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Abstract 

Projects are a vital element of our current economic development. Nevertheless, climate change 

is an increasingly present issue. Engagements for both countries and companies have been 

mandated to limit the impact of the current climate crisis. As projects are the main activities for 

companies, they are suitable candidates for the integration of sustainability concerns. Hence, 

this paper argues for integrating a project’s environmental impact into its success criteria. Three 

approaches are proposed: imposing environmental reporting requirements, incorporating 

sustainability into the current quality and scope success criteria, and tailoring project financing 

towards sustainability. 

Keywords: Project management, Project success, Sustainability, Sustainable 

project success 
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1. Introduction 
 Projects are a crucial element of our current economic development (Shirazi 2017, 395) 

and account for “up to 1/3 of global GDP is realised through projects” (Silvius & Schipper 

2014a, 32). Nevertheless, climate change is an increasingly present issue as engagement for 

both countries and companies has been mandated during the COP21, which resulted in the Paris 

Agreement. As projects are the main activities for companies, generating general economic 

activity, they are suitable candidates for integrating sustainability concerns. However, 

traditional project management does not consider sustainability as a critical factor. Hence, this 

paper argues for integrating a project’s environmental impact into its success criteria. In doing 

so, an in-depth literature review was conducted, which is presented in Section 2, developing 

the concepts of project management success before analysing what is understood under 

sustainability and combining it all to look at sustainable project success. Then, Section 3 

develops the methodology used to elaborate this paper, explaining the dual approach of 

combining a literature review and an empirical survey which was adopted. Furthermore, it goes 

in-depth into how the literature review was conducted, how the survey was crafted, and the 

answers collected. Section 4 provides an analysis of the data gathered from the study, firstly 

question by question and later by combining relevant results to extract further conclusions. A 

proposed answer to each research question (RQ) is developed based on the empirical results. 

Section 5 expands these solutions to the research questions. In doing so, subsection 5.1 answers 

RQ1 by analysing how imposing sustainability reporting standards to projects will help their 

success criteria encompass their environmental impact, providing a review of the ISO14000 

standards, and deepening the concepts of Environmental Impact Assessment and Life Cycle 

Assessment. Then, RQ2 is answered by subsection 5.2, arguing for incorporating sustainability 

into the two most important success criteria: quality and scope. Finally, Section 6 provides 
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concluding remarks, including a general conclusion, the limitation of this paper, as well as 

recommendations for future research.  

2. Literature Review 
Looking at the available publications, it is essential to note that it is a young field of 

research, as it only emerged in 2016 (Khalifeh, Farell, & Al-edenat 2020, 464). Nevertheless, 

despite this, “the relationship between project management and sustainability is rapidly gaining 

interest from professionals and academics” (Martens & Carvalho 2017, 1098) as project 

managers “are concerned about topics related to environmental sustainability” (Martens & 

Carvalho 2017, 1098). From the academic perspective, one can see a dominance of one author 

on the subject of sustainable project management success as “most of the identified 

contributions were (co)authored by Gilbert Silvius” (Friedrich 2023, 40), as most papers being 

published in the “Journal of Cleaner Production” (Friedrich 2023, 41).  

2.1 Defining a project’s success: the literature’s view and frameworks  

 Firstly, it is essential to note that projects have been estimated over the last ten years to 

contribute to “about a third of the world gross product (the total global GDP)” (Økland 2015, 

103), (Friedrich 2023, 32), which underlines the importance of studying and improving them. 

Furthermore, projects themselves have been looked upon as companies. Indeed, empirical 

research has found that projects are “temporary, task-oriented organizations” (Silvius & 

Schipper, 2014b, 41), which allows for the application of the exact expectations, standards, and 

theories on both companies and projects. This concept will be further developed later in Section 

7. Hence, as it is the case for companies, a variety of standards, frameworks, as well as empirical 

studies are available to discuss, define, and assess their success. The academic literature, on the 

one hand, has found the “current standards for project management [to] reflect a narrower 

perception of project success” (Silvius & Schipper, 2014a, 75). This narrow view is “still 

largely dominated by the ‘iron triangle’ considerations of time, cost and quality” (Silvius & al., 
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2017, 1134). This traditional view of success, however, has not been deemed satisfactory as the 

conventional project management view of controlling time, budget and quality is based on 

predictability that is not feasible (Silvius & Schipper 2014a, 79). 

 On the other hand, various standards offer their definition of a project’s success. The 

PMBOK, which is published by the Project Management Institute (PMI), is the most widely 

used in the industry as well as the most commonly cited in the literature. A project’s success is 

defined as fulfilling “six project performance variables” (Silvius & Schipper 2014a, 75), being 

scope, costs, time, risk, quality, and resources (PMBOK, 2021) will be used as reference for 

this paper. The ISO standards, more specifically the ISO 21500:2012 “Guidance of Project 

Management”, define a project’s success using only three criteria, being cost, scope and time 

(ISO 21500 2023.). Empirical research advocates for “a more holistic and less mechanical 

approach” (Silvius & Schipper 2014a, 78-79) to project management’s success, excluding the 

ISO’s definition for this paper. 

 Nevertheless, it is critical to note that none of the aforementioned definitions include 

sustainability concerns, which have been reported and criticised in the academic literature. 

Indeed, empirical studies “observe a discrepancy between the standards for project management 

competencies and the competencies that are required for considering sustainability” (Silvius & 

Schipper 2014b, 41) as decisions in project management are dominated by the ‘iron triangle’ 

considerations of time, cost and quality” (Silvius, & al. 2017, 1134). More generally, 

“sustainability considerations are regarded as external to the basic project” (Økland 2015, 103).  

2.2 Defining sustainability 

 To begin with, it is essential to note that the notion of sustainability seems to have 

replaced corporate social responsibility (Økland 2015, 104). Nevertheless, “Sustainable 

development has been on the UN agenda for over forty years since the first Conference on the 

Human Environment in Stockholm, 1972” (Økland 2015, 104), and especially since the 
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Brundtland Commission in 1987. This commission offered the most widely used definition of 

sustainability, which is the “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Bruntland 1987). 

Nowadays, it has been rephrased as “sustainability is about consuming income, not capital” 

(Silvius & Schipper 2014a, 70). In absolute, sustainability can be thought of as trade-offs 

(Økland 2015, 104). 

 These considerations and the view of sustainability as trade-offs between social, 

ecological, and economic concerns have led to the development of the “Triple Bottom Line” 

framework, which is, to date, the most common way of approaching sustainability (Silvius & 

Schipper 2014a, 67). Indeed, ten years ago, academic literature stated that “the triple bottom 

line concept captures the essence of sustainability” (Gareis & al. 2013, 2), which is composed 

of “environmental factor, financial factor and social factor” (Chawlaa & al. 2017, 162). In 

essence, the TBL is the mitigation of negative impacts on the environmental, social, and 

economic aspects of any activity, including projects. Nevertheless, this definition of 

sustainability is not unanimously accepted throughout the academic literature. Indeed, authors 

such as Braungart and McDonough have voiced critics of this definition. Indeed, in their book, 

the authors advocate to not simply do “less bad” (Braungart & McDonough 2002), referring to 

the TBL, but to do “more good” (Braungart & McDonough 2002). To achieve this, the authors 

refer to “principles [such as] ‘waste equals food’, suggesting continuous cycles of production 

and consumption, without waste” (Silvius & al. 2017a, 1135).  

2.3 Defining sustainable project success   

 To begin with, it is essential to note that the only sustainability concern in project 

management frameworks is stakeholders’ engagement (Silvius & al. 2017, 1134), which falls 

outside the scope of this paper’s definition of sustainability. Thus, the link between 

sustainability and project management is interesting to explore, as “the intersection between 
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these two fields is still rarefied with just a few studies that have focused on both topics” 

(Martens & Carvalho 2017, 1084). One may argue that both fields of studies are inherently 

intertwined as “integrating sustainability in project management will influence the 

specifications and requirements of the project's deliverable or output, and the criteria for project 

success” (Silvius, 2017 1485). This can be seen throughout the literature as research concludes 

that the relationship between sustainability and project management is not addressed enough in 

the literature (Khalifeh & al. 2020, 464). Furthermore, authors argue that “the bridge between 

project management and sustainability is still being built” (Carvalho & Rabechini 2017, 1120), 

which requires “to go beyond an axiological mindset on sustainability”, which also requires 

“processes, tools and techniques related to the TBL in a project perspective that can be applied 

and, positively impact project success” (Carvalho & Rabechini 2017, 1121). Continuous 

research efforts are necessary as the lack of research reflects the absence of its integration in 

practice (Carvalho & Rabechini 2017, 1129).  

 Secondly, the overwhelming majority of published research argues in favour of the 

integration of sustainability in project management by underlying its benefits and contribution 

to the overall success (He & al. 2019, 8). Nevertheless, the authors nuance this statement as 

“consensus on how to measure and assess sustainability in project has not emerged yet” (Silvius 

2017, 1486) as “introducing the triple bottom line perspectives into the requirements and 

success definition of projects creates the challenge of definition and measurability” (Silvius 

2017, 1485). Furthermore, it can be noted that a scission with the literature occurred, with 

papers discussing “the combination of the economic and the environmental dimensions” 

(Silvius & Schipper 2014a, 67), on the one hand, and the papers focusing “mainly the social 

dimensions” (Silvius & Schipper 2014a, 67), on the other.  

Friedrich (2023) identified three definitions in the academic literature with 

“‘Sustainability as a constraint’ as a first interpretation of the role of sustainability in project 
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management [where is] seen as something that hinders the actual project goal or as a potential 

risk” (Friedrich 2023, 45). Then, he “identified ‘Sustainability as instrumental value’”, where 

“sustainability contributes to the project success” (Friedrich 2023, 45), and found the last 

“interpretation [to be] ‘Sustainability as intrinsic value’ in the current state of research” 

(Friedrich 2023, 45). Furthermore, two definitions have been proposed in the current literature, 

with the first dating from 2014 and defining “Sustainable Project Management [as] the 

planning, monitoring and controlling of project delivery and support processes, with 

consideration of the environmental, economic and social aspects of the life-cycle of the 

project’s resources, processes, deliverables and effects, aimed at realising benefits for 

stakeholders, and performed in a transparent, fair and ethical way that includes proactive 

stakeholder participation” (Silvius & al. 2014a, 79). The second one has been drafted by 

Friedrich and defines “Sustainable project management [as] a project management approach of 

ascribing intrinsic value to sustainability aspects by including all sustainability dimensions as 

equal parts of the project’s success and therefore creating a business case for sustainability” 

(Friedrich 2023, 45). The latter will serve as the base of this paper’s definition of sustainable 

project’s success to draw the limit of its scope.  

3. Methodology 
For this paper, a dual approach has been chosen, combining a literature review and an 

empirical survey to gather data. The literature review was centred around the search for articles 

concerning the following topics: project success, sustainability and sustainability project 

management. Furthermore, it was conducted following advice from the academic literature, 

thus using Google Scholar as the primary search engine (Bauer & Bakkelbasi 2005), as it allows 

for a simplified search for relevant articles (Falagas & al. 2008). In doing so, the search string 

which was used was composed of the terms “Success project management”, “project success”, 

“sustainability”, “sustainable project management”, and “sustainable project success”. 
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Nevertheless, other databases have been considered and explored to ensure ampleness. Such 

databases include JSTOR, ScienceDirect, Scopus, as well as SSRN. The literature review was 

then conducted, as presented in Section 2.  

The second approach chosen to gather data comes in the form of an anonymous survey. 

This survey is the direct result of the aforementioned literature review, as the questionnaire is 

derived from the findings, understanding, and gaps identified in the current empirical research. 

The survey included 12 questions, which can be viewed as four separate sets of questions, 

preceded by a demographic assessment of the respondent. 

The rest of the questions were divided into four sets. Each set is made up of 3 questions. 

The first set, including questions 1 to 3, was focused on whether frameworks and certifications 

were already used as guidelines for their company as well as the vital factor of a project’s 

success. The second set, regarding questions 4 to 6, was focused on the definition of 

sustainability and how it is perceived by the respondents. The third set, covering questions 7 to 

9, focuses on the personal and organisational conviction of what factor matters most when 

assessing the success of a project. Finally, the last set of questions, including questions 10 to 

12, asks about the measurement and awareness of the respondent’s project’s sustainability 

performance and environmental impact.  

 The respondent was chosen based on their experience in project management and have 

been contacted directly and asked to complete the survey. The majority of respondents were 

found through LinkedIn, which clearly presented their level of experience.  

3.1 Research questions: 

Following the literature review and the drafting of the survey, two possible answers to the main 

research question have been developed. Indeed, the main research question (MRQ) is an open 

question, allowing for several approaches to answer it, as it reads:  

How can the success of a project be redefined to encompass its environmental impact? 
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Thus, based on the research for the literature review, two possible answers to the MRQ have 

been developed, which then became the sub-research question. The first possible answer arose 

from the analysis of the current definition of sustainability and focused on sustainable reporting 

standards. Hence, it suggests that enforcing reporting standards found in other industries, such 

as the Environmental Impact Assessment and the Life Cycle Assessment of a project will help 

bring awareness to its environmental impact. Thus, the first sub-research question (RQ1) reads:  

How can enforcing sustainable reporting standards to each project help shed light on its 

environmental impact? 

The second sub-research question (RQ2) stems from the approach of aligning the 

environmental impact of a project to some of the most common success criteria. In doing so, it 

advocates for the integration of sustainability within the following success criteria: risk, cost, 

and use of resources. Thus, RQ2 reads:  

How can the environmental impact of a project be included in its quality and scope?  

4. Data Analysis 
The survey received 76 answers, with only one incomplete response where a single 

question was not answered. Hence, counting over 30 answers, this survey is considered 

statistically relevant to draw conclusions beyond the observed sample, as the central limit 

theorem may be applied. The respondents have been chosen on the basis that they are either 

working in project management or have worked in this field, with a minimum of two years of 

experience in both cases. The sample did not include environmentalists, nor project managers 

with a specific background in sustainability. The age group include spanned from 28 to 62 

years. Respondents provided having concluding at least a bachelor during their studies. Aspects 

that were ranked as “Given priority over most aspects” or “Top priority” are considered as vital. 

All questions and answer tables can be found in the Appendix, under 7.2 Questions. The results 

are detailed and illustrated under 7.3 Results. 
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 Q1 is purely demographic so as to determine whether there might be any bias linked to 

a particular industry. Indeed, all projects differ. Nevertheless, this is especially true between 

industries, as each has its own challenges and stakes for its project. Hence, it is critical to gather 

a sample covering a variety of industries, ideally with the answers distributed evenly. To this 

end, the survey encompasses a total of 19 industries. The three most represented industries 

comprise 27.63% of the total answers, indicating a small concentration of answers originating 

from the IT sector (10.53%), the Tech industry (9.21%), and the Banking/Finance Industry 

(7.89%). However, the rest of the answers do not present any significant concentrations; thus, 

the survey cannot be seen as biased.  

 Q2 simply aims to determine whether developing a new framework would be beneficial 

in practice as if a majority of professionals do not follow already established frameworks or 

certifications, the incremental benefits of creating a new one may not be relevant. The vast 

majority of the respondents (64.47%) submitted that they do not follow any framework or 

certifications. Thus, developing a new framework falls outside the scope of this paper, as results 

indicate that it would likely not be relevant for professionals.  

 Due to the unanticipated majority of negative answers from the previous question, Q3 

cannot be considered statistically relevant as it only accounts for 27 answers. Nevertheless, it 

can be seen that the respondents who answered positively to Q2 follow a framework developed 

by the PMI, such as PMBOK, thus tallying with the findings of the literature review developed 

earlier.  

 Q4 asked the respondents to complete a matrix, ranking each success criterion defined 

by PMBOK (PMBOK 2021) from “not considered” to “Top priority”. Two groups of criteria 

are distinguishable when summing up the answers, ranking the criteria as key. On the one hand, 

the three highest-ranking criteria are Quality (71.05%), Scope (63.16%), and Time (61.84%). 

On the other hand, resources and risks have not received such high rankings, being ranked as 
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essential 36.84% and 30.26% of the time, respectively. It is important to note that, on average, 

all aspects of the PMBOK’s definition have been ranked as crucial for the majority of answers 

(52.85%).  

 Following the success criteria, Q4b asked to define how respondents perceive 

sustainability, being given the choice of “cost”, “risk”, “opportunity”, “requirements”, or 

“other”. Results indicate that sustainability is overwhelmingly considered an opportunity 

(37.50%) or a requirement (44.23%). 

  Q5 aims to assess whether sustainability is already part of the success criteria of a 

project by choosing anywhere between “Not at all” and “Completely”. The survey demonstrates 

that an overwhelming majority of respondents do not consider sustainability as a success 

criterion, with 72.37% not ranking sustainability high enough to be considered a success 

criterion, thus portraying a lack of interest in practice for this subject.  

 Q6 can be used to determine which aspect of sustainability, following the 

aforementioned Triple-Bottom-Line approach, is prioritised. Respondents completed a matrix 

akin to the one presented in Q4. Taking into consideration the number of responses ranking 

each aspect as key, one can identify that Economic Viability is the most essential aspect of the 

TBL approach, as it ranked high at 64.47%, followed by Social Responsibility (40.79%), and 

finally, Environmental Impact (32.89%). Such results indicate an apparent lack of interest by 

their project managers in any environmental impact of the projects. 

 Q7 serves a double purpose by analysing both the relevance of developing a new 

framework, hence confirming the findings of Q2, and identifying where change will have the 

most significant impact. Results suggest that the development of a new framework will not have 

a relevant effect, as only 11.25% of respondents would change their vision of a project’s 

success, whereas targeting the companies will have an impact on 48.13% of respondents, as it 

encompasses both a new company vision (23.75%) and new directives or orders (24.38%).  
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 Q8, similar to Q4, seeks to determine the key stakeholders in a project for its project 

manager. Using the same analysis, one can see that customers are the most important 

stakeholders (86.84%), followed by employees (65.79%), and investors (48.68%). Thus, a 

change in these stakeholders’ expectations of the environmental impact of a project will have a 

direct effect on its definition of success by the project manager.  

 Contrary to the previous question, Q9 moves away from the personal convictions of the 

project managers to a more objective assessment of these professionals of the importance of 

each stakeholder in the construction and later success of each project. Comparing the results 

with the previous questions, one can see that all three key stakeholders were not ranked as high, 

ranking, on average, lower by 8.33 percentage points. Thus, project managers tend to personally 

consider the stakeholders to be more critical than they objectively assess them.  

 Q10 is split into five sub-questions looking at environmental impact indicators, social 

impact indicators, Economic indicators, Stakeholder engagement, and Sustainability 

certifications or standards compliance. The results suggest a bipolarity of the environmental 

impact assessment of projects as a majority of respondents indicated looking for the carbon 

footprint (33.59%) and energy consumption (30.47%) of their projects; however, they do not 

follow any sustainability certification or comply by any sustainability standards (62.96%). 

Incidentally, the economic indicators were concentrated between the profitability of the project 

(36.20%) and its return on investment (34.97%), once again cementing the importance of 

investors in the success of the project.  

Following the previous question, the dichotomy of the answers may suggest a lack of 

awareness of the environmental impact of projects. Q11 solidifies this finding as 80% of 

respondents are not aware of their project’s sustainability performance or ecological impact 

after its completion.  
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 Finally, Q12 builds upon Q11 by offering a variety of key performance indicators 

(KPIs) to measure the environmental impact of a project and presenting the respondents to 

choose up to three KPIs, with the option of selecting “none” if it is simply not measured. The 

results demonstrate why project managers are not aware of any environmental impact, as 

48.08% answered that no KPIs are used for this. Only considering SDGs (13.46%) and 

measuring the carbon footprint (10.58%), they have been selected more than 10% of the time 

but cannot be seen as crucial KPIs due to their low selection. 

In-depth analysis  

 First, it is essential to state that developing a new framework is excluded from the scope 

of this paper. Indeed, Q2 and Q7 clearly demonstrate the professionals' lack of interest in any 

academic material. Furthermore, Q12 emphasises this position as not following any 

certification seems to be a norm; hence, it is doubtful that frameworks will be considered, as 

accreditation may result in a competitive edge and, thus, provide an incentive to be pursued.  

 Section 2 exposed the current state of the literature, which is portrayed in the results. 

Indeed, the PMI frameworks seem to be the most used (Q3), which is demonstrated by the 

respondent considering, on average, all success criteria of the PMBOK’s definition of project 

success as crucial elements (Q4). Nevertheless, as identified in the literature, there is a lack of 

environmental awareness by the project manager about their projects. Indeed, the economic 

pillar of the TBL is overwhelmingly considered the most essential aspect of sustainability, 

where the environmental impact is considered last (Q6). Furthermore, project managers do not 

consider sustainability and environmental impact as success factors (Q5). In addition, the 

majority are not even aware of their project’s environmental impact (Q11) and are not using 

any KPIs to keep track of the project’s sustainability performance.  

 Furthermore, the literature has considered the project to be time-limited and task-

oriented companies (Silvius & Schipper 2014b, 41), and the results suggest focusing on 
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companies. Indeed, project managers personally overestimate the importance of various 

stakeholders compared to when asked for an objective assessment (Q8 & Q9). This can be seen 

in the increase of 8.33 percentage points on average when asked their subjective opinion. 

Hence, one may argue that changing the view of the project managers is vital, as they are critical 

players in the development of projects and their success, and their personal convictions 

overweigh objective assessment. Changes in project managers’ views on project success are 

inherently linked to the company they are working for (Q7). Hence, the difference must be 

focused on the company rather than on customers or employees themselves.   

Answering the research question 

The survey offers critical insights which will orientate the answer to each sub-research 

question, which will be discussed in turns. The research question asks, “How can the success 

of a project be redefined to encompass its environmental impact?” and can be answered in three 

separate manners.  

Firstly, 44.23% of project managers already view sustainability as a requirement (Q4b). 

Furthermore, although not the highest priority, the government has consistently ranked high 

(Q8 & Q9). Finally, the aforementioned lack of environmental awareness is further emphasised 

by only 5.77% of the respondents knowing about any sustainable reporting linked to their 

projects (Q11). Hence, one answer to the research question is encompassing the environmental 

impact of a project by enforcing sustainable reporting standards to the project, leading to the 

RQ1 “How can enforcing sustainable reporting standards to each project help assess and shed 

light on its environmental impact?”, which will be the core focus of subsection 5. 

Then, one may determine that quality, scope, and time are considered the most critical success 

criteria for any project, closely followed by cost, whereas sustainability is not considered as 

such (Q4). Thus, another approach to encompassing the environmental impact of a project in 

its success definition is to insert sustainability concerns in some of the most critical success 
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criteria. In doing so, quality and scope seem ideal choices due to their importance, as well as 

the use of resources, due to its ease of implementation, resulting in RQ2: “How can the 

environmental impact of a project be included in its quality, scope, and use of resources?”, 

which will be explored in subsection 5.2.  

5. Discussion 
 Section 5 aims to combine the findings of the survey with existing literature to develop 

two separate answers to the research questions generated through the literature review. 

5.1 Imposing sustainable reporting standards 

This part will develop the first approach to answering the research question: enforcing 

sustainable reporting standards for projects.  

Current reporting standards 

Firstly, it is important to note that sustainability reporting is not a common practice in 

project management. Indeed, research suggests that “project organizations are unaware of how 

their PM practices compare with best practices” (Sanjuan & Froese 2012, 92), which is in 

accordance with the findings of the survey, as 64.47% of respondents do not follow any sort of 

guidance. Furthermore, both in the study and the literature, the leading standard has been found 

to be PMBOK (Ahlemann & al. 2009, 298), which Section 2 has found to be lacking 

sustainability concerns. Hence, the practitioners have submitted in various studies, as well as 

in the present survey, to rarely follow any standards that do not include sustainability concerns.  

These findings have led to the current project managers not being aware of the 

environment of their projects, hence not being able to include it in their success criteria. Indeed, 

72.32% of respondent do not view sustainability as a success criterion, and 80% have submitted 

not being aware of their project’s environmental impact. Such findings discredit previous 

research on “corporations are shifting away from environmental compliance toward 

environmental management that continuously improves their environmental advances” (Rezaee 
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& Elam 2000, 60), as the last two decades did not portray a more significant commitment to 

environmental disclosure. Hence, such reporting must become a legal obligation for companies, 

allowing for the identification and elimination of unsustainable practices (Elefsiniotis & 

Wareham 2005, 211). 

Finally, the ISO 14000 standards can serve as a groundwork for such legislation as it is 

already widely accepted and adopted, whilst imposing it on a majority of companies, as, for 

example, all listed enterprises, will lead to a snowball effect and compliance by the rest of the 

industry (Castkaa & Balzarovab 2008, 76). Nevertheless, such standards are not unanimously 

accepted and are the target of critics (Elefsiniotis & Wareham 2005, 212). Furthermore, this 

offers companies an excuse to avoid environmental disclosure, hence slowing the desired 

snowball effect on the entire industry, which advocates for the need for “coherent and integrated 

efforts to achieve a generally accepted framework of environmental reports by cooperation 

between accountancy bodies, academics and practitioners” (Dixon & Woodhead 2005, 714). 

Hence, it can be seen that the current landscape includes a lack of framework and 

voluntary disclosure. Therefore, project managers cannot act to have environmental impact in 

their success criteria. This is the base for a legal obligation for sustainability reporting. 

Environmental Impact Assessment as early sustainability reporting  

Firstly, it is important to note that Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) differ from 

strategic impact assessment as the latter is a legal requirement for plans and policies. EIA apply 

to projects and can be viewed as a form of sustainability reporting. It has been defined as “the 

evaluation of the effects likely to arise from a major project (or other action) significantly 

affecting the environment” and requires “the publication of an EIA report describing the likely 

significant impacts in detail” (Jay & al. 2007, 287), thus, serving as sustainability reporting 

document. The purpose of an EIA is to identify the critical impacts of any project, allowing for 

a variety of mitigation opportunities (Wang & al. 2012). Nevertheless, “the existence of a 
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culture of resistance and disownment among some of those charged with its implementation” 

(Weston 2011, 97) is the principal reason for its lack of implementation. This can be viewed 

through the survey, as only 5.77% of respondents submitted to disclosing any form of 

sustainability reporting.  

 Despite its lack of popularity amongst practitioners, EIA helps with decision-making in 

the infancy of projects, allowing for the mitigation of adverse environmental impacts, as well 

as providing an apparent oversight on the final sustainability performance of any given project, 

which is crucial in determining the sustainable objectives and success criteria. Indeed, empirical 

studies reported that “respondents indicated that they are always or most times consulted in 

consideration of alternatives at the early stages of a project’s life-cycle” (Brent & Werner 2007, 

117), indicating that EIA allows for better decision-making, exploring alternatives that will 

mitigate the environmental impact of a project, which they would not have been made aware if 

such reporting was not pursued. Furthermore, EIA has also been attributed to “various purposes 

orientation [which] are very helpful for […] decision-making, stakeholders and the 

practitioner” (Chang & al. 2018, 18). Indeed, EIA is viewed as a tool to “empower 

stakeholders” (Cashmore 2004, 413), which has been explained in Section 4 to be of great 

importance to project managers. Finally, the legal enforcement of EIA on a small number of 

influential corporations can, as for the ISO14000, lead to a snowball effect and a broader 

integration and application by the majority. Indeed, as for the aforementioned standards, EIA 

has been described “as a key component of environmental management” (Morgan 2012, 5) by 

practitioners. Lastly, it is essential to note that the subjectivity of the decision-making 

throughout the EIA process has been found to be a drawback to its more comprehensive 

application; however, this can be counterbalanced by the integration of the public in the process 

(Wilkins 2003, 413), leading to greater transparency. Hence, EIA will provide project managers 

with the insights to develop the sustainability success criteria, as well as any possible mitigation, 



 

19 
 

whilst being pressured by the general public to truly pursue them, thus integrating the 

environmental impact of a project in its definition of success. 

Life Cycle Assessment to ensure the completion of sustainability objectives  

Firstly, it is important to note that Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) is generally applied to 

products, sometimes to services, but rarely to projects. Nevertheless, research has shown that 

“its application on the organizational level is getting more and more relevant” (Finkbeiner 2013, 

3), and projects have been found to be time-limited, task-oriented organisations, as developed 

in Section 2. Hence, it is relevant to discuss the implementation of LCA in project management. 

Research has developed that “LCA is a tool for comparing goods and services (products) and 

for identifying opportunities for reducing the impacts attributable to associated wastes, 

emissions and resource consumption” (Pennington & al. 2004, 735), and defined it as the 

“compilation and evaluation of the inputs and outputs and the potential environmental impacts 

of a product system throughout its life cycle” (Guinée & al. 2011, 90). This notion is concerned 

with three phases of any project: the “pre-use life cycle phase”, “operational phase”, and the 

“end-of-life phase” (Sharma & al. 2011, 874). Thus, it can be seen that it is concerned with all 

aspects of a project. Nevertheless, the infancy of the project has been argued to be covered by 

the EIA, whilst the operational phase is the focal point of the ISO14000 standards. Incidentally, 

LCA has been integrated and “standardized in the ISO 14040 series” (Rigamonti & Mancini 

2021, 1938), being introduced in 2013 under the ISO/TR 14047 (Finkbeiner 2013, 2). Hence, 

for the purpose of this part, the end-of-life part will be the core interest as it covers the only 

phase being excluded from the aforementioned reporting standards.  

 The end-of-life of a project is not commonly the focal point of planning. Indeed, a 

compelling example of this is the research done in the construction industry, where a LCA was 

conducted and shed light on the fact that “demolition is more impactful than deconstruction for 

twelve environmental impacts, with an increase mean of 35% and an increase maximum of 
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112% for freshwater eutrophication” (Quéheille & al. 2022, 6), which would not have been 

discovered otherwise and led to an opportunity to mitigate its environmental impact, allowing 

for better compliance with any sustainability goals set out in the EIA. Furthermore, this example 

illustrates the variety of ecological impacts explored, which then builds upon the previously 

conducted EIA, thus allowing for greater ease of implementation. Moreover, the standardisation 

of LCA through the ISO14000 standards contributes to its ease of application as the incremental 

commitment required from the organisation is reduced. Furthermore, LCA has been attributed 

to helping with decision-making (Finnveden & al. 2009, 3), as “LCA can provide a holistic 

perspective into decision making” (Rigamonti & Mancini 2021, 1938). Indeed, the project 

manager's decisions are focused “not only on the production of upstream products. It also 

includes, for example, the use of the upstream processes in other life cycles, the waste 

management of other products, and the level of economic activity in the society” (Finnveden & 

al. 2009, 3). Finally, “governments all over the world encourage the use of LCA” (Guinée & 

al. 2011, 90) and this part argues in favour on imposing it rather than simply encouraging it, for 

the same reasons as stated for both the ISO14000 standards and the EIA.  

5.2 Developing sustainability as a success criterion  

This section will explore the most important success criteria and develop how 

sustainability can be introduced to them, focusing on Quality was ranked highest, 71.05% as 

key, followed by Scope (63.16%). Hence, this part will discuss the incorporation of 

sustainability in the success criteria of Quality and Scope, analysing how they are pursued 

before arguing how they can be coupled with sustainability.  

Quality  

 Quality has been found to be at the root of two main benefits. On the one hand, 

“researchers reported that [quality management] programmes have led to improvements in 

productivity” (Mosadeghrad 2012, 90) and, more generally, the reduction of costs linked to any 
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given project. Indeed, empirical studies found that quality management, when supported by an 

information system, can help reduce time as “Non-productive time is waste” as well as costs by 

avoiding “the direct cost of rework” (Love & Irani 2003, 655). On the other hand, quality 

management has been linked to the facilitation of project success through “clarity of project 

mission and goals” (Ofori 2013, 28), which are key missions for project managers 

(Mosadeghrad 2012, 104). Hence, quality in itself is a crucial component to project success as 

it helps in both the reduction of costs as well as with the enhancement of clarity.  

 As the vital role of quality has been established, it is essential to review the factors that 

lead to compelling integration. Successful implementation of quality management is dependent 

on the integration of two stakeholder groups. As previously developed, stakeholders are of 

particular importance to project managers, hence leading to more outstanding care for quality 

management. These stakeholder groups are the two most essential both when objectively ranked 

by project managers, as well as in their personal opinion, being the customers (86.84%) and the 

employees (65.79%). The former will be the purpose of the following part, whereas the latter 

will be analysed here. Employee management can be viewed as part of the clarity of vision 

offered by quality management; nevertheless, it must be considered on a broader spectrum. 

Furthermore, project management standards such as ISO9000 can help in achieving quality 

(Bryde & Robinson 2007, 58), which can be submitted to the analysis proposed for ISO14000 

in subsection 5.1. Finally, sustainability considerations can be directly incorporated into quality 

management when considering how it can support it as projects are considered complete upon 

their delivery (Atkinson 1999, 339); however, 5.1 argued for the importance of end-of-life 

reporting, forcing the assessment of success to also consider post-implementation phases, which 

in turn paves the way for quality to be valued as a critical success factor. In doing so, it 

contributes to “the level of quality associated with the completed project”, which is how it is 

valued by the client (Liberatore & Pollack-Johnson 2013).  
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 The importance of the client’s valuation of the project is a crucial indicator of the 

necessity to consider customer satisfaction when determining the success of the project. 

However, customers have been found to have changed their habits over two decades ago 

towards “sustainable consumption alternatives” (Mont 2004, 151), voluntarily supporting 

products and projects that benefit the environment (Wang & al. 2019, 869). Researchers 

described sustainable consumption as gaining momentum (Tseng & al. 2013, 5) a decade after 

its introduction by Mont and has recently been identified as continuously accelerating through 

social media (Radziszewska 2021). This matters for project managers as “marketers have not 

succeeded in selling green products at pace with consumer growth rate” (Ali & al. 2019, 1), 

creating an unexploited market to capture. Finally, the recent definition of quality by Rose 

should be adopted as it sets out quality to be “features of products which meet customer needs 

and thereby provide customer satisfaction”, as well as “freedom from deficiencies”, where 

deficiencies are errors that lead to customers’ reclamations and discontent (Rose 2022, 5), hence 

having to comply with the sustainable consumption that is becoming the norm. 

Scope  

 Although being one of the more intangible success criteria, scope has received a great 

deal of attention from both the respondents as well as from the academic community. Indeed, 

scope has been associated with the objective of controlling the product and project boundaries 

(Lampa & al. 2017, 370), as well as serving to “identify and control what should be and what 

should not be in a project” (Shirazi 2017, 397). Scope management can be divided into two 

distinct areas. On the one hand, “the product scope is related to everything that is within the 

boundaries of the product” (Lampa & al. 2017, 371). Naturally, product scope management 

may not be applied if the aim of the project is not to develop a product, as it becomes irrelevant. 

On the other hand, “the project scope is related to the description of all necessary work to 

achieve what was defined on the product scope” (Lampa & al. 2017, 371), which may be 
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applied regardless of the nature of the project. Scope management has been identified as a 

critical factor in project management by the respondents, which also has been the case in the 

empirical literature. Indeed, poor scope management in itself has been found to “lead to 

expensive changes, delays, rework, cost overruns, schedule overruns, and project failure” 

Fageha & Aibinu, 2013, 155), whilst mismanagement of the uncertainty surrounding projects 

may lead to scope creep and ultimately to the failure of the project (Shirazi 2017, 396). Three 

elements are key to achieving effective scope management. Firstly, a clear vision for the project 

must be established (Dekkers & Forselius 2007, 7), which has been developed in the previous 

part. Secondly, stakeholder management is a critical element (Fageha & Aibinu 2013, 162). 

Thirdly, the management of uncertainty is vital, as mentioned above, it may lead to scope creep, 

which has been defined as “the uncontrolled changes in a project” (Shirazi & al. 2017, 396) and 

has been found to be the principal cause of cost increases (Lampa & al. 2017, 370). Finally, 

scope management can be enhanced by following the P.O.W.E.R. acronym, focusing on 

Predisposition, Wherewithal, Evaluation, and Resources (Dekkers & Forselius 2007, 7). 

 Sustainability can be integrated into scope management through scope’s consideration 

of risk management, the stakeholder and the use of resources. The most tangible aspect of these 

is the use of resources, as the first definition of sustainability points towards the use of our 

resources without compromising those of future generations (Bruntland 1987). To this extent, 

the Resources aspect of the POWER framework is a great anchor for sustainability concerns as 

it resources may consider all natural resources and the environmental impact. Secondly, risk 

management is a consideration of scope management, as the latter has been found to be of great 

help in managing uncertainty and risks (Atkinson & al. 2006). One may argue that most of the 

risks faced by projects in the long term are due to climate and, thus, incorporating sustainability 

measures is a form of risk mitigation. Thirdly, stakeholders can be the gateway for sustainability 

concerns, as the second most important stakeholders are the customers. To this end, research 
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has demonstrated that defining scope requires input from all stakeholders at an early stage 

(Fageha & Aibinu 2013, 155), which is an excellent opportunity to emphasise both the value of 

customers and their increasing sustainable consumption as well as underlining the usefulness 

of EIA which would perfectly accomplish this task.  

 Hence, sustainability may be incorporated into the already most used success criteria 

through the modification of the definition of quality, shifting its focus to be centred around the 

customer and, thus, allowing for a more significant impact of their sustainable consumption. 

Furthermore, scope management can be a fertile ground for sustainability concerns as its close 

links with risk management, stakeholders’ satisfaction and use of resources can all be harvested 

to create an ideal gateway for sustainability as a success criterion.   

6. Concluding remarks 

6.1 General conclusion  

 After developing an extensive literature review, this paper argues that the best definition 

of sustainable project success is “a project management approach of ascribing intrinsic value to 

sustainability aspects by including environmental dimensions as equal parts of the project’s 

success as the financial considerations, resulting in a business case for sustainability”. To 

achieve the acceptance of such a definition, the environmental impact of projects must be 

encompassed by its definition of success. To this extent, the empirical evidence collected, as 

well as the academic literature, points towards three compatible possible approaches. Firstly, 

imposing sustainability reporting standards, such as the ISO14000 standards, the 

Environmental Impact Assessment, or the Life Cycle Assessment, will help develop the 

environmental awareness that is lacking in project managers. Secondly, sustainability concerns 

can be incorporated into the definition of quality and scope management, which are two 

predominant success criteria for projects. In doing so, project managers would incorporate the 

environmental impact to satisfy various groups of stakeholders, which they highly value. 
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Hence, applying some or all of these approaches together will result in project managers 

redefining the success criteria of their project to encompass its environmental impact.  

6.2 Limitations  

 This paper admits some limitations. The survey limited its scope to only include the 

environmental aspects of sustainability, disregarding its considerations of social and economic 

concerns. Furthermore, it did not expand on the subject of greenwashing, which is a very present 

issue when discussing environmental sustainability. Hence, the risk of greenwashing must be 

addressed, especially if environmental sustainability is imposed rather than incentivised, as 

companies and projects will look for an easy way to comply with new regulations. Finally, this 

paper is centred around a European view of sustainability and project management, only 

looking at post-industrialised economies and not taking into account the impact which different 

legal and economic landscapes would have. Another limitation stems from the sample as it only 

focuses on traditional project managers. Indeed, no respondent is working in an environmental-

focused company, nor is an environmentalist. Hence, critical input from respondents that are at 

the forefront of implementing sustainability in project management is lacking.  

6.3 Further Research 

 As stated in the previous part, this paper does not cover the entire width of the subject. 

Hence, further research is needed. The cultural, economic, and legal differences must be 

analysed so as to determine how to apply these findings effectively in other continents. Indeed, 

for example, the American continent, although culturally and economically resemblant, 

provides a very different landscape. Furthermore, how to integrate social considerations into 

project success must be addressed, as this third pillar of sustainability has received little 

attention in this context. Finally, an analysis of how current frameworks can be adapted to 

integrate sustainability concerns may be relevant.    
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7.2 Survey Questionnaire: 

Q1: What industry are you working in?  

Open-ended question 

 

Q2: Do you follow any framework/certification for projects?  

Yes/No question  

 

Q3: Which of the framework(s) or certification(s) you follow is the most important 

for you? 

Open-ended question 

 

Q4: The success of a project has been defined by the PMBok as a project that is 

completed within time, scope, cost, quality, resources, and risks.  In your opinion, 

how important is each aspect of this definition of a project’s success?  

6-points Likert scale (not considered to top priority) 

 

Q4b: How do you perceive sustainability?  

Choose between 5 options: Cost, Risk, Opportunity, Requirement, Other 

 

Q5: To what extent do you currently consider sustainability aspects when defining 

success criteria in your projects?  

5-points Likert scale (not at all to completely) 

 

Q6: Sustainability is often defined by the triple bottom line approach, meaning it 

is comprised of economic, social, and ecological concerns.  How do you consider 

sustainability dimensions when determining project success criteria? 

6-points Likert scale (not considered to top priority) for each of the following aspects: 

Environmental Impact, Social responsibility, Economic viability, Stakeholder engagement, 

Risk management, Resilience  
 

Q7: What would change your own vision of a project’s success?  

Choose between 6 options: New company vision, Personal conviction, New directives/orders, 

Public opinion, Academic publishing, Others 

 

Q8: How much do you personally consider these stakeholders when developing a 

project? 

6-points Likert Scale (not considered to top priority) for the following 6 stakeholders: 

Employees, Customers, Suppliers, Government, General public, Investors  
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Q9: What do you think would be the importance of each one of the previous 

stakeholder’s opinions when constructing a project?  

6-points Likert Scale (not considered to top priority) for the following 6 stakeholders: 

Employees, Customers, Suppliers, Government, General public, Investors  
 

Q10: How do you measure and evaluate the sustainability performance of your 

projects? 

Q10a. Asks about Environmental Impact Indicators: Choose between 5 options: Carbon 

Footprint, Energy consumption, Water pollution, None, Others 

 

Q10b. Asks about Social Indicators: Choose between 5 options: Gender Equality, Social 

inclusivity, Employment opportunities, None, Others 

 

Q10c. Asks about Economic Indicators: Choose between 5 options: Cost savings, Return on 

Investment, Profitability of the project, None, Others 

 

Q10d. Asks about Social Indicators: Choose between 5 options: High level of communication 

with stakeholder, High level of stakeholder's involvement, Satisfaction survey, None, Others 

 

Q10e. Asks about Sustainability certifications/standards compliance: Choose between 5 

options: Cradle-to-Cradle, ISO14000, ISO21500, None, Others 

 

Q11: Are you aware of your project's actual sustainability performance or 

environmental impact after completion?  

Yes/no answers 
 

Q12: How is this measured for your project?   

Choose up to 3 answers among the following options: Carbon footprint, Water usage, Waste 

reduction, Use of renewable energy, Sustainability reporting, Supply chain transparency, 

Sustainability innovation, Sustainable Development Goals, None 
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7.2 Results: 

Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviation of Q4 results. 

 
 

 

 

 

Table 2: Mean and Standard Deviation results of Q8 and Q9. 
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Table 3: Mean comparison between Q8 and Q9 results. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Combined Sustainability results. 
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Table 5: Results on the perception of sustainability (Q4b).

 
 

 

 

 


