measurement of social value. The 

                                            
5
 ‘Number of full-time equivalent employment opportunities to be created, in relation to the contract, including 

for those who are disabled’ (Cabinet Office, 2019). 
6
 Even in the presence of mandatory requirements, such as in relation to Gender Pay Gap Reporting, there have 

been criticisms in relation to the quality and accuracy of the organisational statistics produced and the extent of 

monitoring and enforcement.  
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focus on employers within the current proposal is also carefully aligned to current 

government commitments to enhance the number of disabled people in work and should be 

further integrated with the introduction of voluntary reporting on disability at the 

organisational level. We fully support the proposed use of quantitative and relative measures 

of disability workforce composition but argue that care needs to be taken in the 

implementation of these metrics to ensure the information is collected simply and accurately, 

and is comparable across organisations. Without this, such indicators will be meaningless, 

subject to manipulation and will not serve the purpose to which they are intended within the 

social value evaluation model. We recommend that organisations generally, and contractors 

specifically, are encouraged to adopt measures based on national best practice, aligned to the 

GSS harmonised definition, to National Statistics on disability and to the 2010 Equality Act. 

More broadly, we further strongly recommend the alignment of the definition and 

measurement of disability across government initiatives, and particularly between the social 

value metrics used in procurement and the recent voluntary reporting framework. Consistent 

definitions will not only facilitate a comparison across contracts but across organisations and 

policy initiatives, avoid duplication of data collection, enable organisations to compare with 

national and sectoral trends and, in a similar manner to Gender Pay Gap Reporting, provide a 

future platform from which to measure wider inequality within organisations, such as through 

disability gaps in work quality, such as pay and job satisfaction. 
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