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Abstract

Infrastructure delivery is increasingly judged not only by what gets built, but by the societal value it generates along the
way — yet how that value is actually governed, rather than simply promised, remains poorly understood. This study
examines the governance practices that enable infrastructure projects to create and sustain social value, treating
governance not as a static set of controls but as an active, relational practice through which purpose is defined and carried
through the life of a project. Using an exploratory qualitative design, the research draws on 27 semi-structured interviews
with practitioners across the Australian infrastructure sector. Interview data were analysed abductively, following Gioia et
al.'s (2013) approach, to build an empirically grounded model of the governance mechanisms underpinning social value
creation. Four interconnected mechanisms emerged from this analysis: Framing through Metrics and Tracking,
Engagement and Co-Design, Accountability and Responsibility, and Lifecycle Integration — together explaining how
governance converts broad social intent into outcomes that are both measurable and lasting. The findings show
governance operating on two levels at once: through formal structures, and through the relational work of building
transparency, trust, and responsiveness across the wider project network. By combining stakeholder theory and social
capital theory, the study reframes governance as an active driver of social value rather than a passive reporting function,
offering practical direction for policymakers and practitioners seeking to align project delivery with broader public goals.

1. Introduction

Infrastructure investment is growing in scale and ambition worldwide, and alongside that growth has come rising
pressure for projects to deliver more than sound economics — communities now expect genuine societal benefit as
well. That expectation is often unmet: many infrastructure projects still fall short of producing durable social
outcomes, leaving affected communities feeling overlooked or dissatisfied (Locatelli et al., 2023). This is the central
tension this paper takes up — infrastructure is widely seen as capable of transforming society for the better, yet in
practice, delivery remains anchored to cost, schedule, and quality. Infrastructure is increasingly positioned as a tool
for tackling major social challenges such as inequality, weakened community cohesion, and environmental fragility,
but the models used to actually deliver these projects have been slow to catch up, continuing to prioritise time,
budget, and risk ahead of long-term public benefit (EI-Gohary et al., 2006).

For the purposes of this research, social value is understood as the collective societal benefit an infrastructure project
generates — spanning improved public health, more equitable access to services, support for demographic needs,
cultural preservation, and a general lift in quality of life (EI-Gohary et al., 2006). This has become a higher-profile
concern in recent years, propelled by global frameworks such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals and by
national policy that increasingly ties infrastructure investment to the public interest (Leal Filho et al., 2022). Despite
this momentum at the policy level, the underlying practice and evidence base remain patchy. Much of the existing
research concentrates on individual mechanisms — procurement, contract design, or stakeholder engagement (Di
Maddaloni et al., 2025) — but tends to privilege what can be delivered quickly over what actually endures for
communities in the longer term (Arroyo & Gonzalez, 2016).

One of the most important, and most overlooked, levers for social value creation is project governance itself — the
institutional arrangements, decision-making processes, and oversight functions that shape how a project is
conceived, delivered, and judged (Mdller et al., 2016). Where governance is mature, it can build social objectives
directly into project planning, keep delivery aligned with what communities actually need, and hold delivery
accountable and transparent (Clegg & Ninan, 2023). Recent work suggests that rethinking governance around
inclusive participation and relational leadership can meaningfully widen the social benefits infrastructure projects
produce (Paravano et al., 2024). In practice, however, governance is still largely oriented toward efficiency and risk
control, leaving longer-term public value under-served (Derakhshan et al., 2019). This is the gap this study responds
to: even though social value's importance is now widely recognised, the specific governance practices capable of
enabling it remain poorly understood (Krystallis et al., 2025). Accordingly, this research asks: Aow can project
governance practices enhance social value creation in infrastructure projects?

To answer this, the study draws on two complementary theoretical lenses. Stakeholder theory (Freeman & Reed,
1983) explains why responding to the full range of stakeholder expectations matters in the first place, while social
capital theory (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1993; Lin, 2002) explains the mechanism by which trust, relationships, and
shared values make cooperation — and lasting benefit — possible (Amoako-Gyampah et al., 2021). Read together,
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these two perspectives offer a framework for understanding how project governance can actively constitute social
value in infrastructure projects, rather than simply reporting on it after the fact.

2. Literature Review
Social value in infrastructure projects

Infrastructure projects are well positioned to generate genuine social value (Siva & Gajendran, 2023), particularly when they
leave a lasting societal imprint (Di Maddaloni et al., 2025) by improving public health and wellbeing and expanding access to
essential amenities (Lucas, 2012). These non-financial gains — recognised as important to both economic and environmental
performance (Gurmu et al., 2022) — constitute a form of social value that yields sustained public benefit across a project's various
stakeholders (Lowe et al., 2018).

The rising priority placed on generating social value is driven by both stakeholder expectation and national policy direction,
including net zero commitments (Kifeogdlu, 2024), with global frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals lending
further weight to this agenda (Leal Filho et al., 2022). Early scholarship in this area concentrated mainly on the direct benefits
infrastructure assets themselves deliver; more recent work, however, points to governance practice as a significant factor shaping
how social value is even conceived in the first place (Dobson et al., 2020).

Project governance and its role in social value

Project governance is central to ensuring projects are delivered both effectively and responsibly (Mdiller et al., 2016). It can be
understood as the combination of formal and informal structures, processes, and relational arrangements that guide decision-
making, establish accountability, and keep a project's purpose aligned with the goals of the wider organisation and society.
Through the way it shapes how objectives are set, decisions are reached, and responsibilities assigned among stakeholders,
governance ultimately determines how far social value can be built into a project's outcomes.

Definitions of project governance vary considerably across the literature, but a consistent thread running through them is its
function in providing oversight and keeping project objectives aligned with those of the broader organisation (Zwikael & Smyrk,
2015). In this sense, governance cuts across levels of an organisation, is bound up in relationships between multiple actors, and
sets up accountability systems that can just as easily constrain as enable broader social outcomes.

Contemporary scholarship increasingly resists treating governance simply as a matter of control or compliance (Turner & Simister,
2001; Williamson, 1999), instead framing it as a dynamic process capable of enabling both sustainability and social legitimacy
(Pisotska et al., 2022). Strong governance is, in this view, a precondition for progress toward sustainability (Kemp et al., 2005),
supplying the ethical and managerial groundwork needed to hold economic, environmental, and social objectives in balance.

Governing infrastructure projects specifically requires collaboration among multiple actors spanning business, government, and
civil society (Steurer, 2010), which in turn depends on governance structures that are open and participatory enough to fold
diverse stakeholder perspectives into a shared, evolving sense of what the project is for (Ninan et al., 2019).

Stakeholder engagement should therefore not be regarded as a secondary or peripheral activity, but as an expressive dimension
of governance in its own right. Clear communication channels, shared responsibility, and genuine community participation are
essential to creating dual (economic and social) value in large infrastructure projects. Understood this way — as a communicative
and relational process — governance legitimises social value as a core project purpose, rather than treating it as an optional extra
(Clegg, 2019). Control-based governance alone struggles where projects are pursuing genuinely contested forms of value;
participatory and relational governance mechanisms, by contrast, allow competing stakeholder expectations to be reconciled and
social value to be built in as an evolving, rather than fixed, project purpose (Bacq & Aguilera, 2022).

Taken as a whole, the literature reflects a growing recognition of governance's importance in shaping social outcomes, but
empirical evidence of exactly which governance practices actually drive social value remains limited. This is the gap the present
study addresses, by examining governance not only as a structural mechanism but also as a relational system that builds trust
and legitimacy in pursuit of social value.

Theoretical framework

Stakeholder theory (Freeman & Reed, 1983; Freeman, 1984) provides the basis for understanding why social value matters in
infrastructure projects. Organisations are accountable not solely to shareholders, but to the full range of stakeholder groups their
decisions affect — employees, communities, governments, funders, and end users alike. Failing to account for these groups risks
undermining a project's legitimacy and its broader social licence to operate (Margolis & Walsh, 2003). Because stakeholder
interests are frequently numerous and sometimes in direct tension, stakeholder theory makes clear why governance matters: it
supplies the frameworks and processes needed to balance these competing interests. What stakeholder theory does not resolve,
however, is Aow this balancing actually happens in practice.
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This is where social capital theory (Coleman, 1988; Putnam et al., 1994) becomes useful. Social capital is generated through
trust, shared norms, and reciprocal relationships that make cooperation and joint action possible. Within infrastructure projects,
it is cultivated through collaboration, engagement, and governance processes that foster trust and a shared sense of purpose
(Amoako-Gyampah et al., 2021). Seen through this lens, governance is more than a compliance function — it also encompasses
the relational conditions (trust, cohesion, legitimacy) that make cooperation, and ultimately social value creation, possible. Social
capital theory thus illuminates the mechanisms by which governance allows diverse stakeholder interests to be negotiated in
practice.

Each theory has its limits. Stakeholder theory explains why accountability to stakeholders is essential, but says little about Aow
that accountability unfolds day to day. Social capital theory, conversely, explains the mechanisms of cooperation, but not the
legitimacy pressures that shape them in the first place. Used together, the two theories offer a more complete picture: stakeholder
theory supplies the external accountability dimension, while social capital theory illuminates the relational dynamics that put that
accountability into motion.

Purpose is the concept that connects these two perspectives. It represents the shared rationale that governance must continually
interpret and renegotiate as time passes and relationships evolve. In large infrastructure projects, purpose is rarely singular or
fixed; it shifts as new stakeholders enter the picture and priorities change (Berti et al., 2021). Managing these tensions means
treating purpose as something dynamic and contested by nature, rather than as one static goal to be pursued. Rather than
seeking to settle on a single, fixed definition of value, governance should instead create space for open discourse and collaborative
decision-making capable of holding multiple value objectives in balance (Clegg et al., 2002).

Divergent views of a project's purpose are to be expected in any complex, evolving set of inter-organisational relationships. What
matters most is whether governance processes exist that can jointly interpret how that purpose should be pursued as it evolves
— amid unexpected events and the downstream consequences of earlier decisions. This is the dynamic dimension of governance.

Its paradoxical dimension lies in recognising that guiding organisational action is, fundamentally, an exercise in managing
contradictions over time. These contradictions inevitably generate tension and paradox (Oskam et al., 2021). Purpose is therefore
better understood as a demanding, often imperfect and never fully finished balancing act (Pinkse et al., 2019), rather than a
single goal to be optimised. As new stakeholders join the project's wider ecology, purpose becomes increasingly fluid, requiring
a degree of satisficing across competing value objectives, since no one goal can reasonably be maximised at the expense of all
others. An open purpose, in this sense, is the ongoing, dynamic articulation of a set of diverse values and practices, all
simultaneously striving to serve both the project and the broader ecosystem it sits within. This process will never be perfect, nor
will its outcomes satisfy every stakeholder equally — but social capital accumulates precisely through the open discourse that
steers this ongoing process of value-making.

Any major infrastructure project should expect to be contested. The key insight is that pursuing purpose in this way does not
mean abandoning value to strict, short-term accounting. It is the future, not only the present, that continues to inform purpose,
in a process of constant evolution and feedback. This is not licence to spend without discipline — it means continually weighing
purpose against resource constraints, whether those resources are financial, material, or temporal.

The complexity surrounding purpose flows directly from the complexity of the inter-organisational collaboration required to deliver
large, evolving projects over time. In settings like these, the idea of a single, unitary goal is a simplification that does not match
reality. The discursive spaces in which major decisions are made offer governance a genuine process through which organisations
can respond to stakeholder demands, while building and mobilising the trust-based resources that underpin social value creation.
This model of pursuing an expressive, open-ended purpose was first observed empirically in an alliancing project in Sydney,
around the turn of the century (Pitsis et al., 2003).

3. Research Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative, exploratory, and interpretive approach (Mani et al., 2016) to investigate the governance
strategies that support social value creation in infrastructure projects. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the most suitable
method for generating rich, contextually grounded insight through in-depth conversation. The approach combined structure with
flexibility: a consistent set of core questions was used across all interviews, while allowing scope to probe further, clarify meaning,
and follow up on themes as they emerged.

Participants were selected using a purposive sampling strategy, targeting infrastructure professionals with direct experience in
project governance, strategy, community engagement, social sustainability, stakeholder management, or social value initiatives.
Purposive sampling was chosen because it allows researchers to identify participants best positioned to offer relevant, insightful
data (Kelly et al., 2010). Recruitment drew on professional networks and LinkedIn (Sauer et al., 2024) to reach individuals across
a range of roles within the Australian infrastructure sector. Of 72 professionals invited to participate, 30 agreed to be interviewed
between October 2024 and July 2025, at which point data saturation had been reached. Although saturation is often reported to
occur within as few as 12 interviews (Guest et al., 2006), data collection was extended beyond this point to strengthen the depth
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of the resulting themes. The first three interviews served as a pilot phase, after which minor refinements were made to the
wording and pacing of interview questions. The remaining 27 interviews constituted the final dataset used for analysis.

The sample spanned a broad range of seniority, from senior executives (Managing Directors, Directors, and CEOs) through to
specialist practitioners such as Sustainability Managers, Social Impact Advisors, and Community Relations Managers. Participants'
experience in the infrastructure sector ranged from five to more than twenty years, supporting a comprehensive view of
governance strategy in social value creation across career stages. The sample comprised fifteen male and twelve female
participants, with gender reasonably balanced across roles. This breadth of representation strengthens the credibility of the
findings and supports a richer understanding of how governance for social value creation is enacted in practice.

Interviews were conducted via Zoom, ran between 50 and 90 minutes, and were recorded and transcribed verbatim. A
collaboratively developed interview guide addressed participants' roles, sector experience, and perceptions of governance
strategies for social value; video recording supported both a more interactive discussion and accurate transcription.

Following automatic transcription in Zoom, the first author reviewed and corrected each transcript for accuracy and de-identified
all data, with participants assigned codes from P1 to P27 to preserve anonymity. Data analysis followed an abductive, thematic
approach well suited to exploratory qualitative research of this kind (Di Maddaloni & Sabini, 2022), guided by the Gioia
methodology (Gioia et al., 2013). This approach draws together participants' own language with the researchers' interpretive
analysis to build grounded conceptual insight, and proceeded through four iterative stages:

1. Familiarisation — transcripts were read multiple times and recordings revisited to build a deeper understanding of the
governance mechanisms described by participants.

2. Inductive coding — key segments of text were manually coded in NVivo to surface patterns and organise the data
(Mortelmans, 2019). Automated coding tools were deliberately avoided to limit bias, and engagement with the literature
was intentionally set aside during this stage, so that initial coding remained as inductive and grounded in participants'
own language as possible (Davis, 2017). The emphasis throughout was on capturing the specific terms and expressions
participants themselves used to describe governance strategies.

3. First- and second-order analysis — from an initial 291 codes, two researchers independently reviewed and refined
categories for consistency (Mayring, 2004). Codes were then grouped into second-order themes designed to capture
broader governance concepts while remaining closely tied to participants' original descriptions.

4. Theme refinement — second-order themes were consolidated into four aggregate dimensions: Framing through
Metrics and Tracking, Engagement and Co-Design, Accountability and Responsibility, and Lifecycle Integration. This
stage, like the others, was iterative, with codes and themes refined repeatedly until they accurately reflected the
underlying data. An audit trail maintained in Microsoft Excel documented every coding decision, supporting analytical
transparency throughout the process.

4. Findings

The analysis set out to understand how governance practices in infrastructure projects contribute to the creation of social value.
Four major themes and eight associated sub-themes emerged from the data, together illustrating the range of ways governance
can enable social value to take shape within infrastructure delivery.

Institutionalising Social Value through Indicators and Tracking

Close to half of those interviewed felt that embedding social value formally into contracts and operational documentation was
central to making it meaningful in practice, and that designating it a key performance indicator gave it a kind of symbolic weight
it would not otherwise carry. Several participants argued this only works if social value sits alongside cost and safety at the very
top of a project's performance agenda, since anything not formally measured tends not to be prioritised in practice; one participant
tied this directly to the need for governance that puts stakeholder needs at the centre of how a project is designed from the
outset. A number of participants (P2, P4, P12, P10, P17, P23) drew an explicit comparison with safety, arguing social value needs
the same institutional embedding across roles and contractors if it is to carry genuine legitimacy and lasting impact. Several also
warned that social initiatives are frequently the first casualty when budgets tighten, underscoring the need for a governance
mechanism robust enough to withstand that pressure. Two participants (P2, P3) separately noted that construction firms tend to
engage well with communities only where a contract explicitly obliges them to.

A group of interviewees (P5, P9, P12, P16) converged on the view that vague commitments achieve little — social value needs to
be translated into measurable, actionable targets within governance frameworks, since broad or superficial indicators (such as
simply counting meetings held) risk being performative rather than substantive. One participant illustrated this by pointing to
projects assessed almost entirely by activity counts — numbers of calls or meetings — questioning what such figures actually
mean for the community being served, and cautioning against governance becoming trapped by metrics that are easy to count
but hollow in substance. Another stressed that a governance framework cannot function without measurable objectives in the
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first place, since vague aspirations to "make the community happy" give governance nothing concrete to hold delivery accountable
to. The same participants also raised concern about what happens when contracts — particularly those tied to public funding —
leave metrics poorly defined, arguing governance needs to anchor its metrics in genuine community values rather than arbitrary
indicators, since poorly designed measures early on inevitably produce poor outcomes later.

A further cluster of participants (P6, P14, P16, P17, P21, P19) emphasised that robust monitoring is what keeps social value visible
across a project's life, with social performance indicators embedded in regular reporting seen as essential to accountability and
lasting impact — one participant framed this as the need to articulate a clear social performance ambition at the outset and then
track progress against it consistently throughout delivery. A smaller subset (P3, P17, P21) pointed to an emerging shift toward
community-led monitoring, in which local stakeholders themselves assess progress as a way of building trust and transparency
— one participant characterised this as a genuine departure from the older, more opaque "black box" style of proponent-led
reporting, toward something more participatory.

Taken together, this theme suggests governance frameworks that embed, measure, and monitor social value with the same
seriousness applied to traditional performance criteria are central to sustaining legitimacy and accountability. Framed in social-
science terms, this is fundamentally about building social capital and developing metrics capable of tracking its accrual across the
life of a project — the focus of the next theme.

Participatory Planning and Collaborative Design

Every participant agreed that governance frameworks act as a critical enabler of community engagement in pursuit of social value,
with a strong emphasis on continuity — engagement, in their view, should be sustained throughout a project rather than
proceeding in a "stop-start" fashion, and should be carefully timed to avoid exhausting stakeholders' goodwill. One participant
noted that engaging communities only in later project stages turns social value into a costly retrofit rather than something
genuinely built in from the start. Several (P2, P8, P10) argued governance needs to strike a balance between engaging early and
being genuinely ready to act on what is heard, ensuring engagement happens at the right moment in a project's development.
Relational, place-based approaches — attending community events such as dinners or sports carnivals alongside formal
consultation meetings — were repeatedly cited as a way of building trust and visibility that purely procedural consultation cannot
achieve; one participant described governance as needing to be relational as much as procedural for exactly this reason. A further
group (P8, P9, P11, P15, P21) suggested governance should reframe the purpose of engagement altogether — away from securing
a "social licence" and toward genuinely learning what communities value most, since framing consultation around licence-seeking
risks treating engagement as a box to tick rather than a genuine exchange; sustained engagement and transparent follow-through
were seen as what ultimately sustains legitimacy and long-term value.

A large number of participants (P7 through P22) described governance as enabling communities to actively shape social value
outcomes through co-design — deciding nothing about priorities such as park upgrades, job programmes, or cultural spaces until
community feedback had first been gathered, and establishing ongoing community involvement in decisions about priorities,
funding, and monitoring. Participants stressed that meaningful co-design has to begin before design work itself starts, not after
key decisions have effectively already been made; one participant was critical of the common practice of presenting a community
with a finished design and asking for feedback, arguing this asks the wrong question at the wrong time, and that governance
instead needs to create space to understand a community's underlying ambitions and values first, weaving these into the design
process from the outset. Some participants pointed to more innovative governance practices, such as focus groups exploring
communities' future needs rather than simply their current preferences, using visual and hands-on exercises to surface priorities
relevant to long-term wellbeing. A few suggested governance frameworks could formalise co-creation altogether by building KPIs
or engagement milestones that make co-design a standard expectation rather than an optional extra. At the same time, several
participants cautioned that co-design panels can backfire where roles and authority are left unclear — one participant observed
that such panels improve design outcomes when genuinely empowered, but risk simply amplifying whoever speaks loudest when
their influence is ambiguous — concluding that governance needs to clearly define decision-making boundaries and ensure
relationships are genuinely reciprocal, to avoid co-design becoming tokenistic in practice.

Institutional Accountability and Complaint Resolution

Every participant agreed that effective complaint mechanisms are indispensable to realising social value through governance, and
that superficial engagement carries real risk of stalling a project altogether. Several (P1, P2, P5, P9, P17) recounted cases where
poorly handled community concerns led to significant delays, eroding both trust and legitimacy in the process. The consensus
was that governance needs mechanisms that respond to community concerns respectfully and consistently, treating them as
integral to social value rather than a peripheral nuisance — trust deteriorates quickly when concerns go unheard, and strengthens
just as quickly when they are addressed openly. One participant made the practical case for this directly, noting that an alienated
community can delay a project by years with relatively little effort, whereas early engagement and genuine accommodation of
reasonable concerns tends to save both time and money over the project's life.

Participants also observed that regulatory requirements — particularly in sectors such as rail and mining — shape complaint-
handling practices significantly, though several argued governance needs to go beyond mere compliance to anticipate and
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proactively address issues before they escalate; one participant contrasted this proactive posture with project managers who
focus narrowly on time and budget, suggesting the latter often struggle to see out the duration of major infrastructure projects.
A further group (P2, P3, P5, P15) stressed the importance of accessible, multi-channel complaint systems, with feedback logged,
reviewed, and acted on transparently, and governance requiring regular reporting of complaints to oversight bodies so that
responses remain visible — one participant described a system in which every complaint and every community interaction was
reported directly to the board at each meeting, emphasising that such reporting only has value if it is genuinely acted upon, not
merely read.

Some participants cautioned that overly formal complaint systems risk distancing decision-makers from the communities they are
meant to serve, arguing effective governance blends formal reporting with more context-sensitive channels — local offices,
community hubs, digital platforms — to reach groups traditional committees often miss, and to demonstrate that input genuinely
leads to a response. Participants also called for governance to set clear responsiveness targets, with urgent issues such as night
works or traffic disruption triggering faster turnaround commitments, embedding accountability and visibility directly into how a
project is managed; one participant framed this as needing explicit time-bound response commitments depending on issue
severity, paired with a visible presence in the community, while another emphasised that communities respond well to seeing
tangible evidence that their input has been acknowledged and acted upon.

A further group (P2, P4, P11, P15) highlighted that strong governance ensures mitigation strategies remain both realistic and
genuinely responsive, citing creative, low-cost solutions — such as planting trees rather than installing visual barriers — that
resolved community concerns while demonstrating responsiveness. Participants stressed the importance of honesty where
something cannot be changed, rather than presenting decisions as non-negotiable without explanation. Participants also
emphasised that governance must actively identify and monitor potential disbenefits — displacement, disruption, or negative
experiences occurring during delivery — with transparent tracking at each stage enabling timely intervention and safeguarding
social value; one participant described a case involving long-established businesses that ultimately had to relocate, noting that
fair compensation and structured relocation assistance did not remove the underlying negative impact entirely. Finally, several
participants suggested dedicating a specific budget to stakeholder issues, arguing even modest funding meaningfully improves
outcomes, and that governance should follow a "do no harm" principle — addressing the root causes of concerns rather than
offsetting them with unrelated initiatives.

A group of participants (P4, P7, P14, P17, P21) emphasised that clearly defined governance roles and responsibilities are essential
to purposive social value creation — where accountabilities are clearly articulated, individual actions align more closely with both
organisational objectives and community needs, producing more effective decisions and more measurable social outcomes. One
participant noted the need for someone on the project team specifically skilled at navigating community concerns and social
challenges, capable of both communicating the project's vision and genuinely listening to feedback. Participants argued
governance should appoint people with the right expertise and ethical grounding into decision-making roles, embedding specialists
in stakeholder engagement and social performance directly within project structures, supported by subcommittees and
independent advocates able to represent community perspectives. Several noted that governance bodies drawing on a genuine
mix of technical, social, and political expertise avoid the risk of narrow, one-dimensional decision-making, whereas over-reliance
on senior leadership lacking relevant expertise risks poorly informed decisions that ultimately undermine outcomes; one participant
stressed the importance of properly resourcing stakeholder engagement roles specifically, given how often they become a project's
most contested function.

Others emphasised that governance needs to ensure decision-making tables include not just technical experts but a genuinely
diverse range of voices, so that decisions reflect the interests of those who will actually use, maintain, or otherwise be affected
by a project — one participant argued explicitly that those representing future users or those accountable for safety and
maintenance need a seat at the table with equivalent decision-making weight to engineers and technical specialists. Many
participants (P9, P16, P17, P18, P19, P21, P25) further highlighted the value of reference and advisory groups — spanning design
expert panels, community-based reference groups, and technical specialists — in embedding independent, external perspectives
into project decision-making and ensuring community voices remain consistently represented across a project's life; one
participant described these bodies as working well when genuinely integrated into a project's governance and engaged at different
points to draw on their specific experience. Interviewees nonetheless cautioned that without genuine independence, such groups
risk becoming tokenistic, and argued governance must give them clear mandates, real influence, and transparent oversight.
Several also called for more direct stakeholder representation within governance structures themselves — including community
and Indigenous representatives, social performance managers, and technical specialists — with marginalised voices specifically
included in advisory groups, and cultural heritage advisors physically present on-site for projects on Indigenous land, with work
paused in their absence to preserve cultural oversight.

Sustaining Value Across the Project Lifecycle

A group of participants (P3, P5, P7, P8, P12, P15) stressed that delivering social value cannot stop at construction — strong
governance is what ensures commitments made during planning and delivery are carried through into operations. Without clear
handover processes, community trust erodes rapidly once a project is completed; participants were clear that communities remain
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stakeholders long after construction ends, and that governance needs to support ongoing engagement rather than treating
handover as the natural endpoint of that relationship. One participant emphasised sustained internal and external communication
throughout a project's life, with effective governance frameworks being what makes that continuity possible in the first place.

Several participants argued engagement needs to begin as early as the concept phase and continue across the entire project
lifecycle, with community aspirations embedded directly into business cases and delivery plans to prevent misalignment and
preserve continuity — one participant described this explicitly as understanding community needs early and then building them
into the business case, sustaining that engagement throughout the whole delivery process. Participants also warned that although
social value is often identified early, it is frequently "engineered out" during later development stages under cost pressure;
governance mechanisms, they argued, need to lock these commitments into formal decision-making frameworks and monitor
delivery against them to prevent this erosion — one participant put this starkly, arguing the only way to ensure social value
identified at the development application stage is actually delivered is through governance mechanisms robust enough to hold
that commitment in place as the project proceeds.

5. Discussion

This research set out to examine how project governance enables the creation of social value in infrastructure projects, taking up
Guest and Bos-Nehles' (2013) call to look not merely at whether particular practices exist, but at how they are actually put into
practice. The findings point to governance shaping social value through four interlocking mechanisms: embedding social value
within performance systems, deepening stakeholder engagement, sharpening accountability, and adopting a lifecycle-wide
perspective.

At the level of the individual project, governance links four interdependent domains — engagement and co-design, accountability
and responsibility, the framing and embedding of metrics and tracking, and lifecycle integration — each of which allows social
value to be put into practice. Metrics and tracking translate social value into something operational, using dashboards, KPIs, and
feedback loops that treat equity, inclusion, and community benefit as central to a project's purpose rather than incidental to it.
Engagement and co-design secure participatory planning and genuinely inclusive decision-making, folding community perspectives
in from the very start. Accountability and responsibility supply the ethical grounding, role clarity, and grievance mechanisms that
make commitments to social value something that can actually be enforced. Lifecycle integration, in turn, embeds social value
into long-term stewardship and adaptive governance arrangements, connecting short-term delivery to a project's longer-lasting
legacy.

Left untracked systematically, social value risks staying an abstract aspiration rather than a delivered outcome. Infrastructure
projects may generate social value more or less inherently (Caron et al., 2024), but that value frequently remains contested in
the absence of governance mechanisms capable of measuring and monitoring it properly. Earlier work (Zwikael, 2024) has called
for a broader conceptualisation of value creation generally, yet social value in particular still tends to lack operational clarity. Our
findings lend support to the view that governance can close the gap between societal ambition and operational delivery by
embedding social value directly into performance systems (Di Maddaloni et al., 2025). Echoing Pitsis et al. (2003), the value of
KPIs lies in measuring social value's underlying purpose through tangible results — for ecological management, for building rather
than eroding community social capital, and for safeguarding the health and safety of project workers — using measures robust
enough that they cannot be sidestepped or pushed to the margins. In line with Gil and Fu (2022), financial and technical indicators
still tend to dominate project agendas, crowding out broader value considerations, which means constant vigilance is required;
social value, as a project purpose, needs to be granted the same legitimacy as these more conventional constraints.

Engagement and co-design reveal a persistent governance paradox. Prior research has repeatedly found that early-stage
community engagement tends toward the tokenistic, remaining largely a matter of information provision and consultation rather
than genuine collaboration (Chow & Leiringer, 2021; Vuorinen et al., 2024). This is a paradox precisely because a project's front
end is its most fertile moment for shaping scope, objectives, and value — the point at which community input could most readily
be woven in, laying the groundwork for positive social relations as the project unfolds (Cuganesan & Floris, 2020). Our findings
echo these critiques: governance frequently pays only lip service to engagement, yet where co-design is genuinely achieved, it
allows communities to interpret and enact social value in ways that may diverge from what project owners originally intended,
while nonetheless adding value more broadly (Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 2020). Project governance needs to move beyond procedural
box-ticking, embedding co-design processes that distribute agency equitably among stakeholders (Fuentes, 2019). Doing so builds
trust and reciprocity, strengthens legitimacy, and reduces the risk of social value eroding once communities disengage (Di
Maddaloni & Sabini, 2022).

Accountability and responsibility likewise prove central to sustaining social value over time (DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016). Literature
on megaprojects' "dark legacy" has shown how disengagement, missed opportunities, and poorly managed disbenefits can cause
social value to dissipate long after a project is finished (Bandé et al., 2024). Our findings suggest transparent practice and the
explicit allocation of responsibility within governance structures guard against exactly this outcome, reinforcing trust and
supporting adaptive learning across a project's life (Ahola et al., 2014). At the same time, the findings point to persistent
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governance gaps arising when responsibility for social outcomes is left unclear or unevenly assigned (Gil, 2023). Governance
therefore needs to reach beyond contractual compliance to confront power asymmetries directly, ensuring accountability
mechanisms extend to every stakeholder a project affects. In this sense, project governance functions not only as a risk-
management tool but as a vehicle for articulating and protecting a broader public mission (S. Clegg et al., 2024), intersecting
with social acceptability by structuring community engagement and confronting sustainability challenges head-on (Brunet et al.,
2025; Ma et al., 2017).

A lifecycle-wide orientation is equally essential to project governance. Social value creation unfolds across both pre- and post-
delivery phases (Artto et al., 2016). We extend this argument by proposing that benefits ought to be assessed not just during
delivery, but years into a project's operational life, once its longer-term societal consequences become fully visible (Lehtinen &
Aaltonen, 2020). Without this kind of integration, front-end promises often fail to convert into outcomes that actually endure
(Zerjav et al., 2021). Consistent with Flyvbjerg (2014), our findings show that short-term pressures around cost and schedule
routinely crowd out social purpose, fragmenting how value is ultimately delivered. Governance, in this sense, becomes the bridge
connecting a project's initial intent to its lasting legacy, allowing adaptive reconfiguration as coordination breaks down or context
shifts (Krystallis et al., 2025). Effective governance at the project level therefore has to evolve across the full lifecycle if trust,
legitimacy, and community benefit are to be sustained (Zwikael & Smyrk, 2015). Given that any project involves multiple, often
competing, perceptions of value, governance provides the mechanism through which these can be reconciled and protected from
erosion (Green & Sergeeva, 2019).

These findings add to ongoing debate within project management over how value itself is conceptualised and delivered (Liu et
al., 2019). Much prior work has treated value as either a primarily economic or a primarily design-oriented concern; this study's
contribution is to show that governance instead supplies the scaffolding through which social value can be negotiated and
sustained over time. By embedding social value's purpose into metrics, cultivating more authentic engagement, sharpening
accountability, and adopting a lifecycle-wide orientation, project governance can play a pivotal role in shaping the long-term
legacy infrastructure projects leave behind. Taken together — metrics, engagement, accountability, and lifecycle integration —
project governance operates as an active enabler of purposive social value, not merely its passive record-keeper.

Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 2010) and social capital theory (Napier et al., 2009) offer complementary lenses for understanding
how this purposeful social value is delivered. Stakeholder theory clarifies whose voices count within the value-creation process;
social capital theory illuminates the relational trust and reciprocity needed to sustain and integrate those voices across a project's
life; and attention to purpose identifies what needs managing, and how, if social value is to genuinely follow from project delivery.
Project governance thus emerges as more than a set of formal structures — it is also a relational practice oriented toward a
purpose that reaches beyond technical and financial criteria, mobilising trust, reciprocity, and inclusion to convert social value into
a durable, long-term outcome.

Through its influence over which stakeholders are included, how they are engaged, and to what degree, governance effectively
determines how voice is distributed across an infrastructure project. The pattern of thin engagement at the project front end
(Chow & Leiringer, 2021) illustrates the limits of approaches built solely around consultation. Our results suggest that embedding
co-design and accountability mechanisms extends stakeholder agency further, aligning governance practice with stakeholder
theory's underlying ideal of enfranchisement (Klein et al., 2019). Social capital theory adds a further layer to this picture: metrics,
accountability, and lifecycle integration are not simply administrative machinery — they can equally be understood as processes
that build relational capital, sustaining collaboration across a diverse set of actors and generating value for communities across
the project's wider ecology. Governance practices that nurture transparency, responsiveness, and sustained engagement build
bonding capital within local communities, while simultaneously generating bridging capital across the wider project network
(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Projects with strong relational capital tend to preserve legitimacy and social acceptance over time,
whereas weak accountability accelerates the erosion of value (Tian et al., 2023). Where these processes are in place, purposeful
social value becomes not just achievable but sustainable — precisely because it has been legitimised as a central process of the
project itself, rather than treated as a marginal concern.

6. Implications for Practice

The findings offer concrete direction for infrastructure organisations, project governance boards, and policymakers seeking to
move social value from stated ambition to delivered outcome.

Elevate social value to the same governance status as cost, time, and safety. The research shows social value is consistently
deprioritised when it is not formally embedded as a KPI at the highest levels of project governance. Boards and project
sponsors should require social value indicators to appear alongside cost and schedule reporting in every project control
gateway, not as a separate or optional report. Where public funding is involved, procurement and contract documentation
should make social value commitments explicit and enforceable from the outset, rather than leaving them to informal or
voluntary arrangements that are easily deprioritised under budget pressure.
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Invest in meaningful, community-anchored metrics — not activity counts. Governance frameworks should resist defaulting to
easily measured but shallow indicators (numbers of meetings held, calls logged) in favour of metrics that reflect outcomes
communities themselves recognise as valuable. This requires governance bodies to work directly with affected communities
early in a project to co-define what "success" means, rather than importing generic metrics from unrelated projects or sectors.

Bring communities into design before decisions are made, not after. The research is clear that engagement conducted after key
design decisions have already been taken is experienced by communities as consultation theatre rather than genuine
participation, and is @ more expensive and less effective way of achieving social outcomes than early engagement. Governance
structures should mandate community engagement at the concept and business-case stage, with clear escalation points
requiring project teams to demonstrate how community input has shaped subsequent decisions.

Build robust, multi-channel complaint and grievance systems, and resource them properly. Given how directly poor complaint
handling was linked to costly delays and eroded trust, governance boards should require regular, board-level reporting of
complaints and the specific actions taken in response — not merely complaint volumes. Response-time commitments should be
calibrated to issue severity, and dedicated budget should be set aside specifically for resolving stakeholder concerns, rather
than treating this as an unplanned cost absorbed elsewhere.

Clarify roles, mandates, and authority for engagement and advisory structures, Reference groups, community panels, and
advisory bodies add genuine value only where their mandate and influence are unambiguous. Governance frameworks should
specify, in writing, what authority these bodies hold, how their input feeds into formal decisions, and how independence is
protected — without this, such structures risk becoming a source of tokenism rather than a genuine channel for community
voice.

Treat social value as a lifecycle commitment, not a delivery-phase deliverable. Because social value is frequently "engineered
out" under cost pressure during later development stages, governance mechanisms need to lock in social value commitments at
the point they are first identified and track delivery against them through to operations, well beyond practical completion.
Handover processes should explicitly assign ongoing responsibility for community relationships and social outcomes to an
accountable party, rather than allowing this responsibility to lapse once construction ends.

Resource governance structures with the right mix of expertise. Decision-making bodies should combine technical, social, and
community-facing expertise rather than relying on senior leadership without direct experience in stakeholder engagement or
social performance. This includes properly resourcing stakeholder engagement roles, and, for projects on Indigenous land,
ensuring cultural heritage oversight is genuinely embedded in the governance structure rather than treated as an occasional
consultation.

For policymakers and funding bodies, these findings suggest that current infrastructure funding and approval processes —
which still weight cost, schedule, and technical delivery most heavily — may need to formally require applicants to demonstrate
governance capability for social value delivery specifically, not merely intent, as a condition of funding or approval.

7. Conclusion

This study set out to examine how project governance enables the creation and delivery of social value in infrastructure projects
— a question that, despite growing global and policy-level recognition of social value's importance, has remained underexplored
in empirical terms. Drawing on 27 semi-structured interviews with Australian infrastructure professionals, analysed abductively
using the Gioia methodology, the research identifies four interrelated governance mechanisms — Framing through Metrics and
Tracking, Engagement and Co-Design, Accountability and Responsibility, and Lifecycle Integration — through which project
purpose is translated into social value that is both measurable and enduring.

The findings demonstrate that governance for social value operates on two levels simultaneously: as a formal, structural function
embedded in metrics, contracts, and reporting systems, and as a relational practice built on trust, transparency, and genuine
responsiveness across a project's wider stakeholder network. Neither dimension is sufficient on its own. Structural mechanisms
without relational commitment produce compliance without legitimacy; relational engagement without structural embedding
produces goodwill without accountability. It is the combination of both that allows social value to survive the pressures — cost,
schedule, changing personnel, changing context — that so often erode it over a project's life.

By integrating stakeholder theory and social capital theory, this study advances a view of governance as an active enabler of
social value, rather than a passive compliance or reporting function positioned downstream of "real" project delivery. This
reframing carries direct consequences for how infrastructure organisations design their governance systems: social value cannot
be achieved by appending a reporting requirement to an otherwise unchanged delivery model — it requires governance structures
purpose-built to hold social commitments in place across the full life of a project, from concept through to long-term operation.

For the Australian infrastructure sector specifically, and for the broader project governance and controls community PGCS
represents, these findings offer a practical foundation for rethinking how governance frameworks are designed, resourced, and
evaluated — not only to deliver infrastructure efficiently, but to ensure that efficiency and genuine societal benefit are pursued
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together, rather than treated as competing priorities. Future research building on this study could usefully test whether the four
governance mechanisms identified here hold across other national and regulatory contexts, and could explore in more depth how
governance structures manage the inevitable tensions that arise when social value commitments compete directly with cost and
schedule pressures under real project constraints.
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