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ABSTRACT

One of the developments that changed today’s business environment is the increased concern about the 
sustainability, or unsustainability, of our society. Silvius and Schipper (2014) identify a growing number 
of publications that study the impact of sustainability on project management. One of the ‘impact areas’ 
they identify is the identification and management of risk in the project. This chapter discusses the main 
concepts of sustainability and their implications for project risk management. The main findings are 
that the integration of the concepts of sustainability imply (1) A broader identification and considering 
of risks, expanding the orientation on risks to include also environmental and social perspectives and to 
consider the full life-cycle of the project’s deliverable, impact and resources. (2) Inclusion of (potential) 
stakeholders in a transparent process of project risk management. And (3) Adopting a social, communi-
cative, approach to risk management, as opposed to the calculating, rational approach.

INTRODUCTION

One of the developments that changed today’s business environment is the increased concern about the 
sustainability, or unsustainability, of our society. Many studies and authors show that we are ‘eating up 
our planet’ (Assadourian & Prugh, 2013) and the pressure on companies to broaden reporting and ac-
countability from economic performance for shareholders, to the much broader concept of sustainability 
performance for all stakeholders, has increased substantially (Visser, 2002). The 2012 BSR/Globe Scan 
study concludes that “The most important leadership challenge facing business today is the integration 
of sustainability into core business functions.” (BSR/GlobeScan, 2012). One of these business functions 
that sustainability needs to be integrated in, is project management (Silvius et al., 2012).

Silvius and Schipper (2014) identify a growing number of publications that study the impact of 
sustainability on project management. One of the ‘impact areas’ they identify is the identification and 
management of risk in the project (Silvius & Schipper, 2014). This result may not be surprising, as risk 
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management is a familiar concept in both project management (for example: Hillson, 2014) and sustain-
able development (for example: Kytle & Ruggie, 2005; Bebbington et al., 2008). And given the concepts 
that are associated with sustainability thinking, such as the ‘triple bottom line’ (Elkington, 1997), life-
cycle assessment (Labuschagne & Brent, 2005) and stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984), it should be 
expected that integrating sustainability in risk management provides new insights (Silvius et al., 2012). 
In this context, Winnall (2013) concludes that ‘With the inclusion of the concept of sustainability in 
project management, the assessment of potential risks will need to evolve.”.

However, a quick scan of the titles of publications on sustainability and project management, that 
were published by in the literature reviews of Silvius and Schipper (2014) and Marcelino-Sádaba et al. 
(2015), learns that only one publication explicitly mentions ‘risk’ in the title of the publication. How-
ever, as the title of an article is only a very brief indication of its content, a more in-depth analysis is 
required. It is with this goal that this chapter was developed. In this chapter we will discuss the concepts 
of sustainability and analyze the implications of considering sustainability in project risk management. 
Questions that will be covered are:

• What is the relationship between sustainability and risk? 
• What are the implications of considering sustainability in the steps and activities of the project 

risk management process? 
• What are the implications of considering sustainability in the way the project risk management 

process is executed? 

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. First we will explore the theoretical backgrounds 
of the concepts of sustainability, risk management and their relationships, based on the literature on these 
concepts. The findings from the literature review will summarize into a conceptual model that we will 
use in our conceptual mapping of the integration of the concepts of sustainability into project manage-
ment. The methodology used in this conceptual mapping will be explained in the third paragraph of 
this chapter, followed by the discussion of our findings. In these findings we will derive a definition for 
‘sustainable project risk management’. The chapter will be concluded with some concluding remarks, 
recommendations and opportunities for further research.

BACKGROUND

This paragraph explores how the main concepts of our study are defined and conceptualized in literature. 
First we will explore the relationship between sustainability and risk, thereby identifying the main con-
cepts of sustainability and the questions on risk management that can be derived from these concepts. 
Following this, we will describe the concept of risk and the processes of risk management, as they are 
found in project management literature. The final section of the paragraph confronts the processes of 
project risk management with the concepts of sustainability, in order to develop a conceptual framework 
for the analysis of the impact of sustainability on project risk management.
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