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ABSTRACT 

A sustainable project focuses on creating and implementing strategies that consider 

economic, social, and environmental dimensions in a balanced manner. The economic 

dimension concerns costs, investments, and budgetary sustainability, while the social 

dimension refers to the relational aspects of an organization with the social context, from 

the concept of respect and equity to the creation of a common vision, and, ultimately, the 

environmental dimension aims to respect and protect the ecosystem by implementing 

projects with efficient use of resources and low environmental impact. Since sustainable 

projects target diverse types of value, an innovative value-based project management 

approach is suggested to manage effectively, via appropriate and specific Key 

Performance Indicators (KPIs), the creation of value for the stakeholders in terms of 

economic viability, social equity, and environmental stewardship. 

 

THE SUSTAINABILITY IN PROJECTS 

The concept of sustainable development is complex and subject to numerous 

interpretations. Still, the universally recognized definition dates to 1987 and is found in 

the so-called Brundtland Report - entitled Our common future - which focuses on 

intergenerational and intragenerational equity principles. For the first time, the report 

identifies sustainability as the condition of development capable of "ensuring the 

satisfaction of the needs of the present generation without compromising the possibility 

of future generations to fulfill their own.” 

 

Over time, the concept of sustainability, compared to its first versions, has undergone a 

profound evolution which, starting from a vision centered primarily on ecological aspects, 

has led to a more global meaning which considers not only the environmental dimension 

but also other dimensions such as economic, social, administrative and value creation. 

 
1 How to cite this paper: Pirozzi, M, Quagliarini, A, Apponi, F, Brusciotti, F, Buzzi, C, Mendicino, A, Milani, C 

and Raguso, D (2023). Sustainable Project Management: A multidimensional value-based approach; PM World 

Journal, Vol. XII, Issue VI, June. 
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However, these dimensions have been considered in a synergistic and systemic 

relationship and combined to different extents, have been used to define progress and 

well-being that somehow overcomes the traditional measures of wealth and economic 

growth based on the GDP. 

 

Ultimately, sustainability implies “a constant and preferably growing well-being, based on 

the dimensions mentioned above and the prospect of leaving future generations with a 

quality of life no lower than the current one.” However, it should be kept in mind that 

sustainability is a dynamic concept, such as the relationship between the ecological 

system and the anthropic system can be influenced by the technological scenario, which, 

by changing, could loosen some constraints relating, for example, to the use of energy 

sources. 

 

A sustainable project is a project that contemplates the various dimensions of 

sustainability, considered essential values in a project, which affect the validity of the 

same or a mission. This is especially true for large-scale projects involving large 

economic-financial commitments that have a significant impact. Therefore, a sustainable 

project considers not only the traditional constraints of a project but also new drivers and 

implicit objectives, such as sustainability which has often remained outside the scope 

until today. 

 

Projects play a pivotal role in realizing more sustainable business practices, and 

sustainability has recently been linked to project management. The project management 

discipline can be used to ensure that sustainable projects are economically, 

environmentally, and socially responsible while also creating value for stakeholders. In 

order to achieve this purpose, it may help the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) approach (John 

Elkington, 1994).  

 
Fig. 1 - Dimensions of Sustainability 
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TBL is a framework for assessing the performance of an organization that goes beyond 

the traditional framework based solely on profits and costs. The emerging literature on 

this topic indicates that sustainability impacts project management processes and 

practices (Silvius & Schipper, 2014). In particular, three main sustainability dimensions 

have been identified: economic, social, and environmental. 

 

The economic dimension of sustainability focuses on a project's financial feasibility and 

profitability. The social one deals with the impact of a project on society. There may be 

ensured that projects promote social well-being, inclusivity, and equity. Finally, the 

environmental dimension focuses on the impact of a project on the natural environment. 

A sustainable project should minimize environmental harm and promote ecological 

sustainability. 

THE ECONOMIC DIMENSION OF SUSTAINABILITY 

The project's economic and financial sustainability are key components of the feasibility 

analysis before its kick-start. In particular, the economic feasibility compares the required 

investments (costs) for its realization with its foreseeable benefits. Meanwhile, the 

financial feasibility verifies the availability of the necessary funding sources based on the 

forecasted cash flow. 

 

These analyses are used throughout the project’s life cycle as the expected hypotheses 

may not be met during the execution phase. Some techniques used to evaluate 

sustainable projects are the Net Present Value (NPV), the sum of the actualized cash 

flows minus the initial investment, which deems a project profitable when the NPV is 

positive, the benefit-cost analysis, which is based on the measurement of benefits and 

costs which are directly or indirectly linked to the project. These two analyses 

encapsulate different aspects of a project, and a project that has a negative NPV may, 

on the other hand, have a favorable cost-benefit analysis. This happens because the first 

is a financial analysis, which only considers the monetary value generated, whereas the 

latter also includes aspects such as the externalities generated and qualitative benefits 

which are transposed in monetary form. Therefore, the most viable project should be 

selected after considering more than one analysis. 

 

The budget is one economic component of project management. This can be introduced 

in a sustainable meaning into two different concepts: one refers to the sustainability of 

the budget for project success, and the other to the definition of budget sustainability 

related to allocating a purpose. In this case, we refer to the sustainability budget as 

sustainable development goals. Before describing the two concepts, it is essential to 

define a project budget: a forecast plan that details the expenses that will be incurred, 
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and the costs associated with a project. In fact, the budget is divided into three 

components: 

1. Cost of work  

2. Purchase of raw materials  

3. Contingency for risks and operating reserves 

The first two components define the baseline of costs, which refers to the adjustment of 

costs over time and helps to understand the deviation of actual costs from planned costs. 

Once the budget has been defined in a general way, the next step is to determine a 

budget that is considered sustainable: a sustainable budget for a given project can 

sustain the project over the long term in an economically viable manner. This approach 

might make it possible to carry out the activities defined in monetary terms by the budget 

and achieve the set goals.  

 

The best way to succeed in forming a project budget is to focus on the cost structure that 

characterizes a project and is, therefore, in line with the project's purpose. Indeed, it is 

necessary to focus on their trend over time during the project life cycle and optimize the 

actions so that the budget is compatible with the initial availability to put the project in 

place. Finally, this cost structure analysis should be presented to the client or 

commitment to avoid misalignments and missed commitments that could cause financial 

overlaps.  

 

The second budgeting concept also represents a budget that companies allocate to 

contribute to high-impact environmental issues to make different choices about how to 

carry out a project related to a product or service. The European Union Green Book 

defines the sustainability budget as: "The voluntary integration of the social and 

ecological concerns of companies in their business operations and their relations with 

their stakeholders.” Later, the Ministry of the Interior in Italy also gave a national definition 

for this corporate commitment: "The Social Report is the outcome of a process by which 

the administration accounts for the choices, activities, results, and use of resources in a 

given period so that citizens and various stakeholders can know and make their 

judgments about how the administration interprets and realizes its institutional mission 

and mandate." (Il Sole 24 Ore, 2021). In addition, this type of budget, or better, 

sustainability report, helps understand a company's or organization's sustainability 

performance. For example, in the economic environment, those are: 

● Economic performance 

● Market Presence 

● Anticorruption 
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● Anticorruption behavior 

● Tax 

 

 

Fig. 2 - The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

(Source: United Nations Publications, n.d.) 

 

THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF SUSTAINABILITY 

Social sustainability is a fundamental pillar of sustainable development, closely linked to 

economic and environmental influences. It concerns an organization’s relationship with 

the social context, at the local and global levels, for respecting human rights and realizing 

equality and equity conditions. It is a process that creates a vision of a community that 

cannot disregard democratic principles and popular participation; therefore, it involves 

the empowerment of local communities, which can have control and a say over their living 

environment, and the realization of the personal capacities of individuals. Hence, the 

relationship with stakeholders should be reconsidered in a quantity and quality manner: 

the context of activities becomes broader and more complex, and groups, associations, 

and NGOs for environmental protection, respect for human rights, minority rights, local 

communities, etc., become relevant. 

 

Sustainable development inevitably implies an ethical issue in the sense of a normative 

obligation to redirect the behavior of organizations and individuals. Regarding 

sustainable projects, there should be a focus on ensuring that project activities are carried 

out in a socially responsible manner while maximizing efficiency and minimizing waste. 

 

An example is the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), which was defined 

by The World Business Council for Sustainable Development in 2006 as “the continuing 
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commitment by business to behave ethically and contribute to economic development 

while improving the quality of life of the workforce and their families as well as of the local 

community and society at large.” Furthermore, the European Commission in 2001 

considered it as the voluntary integration by companies of social and environmental 

aspects into their business model and relationship with stakeholders. CSR practices thus 

promote a company's reputation and, at the same time, contribute to improving 

democratic processes and the quality of life in its community. 

 

To understand how the concept of sustainability can be applied to project management 

processes, we can start with the definition of sustainability as the Triple Bottom Line 

(TBL) (John Elkington, 1994). TBL is a framework for assessing the performance of an 

organization that goes beyond the traditional framework based solely on profits and 

costs; in fact, the TBL framework encompasses the three pillars of sustainability with a 

view to economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social justice. The people-

centered social dimension assumes a predominant position because it completes the 

framework through a holistic and comprehensive view of responsibilities. At the same 

time, it is the one most ignored by companies, as it is often economically costly in the 

short term, and actions on this level may conflict with established relationships of power 

and privilege. For instance, a socially sustainable project in a third-world country should 

guarantee minimum wage and health levels and may therefore conflict with pre-existing 

unsustainable practices of exploitation; or projects that allow a large group of women to 

enter the labor market may conflict with cultural models that attribute a different social 

function to women (often only related to the family sphere). A socially sustainable project 

should consider the social consequences on the end-users, the impact of the project on 

the community, and the safety, health, and education of the people affected. The 

integration of all these aspects impacts the long-term performance of the projects and 

the quality of life of the people affected by these projects. Additionally, stakeholders often 

view organizations that adopt sustainable practices more favorably including customers, 

investors, and employees. 

 

The critical aspects of social sustainability within a project are the following: 

● Stakeholder Engagement, i.e., including communities in decision-making so that 

projects meet their needs. 

● Community Development, i.e., the project should contribute to developing 

opportunities for residents. 

● Diversity and Inclusion, which means ensuring that everyone has equal access to 

the project’s benefits, regardless of their race, gender, or socio-economic status, 

ethical practices for the respect of human rights, labor rights, and anti-corruption. 
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● Monitoring and Evaluation, i.e., identifying areas where the project may fail and 

needs corrections to ensure sustainability. 

According to Italian ministerial guidelines (Gazzetta Ufficiale, 2016), the evaluation aims 

to measure: the social added value generated, the social changes produced, and the 

sustainability of social action. It is based on the following principles: intentionality, 

relevance, reliability, measurability, comparability, transparency, and communication. 

 

 
Fig.3 – Social Impact Assessment 

 

Assessing the social sustainability of a project is a complex operation that leads to 

widening the range of stakeholders involved to consider the project’s effects in a longer 

time perspective and therefore requires new skills from project managers on ethical and 

social issues. 

 
THE ENVIRONMENTAL DIMENSION OF SUSTAINABILITY 

 
Sustainable projects could be critical to manage, and one of the key dimensions of 

sustainability is the environmental dimension. This dimension concerns the project’s 

impact on the natural environment and how it can be managed to ensure that the 

resources are used efficiently and that the environmental impact is minimized. 

 

Environmental sustainability can be defined as the responsibility to conserve natural 

resources and protect global ecosystems by supporting health and well-being over time 
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with a forward-looking nature. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency defines 

environmental sustainability as “meeting today’s needs without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet them.” It means using sustainable resources, preventing 

pollution, and reducing the effects of climate change. In addition, it requires evaluating 

equipment, resources used for a project, industry standards, and purchasing practices. 

More and more companies are increasing their attention on environmental sustainability 

as an essential constraint when approaching a new project. The challenge is considering 

the environmental dimension in the project planning, starting with the first phase – 

initiation. For instance, in the beginning, assessing the potential environmental impact is 

essential, such as identifying this environmental effect and setting targets for reducing or 

mitigating that impact. These targets should be specific, measurable, achievable, 

relevant, and time-bound (SMART). 

 

This assessment should examine the potential effects on air and water quality, soil, 

wildlife, and other natural resources. Therefore, we should look for opportunities to use 

sustainable materials and practices throughout the project, such as using renewable 

energy sources, recycling materials, and implementing green building practices. In 

addition, it should ensure sustainable projects can develop solutions that are as green 

as possible by relying on renewable or clean energy forms. 

 

In the end, the engagement of stakeholders, including local communities and 

environmental groups, in the planning and implementation of the project might help to 

guarantee that the project is sustainable and that the concerns of all stakeholders are 

considered. 

 

Managing environmental policies and standards is an increasingly stringent constraint, 

such as working on the consumption of project resources, especially water, and energy, 

focusing on eco-efficiency but also the environmental impact of the projects (Martens & 

Carvalho, 2017). Dealing with sustainable projects means higher project costs as hard 

work on environmental sustainability is required in all life cycle stages, especially in 

initializing environmental licenses and approvals. 

 

THE ROLE OF THE RESOURCES IN SUSTAINABLE PROJECTS 

How our future will look depends significantly on how we manage projects since the 

challenges relating to sustainability are quite concrete and rely on the adequate planning 

and implementation of projects, which can guarantee the protection of world resources 

and, at the same time, create welfare for people. 
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Sustainable projects minimize the resources used to work from its initiation through its 

closing phase (Deland, 2009). Sustainability implies that nature can produce or generate 

resources or energy that remain intact. The environment's source and sink functions 

should not be degraded. This means that the extraction of renewable resources should 

be at most the rate at which they are renewed, and the absorptive capacity of the 

environment to assimilate waste should be maintained (Gilbert, Stevenson, Girardet, & 

Stern, 1996). The principle may also be applied to social perspectives (Silvius, 2013). 

Organizations should also not deplete people’s ability to produce or generate labor or 

knowledge by physical or mental exhaustion. Companies might manage their economic 

and social and environmental capital to be sustainable. 

 

There are several opportunities for considering sustainability in project planning, 

scheduling, and sequencing (Taylor, 2010). First, think beyond how things are typically 

done and provide examples, including offsite fabrication rather than onsite. This 

approach provides possible sustainability advantages of less waste, reduced delivery 

costs, better use of resources, opportunities to increase labor skills, job creation in poorer 

locations, economies of mass production, etc. Sustainable projects also imply performing 

the project as efficiently as possible, minimizing waste. Waste can occur in materials, idle 

resources, or waiting times (Maltzman & Shirley, 2010). 

 

Nowadays, the most competitive companies best utilize their resources (Porter & Linde, 

1995): they do not utilize lower-cost resources but employ the most advanced 

technologies and the best methods for controlling their resources. In addition, 

frameworks have been developed to help organizations allocate resources to suitable 

projects to attain their business strategy and meet stakeholders’ demands (Sánchez, 

2015). 

 

Finally, when managing sustainable projects, we should consider some essential 

resources: 

● Natural Resources: raw materials, water, land, and other natural resources 

required for a project. Effective management of these resources is essential to 

ensure that the project does not negatively impact the environment and that 

resources are used efficiently. 

● Human Resources: a team of skilled professionals who can work together to 

achieve project goals. Effective management of human resources is essential for 

sustainability because it can help to ensure that the project team is diverse, 

inclusive, and engaged. 
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● Financial Resources: Financial resources are essential to implement sustainability 

projects successfully. Effective financial management can help ensure that the 

project is cost-effective, that funds are allocated efficiently, and that the project 

positively impacts the economy. 

● Time Resources: Time is a critical resource in project management, and 

sustainability projects are no exception. Effective time management can help 

ensure that the project is completed on time and that resources are used 

efficiently. 

● Information Resources: Information is critical for project management, and 

sustainability projects require access to reliable data on environmental impact, 

resource use, and other factors. Effective management of information resources 

can help to ensure that the project is well-informed and that decisions are based 

on reliable data. 

Overall, effective management of these resources is essential to ensure that sustainable 

projects are successful and positively impact the environment, society, and the economy. 

 

THE SUSTAINABLE PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

At an aggregated level, the impact that expected results may generate on the 

environment will depend on various factors, such as the nature of the results, the scale 

of the project or activity, and the sensitivity of the surrounding ecosystem. Every project 

has the primary purpose of creating value for the stakeholders to meet the needs of the 

surrounding communities and create the most excellent possible value without adverse 

effects on the environment (Hamdan et al., 2021). Sustainable development should be 

considered the organizing principle of value generation that allows managing the 

necessary elements to achieve social, economic, and environmental results (Ansah & 

Sorooshian, 2017). 

 

The purpose is to create value for all stakeholders while ensuring the project’s long-term 

sustainability. This means identifying and managing the project’s impact on the 

environment, society, and the economy while delivering the project within the specified 

time, budget, and scope. 

 

Project management, referred to sustainable projects, can help create value by reducing 

waste, conserving resources, and minimizing the project’s negative environmental 

impact, and it can be achieved through improved quality, increased efficiency, and 

enhanced customer satisfaction. This approach allows long-term value creation for all 

stakeholders involved in the project. Therefore, achieving efficiency in the results is 
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essential, but more is needed if we also consider the quality of life and the preservation 

of humanity (Zhuang et al., 2017). 

 

Efficiency is typically concerned with maximizing output while minimizing inputs, and this 

goal can be worthwhile, but it needs to consider the broader impacts on society and the 

environment. For instance, a company might be highly efficient in producing goods, but 

if it is causing pollution or exploiting its workers, its overall impact on society may be 

harmful. Achieving efficient and quality results for humanity requires a holistic approach 

that considers the needs of individuals, culture, and the environment while maximizing 

the use of resources and technology to produce results that benefit everyone. 

 

Project management discipline can be used to ensure that sustainable projects are 

environmentally and socially responsible while also creating value for stakeholders. 

Value creation is an essential aspect of project management, as it involves identifying 

and delivering benefits to stakeholders that justify the resources invested in the project. 

Some ways that PM refers to a sustainable project to create value include: 

● Stakeholder engagement: Understanding stakeholders’ perspectives and 

priorities can help ensure the project delivers relevant value. It can also help 

identify potential risks and opportunities related to social and environmental 

sustainability. For instance, 62% of global consumers want companies to take a 

stand on important issues, such as sustainability (Accenture, 2018). 

● Lifecycle thinking: Taking a life-cycle approach to project management involves 

considering the full range of impacts associated with the project, from the 

extraction of raw materials to the disposal of waste. This can help identify 

opportunities to reduce the environmental effects and create value through more 

efficient resource use. 

● Sustainability metrics: Defining and tracking sustainability metrics, such as carbon 

emissions or social impact, can help ensure the project meets its sustainability 

goals and creates value for stakeholders. 

● Risk management: Identifying and managing sustainability-related risks, such as 

reputational risks or regulatory non-compliance, can help protect the project's 

value and ensure its long-term viability. In particular, the significant threats to 

global business operations can include climate change and natural disasters 

(WEF, 2020). 

The concept of value in project management and sustainability can be broken down into 

three categories: value generated, perceived, and delivered. 
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Fig. 4: Value-based project management in the stakeholder perspective 

(Elaboration from Pirozzi M., 2019, The Stakeholder Perspective, CRC Press) 

 

Project deliverables represent the generated value and can be measured, monitored, 

and controlled by KPIs such as Earned Value and the following economic KPIs: 

● ROI: Return on Investment 

● NPV: Net Present Value 

● Cost-benefit analysis 

● Budget variance is the difference between budgeted and actual figures for a 

specific accounting category. 

● CPI: Cost Performance Index, an index of efficiency/performance 

● ROE: Return on Equity, as the capacity of a business to use shareholder’s 

investments efficiently, generating high profits. 

Project deliverables represent the generated value and can be measured, monitored, 

and controlled by KPIs such as Earned Value and the following economic KPIs: 

Social KPIs: 

● Unemployment rate 

● Female labor force participation rate 
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● Median household income 

● Relative poverty 

● Percentage of the population with a post-secondary degree or certificate 

● Average commute time 

● Violent crimes per capita 

● Health-adjusted life expectancy 

● (Slaper and Hall, 2011) 

Environmental KPIs: 

● Reduction in Carbon Footprint: the amount of CO2 emissions reduction achieved 

through implementing sustainable practices in the project. 

● Waste Reduction: the amount of waste generated and disposed of in an 

environmentally responsible way, which can help to reduce the carbon footprint 

and improve project sustainability. 

● Use of Sustainable Materials: percentage of sustainable materials used in the 

project, which can help to reduce negative environmental impacts. 

● Water consumption: the amount of water consumed and reduced water 

consumption through sustainable practices like rainwater harvesting systems. 

● Biodiversity Preservation: the project’s impact on the environmental habitat, the 

positive impact on wildlife, and the implemented practices to preserve the natural 

biodiversity and ecosystem. 

● Energy consumption: the amount of energy consumed in the project and the 

reduction in energy usage through measures like renewable energy sources. 

Value-based project management can ensure that a project meets its objectives and 

provides tangible benefits to all stakeholders, building trust and credibility with 

stakeholders and leading to future business opportunities and partnerships. The four 

central stakeholder communities – project team, investors, customers/users, and 

influencers – contribute to the value creation and development by its expectations: every 

value that is anyway generated and which flows through the project, just like the project 

results from themselves, is nothing but the results of relations among stakeholders, who 

integrate available material and immaterial resources to release consistent deliverables 

(Pirozzi, 2017 and Stretton, 2018). The process of value generation is not linear but 

complex, and it involves, directly or indirectly, all project stakeholders, who influence 

value creation and exchange by interacting via their relations. 
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Overall, value-based project management for sustainable projects can be multifaceted, 

encompassing economic, social, and environmental considerations. Therefore, the 

potential generated, perceived, and delivered value during the decision-making process 

may be considered to ensure long-term success and positive impacts on society and the 

environment. This approach may help create value for stakeholders while minimizing 

negative social and environmental impacts, ensure that projects are economically viable, 

and contribute to a more sustainable future by prioritizing sustainability. 
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