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ABSTRACT 

 

Sustainable development is gaining more and more focus in projects and project management. 

It´s what customers want and corporations are increasingly sharpening their strategic focus to 

work in a sustainable way, to deliver sustainable products, to support society and to make a 

useful contribution. All this means changes and the very nature of projects is to realise 

changes. Therefore, the role of the project manager is very important, as is his profession. 

Codes of ethics and codes of conduct are important, especially when critical decisions must be 

taken. To help a project manager in his/her practices, up to date standards are vital. Based 

upon a literature review, in this thesis new ideas were collected to aid project managers in 

achieving sustainable development. These new ideas were mapped to the IPMA’s newest 

Individual Competence Baseline, ICB 4.0 from 2015 (IPMA, 2015). The mapping showed 

that in some areas of sustainable development, ICB 4.0 is successful with guidelines, but that 

in others improvements are needed. 

 

 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The research question in this study is, How can sustainable development be improved in 

projects and project management? The focus is on how well the newest IPMA’s Individual 

Competence Baseline ICB 4.0 (IPMA, 2015) covers the matter, such as the role and 

responsibility of the individual working as project manager and the scope of his/her practices 

and profession when working on sustainability development. 

The 4th IPMA’s Research Conference in Reykjavik was about sustainability in project 

management (Ipmaworld, 2016). There was no explicit focus on ICB 4.0. Attendees discussed 

how project managers can influence the growing world greenhouse effect. Throughout the 

conference, it was obvious that the problem is serious and needs to be tackled. The aim is to 

use the conference discussions and views expressed in related writings and articles, to bring 

forward some suggestions on how mature ICB 4.0 is in relation to sustainability in projects 

and projects management. 

The scope of this thesis is the project management domain of ICB 4.0, but not the programme 

management and portfolio management domains. IPMA has also issued Project Excellence 

Baseline version 1.0 (IPMA, 2016) for achieving excellence in projects and programmes and 

Organisational Competence Baseline version 1.1 (IPMA, 2016). for developing competence 
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in managing by projects (IPMA, 2016). These baselines and other standards are not within the 

scope of this thesis. 

Complex and holistic solutions are needed as there are no simple ones. But what kind of 

sustainability are we talking about? A system is sustainable when what is taken out of it does 

not exceed what it can produce itself (Silvius, 2012). This applies to Earth´s resource- and 

ecosystem. Another example of a system is any given workforce. If you keep your employees 

working in harsh conditions or under a time pressure for long periods, people will suffer from 

burn-out syndrome and either quit or not be able to work anymore.  

Mankind´s demand for goods and services already takes out of the Earth´s global resource 

system the equivalent of 1,6 times what the planet can produce. In other words, more 

resources are being taken out of the Earth than it can withstand for much longer 

(Footprintnetworkorg, 2013). 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is about organisations integrating social and 

environmental concerns into their strategies and assuming more social responsibility (Russel, 

Jennifer, Chaudbury, 2008). It´s not only the role of chief executives to initiate and implement 

CSR. Project managers, holding the path to execution, are in a key position to achieve 

strategic goals of Corporate Social Responsibility to benefit society. 

The project manager has a “a pivotal role” with its central position in any given project 

(Maltzman, Shirley, 2010). He/she can and should influence aspects of the project, not only 

while executing the project but also regarding the ‘power of agenda’, both to the deliverable 

and to the objectives of the project. This enables him to present aspects of sustainability and 

other concerns or issues with the project sponsor, or to the project team or stakeholders. 

Top Trends in Project Management (Emilo, Dionesi, Turner, Mittra, 2015); 

 Trend #1: Green Project Management Exponential Growth- Sustainable methods and 

ecological safety of the environment are key success factors in today’s ever-changing 

business world. 

 Trend #3: Aggressively planning sustainability into projects and an increased 

emphasis on corporate social responsibility. 

The different phases in the project can be measured in the decision-making process (Silvius, 

Kampinga, Paniagua, Mooi, 2017). 

“The project manager needs to be a convincer or political ambassador. In relation to 

sustainability convincing is the most important thing to do” (Ipmaworld, 2016, Maxim 

Miterev presentation). 

Tom Tailor states that “Influencing the political level and making the cause of sustainability is 

very important” (Ipmaworld, 2016, Maxim Miterev presentation). 

The measures or outcomes of project and programs need to be related to strategy (Rao, Raju, 

2007). 

It´s important to consider the long-term effect of projects. This can be done by Benefit 

Management with outcome realisation (Ipmaworld, 2016, Dr. Ofer Zwikael’s presentation). 

Project managers traditionally focus on time, cost and specification, but strategy views are 

needed more often in projects, as outputs are commonly achieved but target benefits are not. 
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In many cases, sustainability choices can bring ethical dilemmas with difficult moral 

decisions. The transparency of ethical codes of conduct makes it easier to take such decisions 

(Silvius, 2012). 

Up to now, the standards for project management “fail to seriously address the sustainability 

agenda” (Eid, 2009). 

Today the standards are finally moving (Ipmaworld, 2016, Dr. Silvius presentation).  

The IPMA has for the first time implemented sustainable development into its Individual 

Competence Baseline, ICB 4.0.  

“The individual is able to assess the impact of the project on the environment and society” 

(IPMA 2015, ICB 4.0, p 52-53). Exactly what this means is not quite clear, but we know what 

we want to achieve (Ipmaworld, 2016, Dr. Silvius presentation).  

Sustainable development is interesting, for example that nature should be protected and that 

what is already here, such as old town buildings, should be preserved, Project managers have 

a big role here. This paper is a contribution on the subject to worldwide project management 

communities, focusing on how sustainability development can be improved by pointing out 

issues in the current ICB 4.0 standard. The aim is to enhance the visibility of the problems, for 

daily life and for people working on planning and making changes happen, including the 

people writing and improving project management standards, and also that project managers 

should by default and more easily implement sustainable development in their profession. 

Hopefully, project managers will benefit from it and get a new perspective on the importance 

of fully integrating sustainable development as an area into the profession of project 

management. Once engaged in this work, they should continuously improve their practices 

and long-term project outcomes. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Sustainable development in project management 

Sustainable development in project management is about decisions on projects that create 

wealth and implementing them, while at the same time preserving resources in a sustainable 

way (Silvius, 2012). This applies not only to materials needed for the production phase of a 

project, but also to the project output. 

In operative terms, sustainability is regenerating something indefinitely while conserving the 

necessary resources, that is, without depleting them (Silvius, 2012). People are a part of the 

planet´s resources and often work in an unsustainable way. If you work too hard over a long 

time or in a stressful environment, you will eventually suffer from burn-out and not be able to 

continue working in your field or profession. The project manager needs to manage his 

project teams in a sustainable way, by managing the team’s positive goals, positive emotions, 

positive relations and strengths. 

Among corporations, sustainability is more and more often considered as a business 

opportunity, rather than a threat or a cost (Silvius, 2012). This development is a mind-shift 

from the old way of thinking. Shareholders’ expectations in that direction are increasing, 

financial institutions may be more willing to lend sustainable companies capital, and qualified 

personnel and contractors prefer to work for sustainable companies. 
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There are nine principles of sustainability (Silvius, Schipper, 2016):  

 Sustainability is about balancing or harmonizing social, environmental and 

economic interests. -Projects based only on time, cost and quality are not enough, 

as for sustainable development they also need to be based on social, environmental 

and economic aspects. 

 Sustainability is about both short-term and long-term orientation. -Projects are 

temporary in nature, but a longer-term orientation, longer than the project life 

cycle, should be taken into account when considering the project. 

 Sustainability is about local and global orientation. -Both geological and geo-

economic globalisation and relevant global international stakeholders increasingly 

influence projects, and there is a need for coordinated actions toward sustainable 

development.  

 Sustainability is about values and ethics. – As professionals, business leaders or 

consumers, our behaviour reflects our values, and ethical attitudes towards our 

society and ourselves. The same applies to projects and project managers. 

 Sustainability is about transparency and accountability. – An organisation is open 

about its policies, decisions and actions including the effect on the TBL pillars, 

“Triple Bottom Line” consisting of economic prosperity, environmental quality, 

and social justice. This openness, at the same time, displays their accountability 

and willingness concerning sustainable development, as indicated by a progress 

report’s social and environmental indicators. 

 Sustainability is about stakeholder participation. -Considering and respecting the 

potential interests of local and global stakeholders is key to sustainability. 

 Sustainability is about risk reduction. - The reduction of risk in the project’s 

execution and the quality of the deliverables, could influence project sustainable 

development. 

 Sustainability is about eliminating waste. - The principle of eliminating waste 

(Jeffrey K. L., 2004) is important in sustainable development, consisting of Muda, 

Muri and Mura. 

 (Muda)=7 wastes from activities that consume resources and time 

without creating any value to the customer TIMWOOD-I 

(Transportation, Inventory, Motion, Waiting, Over-Production, Over-

Processing, Defects, Intellect/People) 

 (Muri) = is a waste of Overburden–Pushing a machine or person 

beyond natural limits, can result in safety or quality problems. 

 (Mura) = is a waste of Unevenness–Any variability in workloads, work 

pace, or demand for products or services (e.g. causing delay around 

planned activities). 

 Sustainability is about consuming income not capital. -the resources should not be 

exhausted on a greater scale or more quickly than they may be renewed, including 

not overloading people. Their performance on projects should not have a negative 

impact on their future ability to perform. 

The 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development Rio+20 promotes a move 

in sustainability development   towards “an economically, socially and environmentally 

sustainable future” (Sustainabledevelopmentunorg, 2012). The core of sustainability, where 

there is balance and harmony, lies somewhere between these three factors. See figure 1. 
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Figure 1 (based on Silvius, 2012) 

In terms of business, the comparable dimensions are called People, Planet and Profit (PPP) 

and are based on the TBL concept (Triple Bottom Line) suggested by John Elkington in his 

book “Cannibals with Forks” (1997), where the concept of sustainability is composed of three 

pillars; economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social justice. The dimensions are not 

stable and sustainability occurs where they all intercept. Most companies have a strong 

emphasis on the profit perspective in their strategies and operations, but lack environmental 

(Planet) and social perspectives (People). 

In his 2000 book “The End of Shareholder Value: Corporations at the Crossroads”, Allan 

Kennedy calls for a revolution in business for customers, employees, political and social 

leaders, and governing boards to challenge the cosy relationship between executives and 

investors that has crippled companies in the name of maximizing shareholder value. 

Roles and responsibility in project management 

The profession of project management is changing, as organizations are moving into 

sustainability. This applies not only to the projects they undertake, but also to how they 

execute their projects and the projects´ outcomes (Silvius, 2012). 

„Further development of the project management profession requires project managers to take 

responsibility for sustainability” (McKinlay, 2008). 

Therefore, project managers need a threefold shift in their work and attitude (Silvius, 2012); 

 A paradigm shift from eliminating risks or reducing them, into flexibility, complexity 

and opportunity. Project managers and project sponsors need to face complexity and 

uncertainty, rather than looking past these very real issues. They need to handle them 

on this basis, by means of solutions that recognize them and embrace them, such as 

Agile methods in software development. 

o The following paradigm shift is needed: 

 Time, budget quality – > Social, environmental, economic 

 Inside-out – > Outside-in 

 Shareholder – > Stakeholder 

 Process – > Content 
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 Threats – > Opportunities 

 Path – > Steps 

 Control – > Guide 

 Knowing – > Learning 

 Output – > Outcome 

 Closed – > Open 

 

 A scope shift from reducing risk related to time, budget and quality of projects, into 

minimizing the impacts of social, environmental and economic threats. 

 A mind shift towards taking responsibility; for realising sustainability in projects and 

project management, and for the profession of project managers and their ethics. 

If we want to be considered a ‘profession’, then it’s time we stood up and took responsibility 

for what we do and the impacts we create (Ipmaworld, 2016, Michael Young presentation). 

But what is a profession, and how does this relate to project managers and sustainable 

development?  It is generally known that (Silvius, 2012): 

 A professional must have a substantial level of professional autonomy in his work. 

-Project managers should be able to show autonomous professional responsibilities 

for their projects. 

The  work of a professional must be relevant to society and add to its wellbeing or 

prosperity. The work of project managers has been proved to be important to the 

economic aspect, and the same should apply to the changes needed in the social 

and environmental aspects. 

 A profession must have a code of conduct and a regulatory body with some level of 

sanction power. Ethical codes of conduct exist for project managers, but their 

profession is still not legally protected and this protection is needed to raise the 

standards of the profession, projects and project management. 

Furthermore, sustainable development is dependent on projects. Therefore, the profession of 

project management needs to support sustainable development in societies (Silvius, 2012). 

Project managers and the project management profession need to take responsibility for an 

ethical basis and for transparency, and to enable more mature sustainable development within 

corporations and businesses. No longer has the project sponsor sole responsibility. To make 

this happen, the role of project managers needs to change and so does their profession. 

Therefore, project managers need to educate or re-train themselves in sustainable 

development (Silvius, 2012). Project management education institutions need to put greater 

effort into educating project managers as specialists in sustainable development. They need to 

add more innovation skills to their learning programs. They need to teach them to become 

partners and peers to stakeholders. 

Project management focus is no longer about managing stakeholders (Silvius, 2012). Project 

managers need to get engaged with stakeholders to support and strengthen sustainable 

development of organizations and societies. Over time, the customer’s need for sustainability 

is constantly increasing, and the deliverables of projects need to reflect this development. 

We need to manage projects differently, and the profession of project managers requires them 

to act on this. Their roles and responsibility relation to sustainability are widening, and they 

need to know how to, for instance (Silvius, 2012); 

 Decide to take responsibility for sustainability 
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 Understand the company 

 Set goals for the project. Where should the project be? 

 Analyse the current application of sustainability to a specific project. Where is 

your project now? 

 Find and analyse discrepancies 

 Assess the complexity and uncertainty of the project 

 Make a development plan 

 

Ethics in project management related to sustainable development 

In his book “A Theory of Justice” (1971), John Rawls asks us to imagine a fantastic moral 

scene:  a group of people are gathered to plan their own future society, hammering out the 

details of what will basically become a social contract. Rawls calls this the “Original 

Position.” In the Original Position, the future citizens do not yet know what part they will play 

in their upcoming society. They must design their society behind what Rawls calls the ‘Veil 

of Ignorance’. “No one knows his place in society, his class position or social status; nor does 

he know his fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence and 

strength, and the like.” Neither do the people know what type of society they will be entering. 

They do not know its culture, its economic situation, or political climate. It is complicated to 

choose the moral norms you would use in this case to decide your best future. 

Now, if you add the dimension of sustainability to the above moral case, then things get even 

more complicated, as you also must also consider the lives of future generations. So, in the 

case above, where you don´t know where or how you are living, you don’t know when, either 

(Silvius, 2012). 

Project managers will face difficult tasks on their journey to sustainable development (Silvius, 

2012). Despite having the theory clear, their practice on balancing social, environmental and 

economic influences can become a huge dilemma. The principles of code of conduct might 

help, as they are normally logical and clear, and their biggest advantage is process 

transparency. They give clear judging criteria on which to base decisions. However, they can 

be interpreted in different ways, depending on the subject, in daily decisions. 

It is a weakness not to apply ethical theories in project management, as ethics is about 

successful self-engagement, prosperity and well-being (Jonason, & Ingason, 2013). 

Ethics in project management is critical in keeping the flow of relationships within the 

management integrated (Mishra, Dangayach, Mittal, 20113). Ethics is very important in 

gaining the support of the project team which is paramount in achieving the success of a 

specified project. 

IPMA issued the Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct (IPMA, 2015). The IPMA Council 

of Delegates adopted it to be mandatory for all people acting on behalf of the IPMA. The 

application of this code enables us to reach our core values “integrity”, “accountability” and 

“transparency” (IPMA, 2015, Reinhard Wagner, president). 

Furthermore, all member associations of the IPMA are encouraged to adopt the IPMA Code 

of Ethics and Professional Conduct within their region (IPMA, 2015, Reinhard Wagner, 

president). Organisations could build their own Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct on 

the basis of this document, top managers could apply this document to their governance in the 

field of project, programme and portfolio, and project managers could apply it in their 

projects. 
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Two of the codes of professional conduct relate directly to sustainability: 

“Nr. 5. Responsibility towards the Wider Society. We strive to understand the cultures 

we work in, find common ground and establish mutual respect. 

5.1. We do not participate in undermining or harming local communities, 

societies and economies. 

5.2. We comply with the relevant laws and regulations of the country or 

countries we are working in. 

5.3. We remain neutral and do not take a political stance in conflict situations. 

5.4. We accept social responsibility and seek to develop our professional 

practices accordingly. 

5.5. We uphold and promote high ethical standards even when working under 

the influence of companies, corporations, institutions or governments whose 

practices or policies are morally lacking. 

“Nr. 6. Sustainability and the Natural Environment. We strive to minimize possible 

damaging effects to the environment, which may come about as a consequence of our 

projects, programmes and project portfolios. 

6.1. We promote awareness of environmental responsibility among our teams, 

within our organisations and in society. 

6.2. We think long-term with regard to the environment and strive for 

sustainable development. 

6.3. We do what we can to reduce waste and emissions to air, ground and water 

and encourage the recycling of materials and used products. 

6.4. We handle, store and dispose of hazardous waste in an environmentally 

safe manner. 

6.5. We use resources efficiently in our projects and programmes and avoid 

waste”. 

To make ethical decisions, the project manager must consider the interests of the people 

involved as stakeholders (Silvius, 2012). In sustainable development, those choices can be 

difficult, as those stakeholders can include people near and far, and future generations. 

Therefore, this process is not easy. There are two ways which can help the project manager to 

make ethical decisions in cases like that.  

Utilitarian method - the consequences are most important: This is branch of 

consequentialism, “which states that the consequences of any action are the only standard of 

right and wrong. Unlike other forms of consequentialism, such as egoism, utilitarianism 

considers all interests equally” (Wikipediaorg, 2017). In the case of the project manager, it is 

impossible to see into the future, for example how handling of nuclear waste will progress in 

50 years. Therefore, this method alone is almost useless in such cases. 

Deontological method - the action is more important than the consequences:  This method is 

the normative ethical position that judges the morality of an action based on rules that 

everyone can agree on. As such, it contrasts with other ethics, such as utilitarian ethics, virtue 

ethics, and pragmatic ethics (Wikipediaorg, 2017). 

When a project manager is choosing his moral responsibility, he can choose in different ways. 

One way is to systematically use a step-by-step decision process based on the following three 

phases (Silvius, 2012); 

o Information collection 
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o Describe the moral problem to maintain focus during the other phases of the 

process. Collect relevant facts, such as stakeholders, their interests and the 

values they use to defend them, and differentiate between facts and values. 

Consider all possible actions. 

o Ethical analysis 

o Using the utilitarian perspective, analyse the cost and benefits of the options as 

consequences. Calculate the dimensions of Profit, Planet and People, as well as 

the distinction between local and global cost and long-term and short-term. 

Check if the problem can be solved by talking to all relevant stakeholders, so 

that support comes from them 

o Actual decision making and evaluation 

o Base your decision on the information from the analysis and insight gathered. 

Put yourself in the position that you must ratify the decision for stakeholders. 

Listen to your intuition as to whether this is the right decision. Can the project 

be realised with more sustainability? If not, then try to find the problem and 

repeat the whole process. 

 

Project management standards supporting sustainable development 

The standards are finally moving (Ipmaworld, 2016, Dr. Silvius presentation), but good 

empirical cases are not easy to find and there is a lack of good definitions. Also, the link to 

corporate strategy is mostly lacking, to reflect the organisation’s vison as to how to make a 

contribution and do no harm. This must be based on the business context, because 

sustainability does not mean the same thing to different industries, for example oil and gas vs. 

textile. An interesting idea has shown up in a draft of one of the new standards; “The 

Governance of projects, programmes and portfolios should reflect the organization’s 

commitment to ethical values and sustainability”. 

“Project governance is the link between project management and corporate governance” 

(Alvarez-Dionisi, & Turner, 2012). 

“Project managers must align their projects with organisational strategy, and organisational 

strategy has changed to encompass the interests of the broader stakeholder community, 

encompassing sustainability concern” (Silvius and Tharp, 2013, p 191) 

ICB 4.0 is divided into three main sections, project management, programme management 

and portfolio management (IPMA, 2015). The project management section, and more or less 

the same applies for the other two sections, is divided into three areas of competences; 

 4.3. Perspective - Under this heading come the methods, tools and techniques through 

which individuals interact with the environment, as well as the rationale that leads 

people, organisations and societies to start and support projects, programmes and 

portfolios. 

 4.4. People - These consist of the personal and interpersonal competences required to 

successfully participate in or lead a project, programme or portfolio 

 4.5 Practice - These are the specific methods, tools and techniques used in projects, 

programmes or portfolios to realise their success 

Within the project management section, ethics- and sustainability-related issues can be found 

in the following competences: 

 4.3. Perspective: 
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o 4.3.1 Strategy 

 4.3.1.2 Identify and exploit opportunities to influence organisational 

strategy 

o 4.3.3 Compliance, standards and regulations 

 4.3.3.2 Identify and ensure that the project complies with all relevant 

health, safety, security and environmental regulations 

 4.3.3.4 Identify and ensure that the project complies with relevant 

sustainability principles and objectives  

o 4.3.5 Culture and values 

 4.3.5.2 Align the project with the formal culture and corporate values 

of the organisation 

 4.4. People: 

o 4.4.2 Personal integrity and reliability 

 4.4.2.2 Promote the sustainability of outputs and outcomes 

o 4.4.9 Negotiation 

 4.4.9.4 Reach negotiated agreements with other parties that are in line 

with own objectives 

o 4.4.10 Result orientation 

o 4.5.12 Stakeholders 

o 4.5.13 Change and transformation 

 4.5.13.3 Develop change or transformation strategy 

 

3. METHOD 

As this study is, by nature, an exploration, Systematic Literature Review was used for data 

gathering, analysing, and choosing text from published academic books and articles 

methodology (Tranfield & Denyer & Smart, 2003). 

Videos of presentations were used to collect further material (Ipmaworld, 2016). 

I also used Google Scholar search engine for online material, with the focus on new material. 

To make sustainable development visual during the writing process, A3 method from LEAN 

was used on one single sheet of A3 paper. The A3 was constantly reviewed and changes made 

accordingly. 

 

4. RESULTS 

Traditional emphasis for project management 

Project managers have traditionally been focusing on time, cost and specification.  

The project manager is responsible for the project, but not for running the corporate business. 

Corporate sustainability development is reflected in the company strategy and from there it is 

implemented top-down into the project and not vice versa.  

For sustainability issues outside the project, he/she has few guidelines on how to influence the 

relevant stakeholders and other actors. 

New emphasis for project management in relation to sustainable development 

It´s a good idea that the governance of projects, programmes and portfolios should reflect the 

organization’s commitment to ethical values and sustainability (Ipmaworld, 2016, Dr. Silvius 

presentation). 
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To the project manager, this is very important - that the project sustainability and ethical 

choices are made on a level above him, but within the governance of the projects. It does not 

mean that he/she is without responsibility outside the project. “Bottom-up” he/she should be 

responsible for advising and guiding in relation to his professional work. Therefore, he/she 

needs to have a deep understanding of sustainable development and be responsible as an 

advisor to the project governance and strategy makers. 

For sustainable development in projects and in change management, the project manager 

should be involved at the innovation stage in order to be able to influence the project 

selections, and the project outcomes. This means that he/she needs to have skills in innovation 

processes, and can be engaged in the assessment of the long-term impact of the project, using 

benefit management. The project manager should always seek to learn and to continue 

improving his/her work and profession. 

Thus, the project manager might have to educate him- or herself in innovation, sustainable 

development and decision-making, as well as in processes of continued improvements and 

benefit management for projects outcomes. 

ICB 4.0 in relation to new emphases of sustainable development 

From the literature review, some areas of new emphases were gathered, collected into 

suggestions and compared with ICB 4.0, and finally conclusions were drawn as to if and how 

ICB 4.0 handles each of the suggestions; 

Project approval and decision-making process: 

 As the different phases of a project depend on the decision-making process, the project 

manager as a specialist in change, needs to give advice and preferably be involved 

during the initiation phase. This stretches the boundaries of project management. 

Suggestion; The individual should seek to give advice and be involved during the innovation 

and approval phase of projects.  

“4.3.3. Compliance, standards and regulations” 

Under “Measures” in “4.3.3.4. Identify and ensure that the project complies with relevant 

sustainability principles and objectives”, it is stated that; “The individual should be able to 

identify the social and environmental consequences of the project”.  

“4.4.2. Personal integrity and reliability” 

Under “Measures” in “4.4.2.2. Promote the sustainability of outputs and outcomes”, it is 

stated that; “The individual proactively addresses sustainability issues in solutions and has the 

ability to keep the bigger picture in mind and act accordingly”.  

ICB 4.0:  The role of the project manager is not explicitly specified in the innovation or 

approval phases. However, in solutions, the individual is supposed to address sustainability 

issues. What is missing is the giving of advice, and there is no clear indication that this applies 

to projects approvals.  

Project execution and output: 

 Care must be taken towards the sustainable use of materials needed in the project and 

project management, but also in the project output and its outcome. 

Suggestion; In projects, project management, project output and long-term projects outcomes; 

the individual should practise and promote sustainable use of materials. 

“4.3.1. Strategy” 
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In “Skills and abilities” the term “Sustainable thinking” is used.  

“5.5.8. Resources” 

In the definition, it is stated “This competence element includes defining a strategy for 

acquiring and utilising the resources for the best performance of the project, optimising the 

utilisation of the resources given the time and financial constraints, and the continuous 

monitoring and control of these”.  

ICB 4.0: The practice and promotion and sustainable use of materials in projects, project 

management, project output and project outcomes is not mentioned. The resources are for the 

performance of the project, and it is not stated whether this applies to the sustainable use of 

resources. This might be clearer. 

Focus shift: 

 A paradigm shift is needed from risks towards flexibility, complexity, and 

opportunity.  

 A scope shift is needed from time, budget and quality of projects, towards minimizing 

the impacts of social, environmental and economic threats. 

 A mind shift is needed towards taking responsibility for sustainability development in 

projects and project management as part of the profession. 

Suggestion; The individual in his/her profession should have a positive attitude towards 

flexibility, complexity and opportunity, and be engaged in minimizing impacts of social, 

environmental and economic threats. 

“4.3.1. Strategy”, 

Under “Description” in “4.3.1.2. Identify and exploit opportunities to influence organisational 

strategy”, it is stated that; “intended strategies are often not realised as the environment 

changes and, while a certain path is being pursued, new opportunities and risks are emerging. 

Therefore, the individual needs to reflect not only on the pre-set strategic goals, but also on 

the tools and methods with which to question these goals and on influencing the board to 

make the necessary improvements”.  

“4.3.3. Compliance, standards and regulations” 

Under “Measures” in “4.3.3.4. Identify and ensure that the project complies with relevant 

sustainability principles and objectives”, we read; “Encourages the development and diffusion 

of environmentally friendly technologies”, which is a scope shift. 

In “4.4.2. Personal integrity and reliability”, “4.4.2.2. Promote the sustainability of outputs 

and outcomes”, under “Measures”, we read; “Consider and incorporate long-term outcomes 

into the solution”, which is a scope shift. 

In “4.4.10. Result orientation”, under “Description”, it is stated that; "While focusing his or 

her attention on the outcome, the individual still needs to maintain an awareness of and react 

to any ethical or environmental issues that affect the project" which is a paradigm shift. 

In “4.5.13. Change and transformation”, under “Purpose”, it is stated that “The purpose of this 

competence element is to enable the individual to help societies, organisations and individuals 

to change or transform their organisation, thereby achieving projected benefits and goals” 

which could be a mind shift and an expression of some opportunities. 
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ICB 4.0: This paradigm shift is not directly mentioned and the scope and mind shift are partly 

mentioned in 4.4.2.2 and 4.4.10. In 4.3.1 the individual should be able to promote sustainable 

development into the organisation strategy and in 4.5.13 has some means to make changes 

and transformations to their organisations.  

Project employees: 

 The project manager needs to support and manage his project teams in a sustainable 

way 

Suggestion; The individual should provide a healthy environment for project teams and 

workforces and avoid overburden of workload. 

In “4.3.3.2. Identify and ensure that the project complies with all relevant health, safety, 

security and environmental regulations” under “Description”, it is stated that “He/she 

provides a safe, secure and healthy environment for the project team members”. 

In “4.3.5.2 Align the project with the formal culture and corporate values of the organisation” 

under “Description”, it is stated that; "Through CSR, an organisation encourages a positive 

impact by its activities on the environment, consumers, employees, communities, stakeholders 

and all other members of the society". 

In “4.4.1.4. Organise personal work depending on the situation and own resources” under 

“Description”, it is stated that “The individual arranges his or her workload to avoid too much 

stress and includes relaxation when possible and necessary”. 

ICB 4.0: The healthy environment and positive impact on employees is covered. However, 

this might be clearer and what is missing is an explicit mention of avoiding an overburden in 

an employee’s workload. 

Stakeholders interests: 

 Project managers need to consider the interest of the stakeholders, and future 

generations. 

 Project managers should become partners and peers to stakeholders and seek to 

participate with them in supporting and strengthening sustainable development of 

organizations and societies. 

 In his/her progress reports for stakeholders, the project manager should have 

sustainable development indicators and performances. 

Suggestion; The individual should be able to identify and map the interests of stakeholders 

and future generations. He/she should regard stakeholders as partners and peers, and engage 

them in sustainable development and promote them transparently, as needed, with indicators 

of sustainability and performances. 

In “4.3.1. Strategy” under “Description”, we read, “Thus, the individual sets a performance-

management system, usually run by critical performance variables, i.e. critical success factors 

(CSFs) and key performance indicators (KPIs). Hence, the project is controlled through a set 

of CSFs and KPIs to assure the sustainability of an organisation”. 

In “4.4.2. Personal integrity and reliability” under “Knowledge”, we read, “Codes of 

ethics/codes of practice”, “Social equity and sustainability principles”, “Personal values and 

moral standards”, “Ethics”, “Universal rights” and “Sustainability”. 
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In “4.5.12. Stakeholders”, under “Definition” it is stated that “The stakeholder’s competence 

element includes identifying, analysing, engaging and managing the attitudes and 

expectations of all relevant stakeholders. All individuals, groups or organisations participating 

in, affecting, being affected by, or interested in the execution or the results of the project can 

be seen as stakeholders. Under “Knowledge” we read “External environment scanning 

relating to social, political, economic and technological developments”, and under “Skills and 

abilities” we read “Expectations management”. 

ICB 4.0: Critical success factors (CSFs) and key performance indicators (KPIs) are mentioned 

in “4.3.2. Strategy”, in relation to the sustainability of the organisation and the project. 

Knowledge of sustainability and universal rights is mentioned in 4.4.2. That the project 

manager should become a partner and peer of stakeholders could be partly achieved by 

engaging the stakeholders in 4.5.12, but this could be clearer. Providing stakeholders with 

necessary critical success factors (CSFs) and key performance indicators KPIs) is not 

explicitly mentioned. 

Strategy: 

 The link to the business strategy is mostly missing. 

 The measures or outcomes of project and programs need to be related to strategy. 

 The strategy in general should focus on doing no harm, and on making a contribution 

to society. 

Suggestion; The individual should identify and engage the incorporate pre-set strategic 

sustainable development goals in his/her works, and, if necessary, promote better goals, such 

as a move toward environmental protection and societal equity. 

In “Skills and abilities” within “4.3.1. Strategy”, we read of “Sustainable thinking”. 

In “4.3.1.2 Identify and exploit opportunities to influence organisational strategy” under 

“Description”, it is stated “Therefore, the individual needs to reflect not only on the pre-set 

strategic goals, but also on the tools and methods with which to question these goals and on 

influencing the board to make the necessary improvements”.  

In “4.3.3 Compliance, standards and regulations” under “Purpose”, it is stated that, “The 

purpose of this competence element is to enable the individual to influence and manage the 

alignment of the relevant standards and regulations within the permanent organisation; the 

relevant sources of legislation and the standards and norms of both the organisation and the 

wider society and to improve the organisation´s approach to these areas”. 

In “4.3.5 Culture and values” under “Measures”, we read; “knows and applies the 

organisation´s corporate values and mission” and “acts sustainably by practising corporate 

social responsibility”. 

In “4.4.9.4. Reach negotiated agreements with other parties that are in line with own 

objectives” under “Description”, it is stated that “The best solution is often one that is 

sustainable and provides the best long-term results for all parties”. 

In “4.5.13. Change and transformation” under “Purpose”, it is stated that “The purpose of this 

competence element is to enable the individual to help societies, organisations and individuals 

to change or transform their organisation, thereby achieving projected benefits and goals”. 
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ICB 4.0: In 4.3.1.2. it is mentioned that the individual needs to influence the strategic board to 

make improvements. In 4.3.5. it is mentioned that the individual should know and act by 

practising corporate values and mission and responsibility and that 4.4.9.4. and 4.5.13 are 

related. None of those applies explicitly to sustainable development.  

Benefit management: 

 Project managers should realise project output and give the project governance advice 

on how to realize long-term outcome with target benefit management in line with the 

corporate strategy. 

Suggestion; The individual should understand benefit management, and in line with the 

corporate strategy give advice within the organisation, and in society concerning the long-

term outcome of projects and the effects of behaviour. 

In “4.3.3.4. Identify and ensure that the project complies with relevant sustainability 

principles and objectives” under “Description” , it is stated that “The individual is able to 

assess the impact of the project on the environment and society” and under  “Measures”, we 

read, “Identifies the social and environmental consequences of the project” and “Defines and 

communicates the sustainability targets for the project and its outcomes” and “Balances the 

demands of society, the environment and the economy (people, planet, profit) with 

project/programme/portfolio processes and products”.  

Under “4.4.2. Personal integrity and reliability”, in “4.4.2.2. Promote the sustainability of 

outputs and outcomes” under “Description”, it is stated that “Promoting sustainability means 

focusing on the endurance of solutions, even when engaged in time-limited tasks” and 

“Sustainability is not only about social equity, environmental protection or economic results. 

It is the consideration of the long-term outcomes and the effects of behaviour” and “The 

individual has the ability to keep the bigger picture in mind and act accordingly and under 

“Measures” we read; “Proactively address sustainability issues in solutions” and “Consider 

and incorporate long-term outcomes into the solution”. 

ICB 4.0: This is mostly covered in 4.3.3.4 and 4.4.2.2. But the term “Benefit management” is 

not mentioned. 

Sustainable development: 

 The profession of project management needs to support sustainable development in 

societies. 

 The project manager needs to analyse applications of sustainability in his/her projects 

 The project manager needs to make a development plan for sustainability 

 The project manager should reduce risk in the project’s execution and the quality of 

the deliverables against sustainable development 

 The project manager should reduce waste to support sustainable development 

 The project manager should manage the project resources in a sustainable way. 

 The project manager has power of agenda in project meetings 

Suggestion; The individual should promote sustainable development in corporate project 

meetings, and reduce risk, develop plans, and urge towards realising the negative 

consequences of projects and project outcomes for the environment and society. 

In “4.3.1.2 Identify and exploit opportunities to influence organisational strategy” under 

“Description” , it is stated that “Therefore, the individual needs to reflect not only the pre-set 



  From Sinking to Thinking 

16 
 

strategic goals, but also on the tools and methods with which to question these goals and on 

influencing the board to make the necessary improvements”. and in “4.3.3.2 Identify and 

ensure that the project complies with all relevant health, safety, security and environmental 

regulations”, under “Description”, it is stated that “The individual balances economic, social 

and environmental aspects of the project to meet the requirements for sustainable 

development and to make the project results sustainable” 

In “4.3.3.4. Identify and ensure that the project complies with relevant sustainability 

principles and objectives” under “Description” , it is stated that “He or she is able to realise a 

workable balance between the demands of society, impacts to the eco-environment and the 

economy” and under  “Measures” we read “Identifies the social and environmental 

consequences of the project” ,“Defines and communicates the sustainability targets for the 

project and its outcomes” , “Aligns objectives with organisational strategy for sustainability” , 

“Balances the demands of society, the environment and the economy (people, planet, profit) 

with project/programme/portfolio processes and products” and “Encourages the development 

and diffusion of environmentally friendly technologies.”   

In “4.3.5. Culture and values” under “Purpose”, we read “The purpose of this competence 

element is to enable the individual to recognise and integrate the influence of internal and 

external cultural aspects on the project approach, objectives, processes, sustainability of the 

outcomes and agreed outcomes”. 

ICB 4.0: This is covered in 4.3.1.2., 4.3.3.4. and 4.3.5., without explicitly mentioning project 

meetings. However, they are within his domain, but it would have been clearer to mention it.  

Responsibility end ethics: 

 Project managers and the project management profession need to take responsibility 

based on ethics and transparency 

Suggestion; The individual should take responsibility and use appropriate methods of ethics 

and transparency to take critical decisions regarding sustainability. 

In “4.3.3.4. Identify and ensure that the project complies with relevant sustainability 

principles and objectives” under “Description” we read “Realising his or her responsibility, 

the individual researches, recommends and applies measures to limit or compensate for 

negative consequences”.  

In “4.3.5.2. Align the project with the formal culture and corporate values of the organisation” 

under “Description”, it is stated “Moreover, the individual needs to be sure that the project 

supports the sustainable development of the organisation which also includes corporate social 

responsibility (CSR)” and under “Measures” we read “Acts sustainably by practising 

corporate social responsibility”.  

In “4.4.2. Personal integrity and reliability” under “Knowledge”, we read “Social equity and 

sustainability principles” and “Personal values and moral standards” and “Ethics” and 

“Universal rights” and “Sustainability”. 

In “4.4.2.2. Promote the sustainability of outputs and outcomes” under “Measures”, we read 

“Proactively address sustainability issues in solutions” and “Considers and incorporates long-

term outcomes into the solution”. 
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In “4.4.10 Result orientation” under “Description”, it is stated “While focusing his or her 

attention on the outcome, the individual still needs to maintain an awareness of and react to 

any ethical or environmental issues that affect the project” and “To deliver the outcomes 

required by and agreed with the relevant stakeholders, the individual must find out what the 

different participants in the project would like to get out of it for themselves”. 

ICB 4.0: The word “responsibility” of the individual towards sustainable development is not 

given much space. However, in 4.3.3.4 it is stated that; "Realising his or her responsibility, 

the individual researches, recommends and applies measures to limit or compensate for 

negative consequences". But they use the word “needs” more often; In 4.3.5 the individual 

needs to be sure that the project supports the sustainable development of the organisation 

which also includes corporate social responsibility (CSR). In 4.4.2 reliability is mentioned but 

not responsibility and 4.4.2.2 talks about long term outcomes. In 4.4.10 while focusing his or 

her attention on the outcome, the individual still needs to maintain an awareness of and react 

to any ethical or environmental issues that affect the project. 

There is no direct mention of using ethics methods and transparency to take critical decisions 

regarding sustainability. 

Educations and skills: 

 Project managers need to develop their skills and train themselves in sustainable 

development. 

 Project managers need to develop their innovation skills, and their knowledge about 

decision-making, project outcome and continuous improvements. 

Suggestion; The individual should regularly develop his or her skills and train him- or herself 

in; social equity and environmental protection, innovation, decision-making, long-term 

project outcomes and continuous improvements. 

In “Skills and abilities” in “4.3.1. Strategy”, we read “Sustainable thinking” 

In the measures of “4.4.2. Personal integrity and reliability”, we read “Proactively address 

sustainability issues in solutions”. 

ICB 4.0: They do not mention explicitly that the individual should develop skills and train 

himself in sustainable development. Neither are innovation and continued improvements 

stated. However, it is stated that the individual should “Proactively address sustainability 

issues in solution” but it´s not clear whether this applies to developing skills and to training 

him- or herself. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS  

There are many moral decisions we must take in daily life, for example to pay or not to pay a 

ransomware fee to recover unauthorized decrypted data. And what if the data includes key 

information about a large and important project, and not being able to access the data will 

delay the project, so the project contract will be at stake, especially if penalties for lateness 

must be paid. The situation would be simpler if everyone reacted in the same way. If no one 

paid ransomware, there would be no ransomware. The same applies to industrial data stolen 

by cyber criminals. But life is not so simple. 

A geothermal power plant in Iceland produces a certain amount of energy. If the energy 

company takes more out of the system than it produces, the pressure will decrease and the 

power plant will be less effective each year, eventually becoming useless. The same goes for 

fisheries. Icelanders are dependent on fishing and know how important it is to have quotas for 

fish stocks. If catches are more than the stocks can produce, they will degrade and eventually 

vanish from our oceans with devastating effects for coming generations. The golden goose 

will be lost. 

This also applies to sustainable development decisions. Fisheries companies in Iceland can 

move their stock quotas from one small fishing village out in the country to another, where it 

is more economical for the company to make fish products and to send them to its customers. 

Small towns are usually quite dependent on the fishing industry, and such a decision can have 

a huge influence, not only on the lives of families, but overall of society in that area. 

Comparing the new areas of emphasis to ICB 4.0’s competences is shown in table 1: 

 New areas of emphasis toward sustainable 

development for an Individual Competence 

Baseline 

ICB 4.0 competences related to sustainable 

development 

 

Project approval and decision-making process  

 

Not implemented, improvements needed 

 

Project execution and output 

 

Partly implemented, improvements needed 

 

Focus shift 

 

Partly implemented, improvements needed 

 

Project employees 

 

Mostly implemented, improvements needed  

 

Stakeholders´ interests 

 

Partly implemented, improvements needed  

 

Strategy 

 

Indirectly implemented, improvements needed  

 

Benefit management 

 

Implemented 

 

Sustainable development 

 

Implemented, improvements needed 

 

Responsibility end ethics 

 

Partly implemented, improvements needed  

 

Educations and skills   

 

Unclear, improvements needed 
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For decision makers, including project managers, such decisions can be a huge task, where 

ethics and sustainable development need to be considered. Decisions are frequently based on 

short term interests rather than long term. They often lack pre-analysis and professionalism in 

ratification and final conclusions. Project managers, politicians, and other decision makers, 

should base their decisions on what future generations would vote for if they could, for 

example their descendants 3-4 generations from now. To make the process easier, standards 

and codes of ethics and professional conduct can help. 

Still, the standards need to be defined better and the link to the corporate strategy is often 

missing in the context of a particular business, as sustainability focus differs in different 

industries. For example, it is known that a tourist travel agency and an electricity generating 

company need to have different strategy focuses, based on their business context. Apart from 

profit and their own infrastructure, many believe that corporations should also focus on the 

welfare of their customers, the environment and society in corporate strategies. Corporations 

need to make contributions to society and the environment, just as they depend on them for 

their businesses. 

Today it is generally believed that the project manager has power of agenda – which means 

he/she can choose what to discuss and state their opinions around the table. However, his/her 

role and responsibility can cause a dilemma as it is often limited to the projects he/she is 

working on. But this needs to change too, because the project manager is an expert in change 

and needs to be listened to. One way for the project manager to have influence is within the 

project governance.  

The scope of a project manager’s views regarding sustainability must be broadened, to cover 

all the phases from project innovation to project outcome. Also, the role and responsibility of 

project managers need to be clearer in all these phases regarding sustainability. 

Corporate strategies should reflect the company´s commitment towards sustainability in the 

TBL’s areas. That would make it easier for the project manager to take responsibility. 

“15 trends in projects and project management in 2025 - helps to focus your strategy in the 

right direction”: “No 5. Sustainability of projects and project management” (Schoper, 2016). 

However, the project manager needs to be able to influence the strategy makers in this regard. 

The project manager should base his/her decisions on positive sustainable development, both 

during the project and project management, and on the deliverables of the project. Sustainable 

development is of no use as a one-time solution - it must be a long-term process and the result 

should be measured. Therefore, sustainability development indicators need to be developed 

and used. Again, the project manager needs to be involved in this process.  

It might take some time before sustainable development will become a natural component of 

project management, just like resource management. However, it is undisputed that project 

management associations matter and can have an influence. In the end, it´s the individual 

working as a project manager who makes this happen. Therefore, he/she bears a lot of 

professional responsibility towards the corporation, its stakeholders and society. 

This thesis explores the recent ICB 4.0 in the light of the fact that sustainability in project 

management is expected of the individual working as project manager. 

It is clear from the results that IPMA’s 2015 Individual Competence Baseline - ICB 4.0, has 

improvement potential towards sustainable development for the professional individual 

working as a project manager. 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/tourist
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6. Further studies 

A possible option for further studies is the use of LEAN’s tools and methods for sustainable 

development. This includes some continuous improvements and fixing methods, including the 

PDCA circle of Denim at all stages of the corporate management and operation. Additionally, 

to make sustainability development changes last, the application of methods such as Visual 

Controls and Assurance could be appropriate. This enables you to bring those hidden items 

into the light, actually see if they are performing as required, and prompts you to take action. 

For leaders, the Leader Standard Work (LSW) helps to obtain the right directions and targets 

to monitor performances and to coach and to develop teams. In LEAN; the value stream end 

to end is important, everyone must be involved, key performance indicators are developed and 

implemented, and the ideas and improvements should be communicated “up” and “down” the 

organisational structure as “top-down” and “bottom-up” (Womack J. P. and Jones D. T., 

2013, LEAN Thinking). 

Another option for further study is to explore the combined capability of all the three 

baselines ICB, PEC and OCB towards sustainable development. 
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