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Beyond Hype1 
 

Rethinking ESG: The Urgent Need to Prioritize S and G 2 
 

  Ricardo Viana Vargas, PhD 
 
The recent downfall of several big banks in the US and Europe made me think a lot about 
the current level of business responsibility. Sadly, this is only the tip of the iceberg on 
what is, from my perspective, a massive lack of authentic, responsible business practices 
everywhere. 
 
When you lead a business or a project, you must understand that true sustainability 
means building something that positively impacts shareholders, clients, and society. And 
has a lasting positive impact! 
 
Creating value only for shareholders is anything but sustainable. 
 
My first contact with the term ESG (Environment, Sustainability, and Governance) was 
about ten years ago, in 2013, when I was serving as director of the project management 
practice at the United Nations. I joined UNOPS right around the time that a new strategy 
was being made with a focus on sustainability. 
 
For those who do not know, UNOPS, or United Nations Office for Project Services, is 
responsible for thousands of infrastructure projects globally on behalf of multilateral 
organizations, other UN entities, and foundations.  
 
With thousands of infrastructure projects worldwide, we had questions to address that 
went above and beyond planning. 
 
It is all about sustainable outcomes, aiming to prevent us from building a bridge that 
connects nothing to nowhere, a hospital with no access road for ambulances, or even a 
prison facility that is not connected to the power grid and has no electricity. I know you 
will say that these are all obvious aspects, right? 
 
But it is sometimes hard to make the obvious things happen. 
 

 
1 Editor’s note: This series of articles by Ricardo Vargas, PMI Fellow and recognized thought leader, is based on his 

LinkedIn newsletter called Beyond Hype in which he periodically shares his thought on emerging issues and 

potential concerns related to project management or the PM profession. Ricardo is a former Chair of the PMI Board 

of Directors and the author or co-author of many books on project management, including Project Management 

Next Generation: The Pillars for Organizational Excellence (co-authored with Dr. Harold Kerzner and Dr. Al 

Zeitoun). Learn more about the author in his profile at the end of this article. 

 
2 How to cite this paper: Vargas, V. V. (2023). Rethinking ESG: The Urgent Need to Prioritize S and G, Beyond 

Hype, series article, PM World Journal, Vol. XII, Issue VII, July. 
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We can take the same analogy when we think about the Silicon Valley Bank. How could 
a bank with money and deposits collapse so quickly? SVB collapsed not due to the lack 
of cash or deposits but to the complete lack of sustainable thinking, leading to incredibly 
high-risk exposure. 
 
It is all the same. Either you take sustainability seriously, or you are just making noise.  
 
This is precisely what I mentioned in my latest article for the London School of 
Economics, "Marketing is killing ESG." 
  
We took it seriously at UNOPS. We created a program dedicated to sustainability, 

focusing primarily on the two letters of ESG: S and G.  

 

I know you must be thinking, with all the discussion of climate change and an endless 

stream of challenges related to the environment, why would we not put the highest focus 

on the environment? 

 

In my opinion, the answer to this question is simple. If you do not take care of the social 

impact of your project and do not put the proper governance in place to create a system 

that produces a positive net result, the environment will collapse. 

 

If people are hungry, uneducated, and facing violence and misery, the last thing they will 

care about is the environment. I will never forget the first time I saw the 1987 James P. 

Blair photo showing the border between Haiti and the Dominican Republic from the skies. 

One side is full of trees, and the other is completely deforested. 

 

The forest was destroyed to be burned to generate heat for the stoves, clean water, and 

some essential power and lightning. 
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Photo by James P. Blair, in Cobb 1987 
 

In 2020, an estimated 85 percent of investors used ESG measurements in their 

investments, according to Gartner. On the other hand, Global Data ESG Sentiment Pool 

shows that 60% of the interviewees do not believe their organizations are taking ESG 

seriously. To make things even more challenging, the same survey showed that only 16 

percent identified social impact, and 15 percent identified governance as relevant. 

 

This brings us to a question: how do we give S and G their right priority level?  

 

Let's discuss a real example.  

 

How ESG helped in rebuilding Haiti after the Earthquake 

 

In 2010, Haiti experienced a massive earthquake. Thousands of homes had been 

destroyed, 1.5 million people became homeless, and 220,000 people had lost their lives. 

It was a tragedy without precedent in the history of Haiti. 

 

In 2011, plans were drawn to move people living in six internally displaced camps and 

resettle them into 16 newly rehabilitated neighborhoods.  
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With a budget of more than $16 million, UNOPS was chosen to plan and build low-income 

housing and infrastructure in eight neighborhoods. 

 

The core objective of this project was to promote sustainability. To achieve this, we 

employed 95% of the local community's construction workforce, who were tasked with 

building their own homes. This approach had multiple benefits, as it allowed them to 

acquire construction skills, earn a salary, and gain knowledge about maintaining their 

homes in the future. It was a big "S" in our effort to produce sustainable results. 

 

On top of this, the community created a community-led council to take responsibility for 

water distribution, electricity, and waste management. The community management of 

these resources helped residents change their habits and understand the concept of 

paying for these services.  

 

The same council had the responsibility to govern the best use of the land, the priorities 

of construction, and even the colors they wanted to use in their homes. The community 

also created guidelines to improve safety in the area by defining locations where solar-

powered lamps would be placed and how they would be maintained. If you want to know 

more, I recorded a podcast episode called "The Relevance of Project Governance" to 

illustrate how good governance matters.  

 
The success of this project shows how collective action and good leadership can change 

things for the better. 

 
This was sustainability applied at heart. 

 

I was fortunate to have the chance to visit Haiti a couple of times during my time at the 

UN to see the results with my own eyes. It is something to make all of us incredibly 

hopeful amidst countless challenges. And this happiness was shared just before I left the 

UN when, under my supervision, the United Nations Office for Project Services published 

the first ESG report in the United Nations System in 2015.  

 

Sustainability is something very close to my heart. I did my Ph.D. exactly on this topic 

and my experience at the UN.  

It is time to prioritize the S and G in ESG, and it is up to businesses and individuals to do 

so. The social impact of any project and proper governance are crucial in ensuring 

sustainable and positive outcomes. Sustainability requires collective action and 

responsible governance. Let us prioritize the S and G in ESG and work towards building 

a more sustainable future for everyone. 
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What is on my Radar Recently 

How Big Things Get Done 

 

One great reading I suggest to all of you is the book "How Big Things Get Done" by 

Bent Flyvbjerg. The book aims to discuss why so many projects fail. I will not share 

spoilers, but poor planning, mismanagement, and political interference are common 

factors contributing to the failures. 

360 New AI Apps in The Past Seven Days 

 

Do you believe more than 360 new AI apps were released in the past seven days? That 

is almost 50 apps per day. Take a look at this Twitter post from @HeyBarsee to find out 

more. And people still only think about ChatGPT. This was the topic of my recent 

podcast episode. 

Reframing Your Priorities 

 

Are you overwhelmed with all these waves of disruptive technology we are facing? 

Read this Dorie Clark article at Harvard Business Publishing called "Why Scaling Back 

May Help Your Academic Career"—excellent insights on when it is time to pivot and 

change. 

Quick Announcements 

 

It is disappointing for me not to be able to accept every LinkedIn connection request 

that comes my way. With over 2,000 pending requests, I am really happy to see that 

many people value my professional experience and insights. However, it's important to 

keep in mind that LinkedIn has a limit on the number of connections that can be made, 

and I have already reached this limit. Please don't take it personally if I am unable to 

accept your connection request at this time. Instead, I encourage you to follow me on 

LinkedIn, where you can still benefit from the content I share and stay up to date with 

my professional endeavors. 

 

Recently, I released on YouTube a new video called "Six Trends That Will Disrupt Our 

Work," based on the article that Antonio Nieto-Rodrigues and I wrote for Harvard 

Business Review. If you want to see some potential applications of AI in Project 

Management, check the video or read the article.  

 

Do you know that every video I release on my YouTube channel comes with a free 

download related to the topic discussed in the video? For example, my video about 
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house selection using multi-criteria comes with a free download that shows step-by-

step how to use the Analytic Hierarchy Process to improve your decisions.  

 

On Monday, April 17th at 9:00 AM ET, 14:00 WET, Antonio Nieto-Rodrigues and I 

delivered the webinar "How AI Will Transform Project Management" at PMI's 

ProjectManagement.com. It was well attended, with excellent discussion. 

 

Your Voice Matters! 

 

The Beyond Hype newsletter has had an amazing response, thanks to all of you. We’ve 

had more than 14,000 subscribers on LinkedIn and 31,000 on my site!  

 

This is article is based on the second edition of the newsletter. It is a work in progress. 

If you have any suggestions, comments, or anything that will help me improve it, please 

send a note to info@ricardo-vargas.com with your suggestions. I would love to hear 

from you. 
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Ricardo shares his expertise with millions of professionals around the globe through his “5 
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Next Generation: The Pillars for Organizational Excellence, in partnership with Dr. Harold 
Kerzner and Dr. Al Zeitoun has recently been released. 

Ricardo’s influence on project management was affirmed when he became the first Latin 
American to be elected Chairman of the Project Management Institute. More than two decades 
ago, he founded Macrosolutions, a global consulting firm with international operations in 
energy, infrastructure, IT, oil and finance. Between 2016 and 2020, Ricardo directed 
the Brightline Initiative, a Project Management Institute think tank bringing together leading 
organizations in a coalition dedicated to helping executives bridge the expensive, unproductive 
gap between strategic design and delivery. 

Prior to his work with Brightline, Ricardo was Director of the United Nations Office for Project 
Services (UNOPS) Infrastructure and Project Management Group, leading more than 1,000 
projects and $1.2 billion in humanitarian and development projects. He has worked as a 
venture capitalist and entrepreneur in artificial intelligence, blockchain, big data, chatbots and 
machine learning resulted in tools and products that have revolutionized how users bring agility 
and agile management into project management software. 

Ricardo holds a Ph.D. in Civil Engineering from Federal Fluminense University in Brazil and an 
undergraduate degree in Chemical Engineering, as well as a master’s degree in Industrial 
Engineering from Federal University of Minas Gerais in Brazil. He can be contacted at 
ricardo@ricardo-vargas.com or ricardo-vargas.com  or Linkedin: com/in/ricardovargas. 
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