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Abstract: Nowadays the advance towards sustainability poses a global challenge for modern society
as well as for companies. Professionals and academics continually redefine business processes and
design management mechanisms in a more appropriate way in order to allow companies to balance
economic activity with the environmental and social impact that they generate. Under this complex
and dynamic scenario, creating a product, providing a service, or achieving a given result requires a
different interpretation of the efficiency paradigm and an adequate socio-environmental intelligence.
In the context of project management, sustainability-related knowledge, skills, and suitable tools are
necessary to face this challenge. Moreover, its close relationship with stakeholder theory presents
an alternative to approach that purpose. This article attempts a systematic review of the literature
on stakeholder theory in project management during the past nine years, with the aim of providing
a comprehensive view of this relationship, revealing its impact and influence on sustainability,
and finding new research paths. We highlight the potential benefits derived from this relationship,
either as an instrument for the promotion of corporate social responsibility and inclusive policies,
as a means for the generation of shared value and technological innovation, or as a key factor in the
strategy and business management of a given project.
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1. Introduction

A complex, dynamic, and highly uncertain environment is the scenario currently faced by many
projects. As a result, project management needs to rethink their execution mechanisms efficiently and
effectively [1–4]. Attention to the processes and knowledge areas involved in project management
addresses that need for change, which is reflected in the considerable number of research articles
devoted to exploring these issues and which promote the permanent link between theory and
practice [5].

These articles, which investigate a range of themes from the functionality of the systems to the
human aspects that they involve, cover a diversity of areas and topics of application. Within these
research areas of project management, the project stakeholders occupy a prominent place and are
an essential part in the development of the project. To determine correctly which of them should be
included, according to which attributes are being managed, is a concern that keeps the debate open
and in force [6–9].

The remarkable interest raised by project stakeholder management among professionals and
researchers drives their study in different directions. This dissemination of research lines is
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influencing the growing publication of research articles and the future development of new research
perspectives [10–13].

Stakeholder management is currently a fundamental instrument for the direction of
projects [14,15]. The complementarity of this link makes project management a stronger strategic
competence for organizations and helps them link project outputs with difficult visibility to key
business objectives [16–18], besides being an adequate tool to promote sustainable activities that
generate value for all stakeholders [19,20].

The important value of this relationship is observed in the incorporation of elements of stakeholder
theory in the main structure of project management [21–25]. This represents a new stage in the
evolution of the management processes involved, where there is certainty of their impact on the success
of the project by integrating stakeholder management as an additional criterion to the conventional
ones of cost, time, and quality [26,27]. This helps to counteract the inherent complexity as well as
the uncertainty of relationships with stakeholders, and to face the demands of the dynamism of the
organizational environment [28–32].

In addition, relative uncertainty in certain aspects of the relationship with stakeholders can be
a risk for the project that should be considered. Therefore, there is a presence of stakeholder theory
in this important project knowledge area, which is fundamental in assessing project performances.
The influence of stakeholder theory in project risk management can be observed in the study of
structured mechanisms to assess the risks associated with stakeholder management, as well as to
design risk prevention and mitigation strategies [33].

The attention given to the study of stakeholder management and their impact on project
management increases significantly every year. Academics and professionals increasingly point out the
potential benefits of this relationship for decision-making [9,10,34–36]. One of the most relevant recent
aspects suggests that stakeholder management changes through time and provides a combination of
interpersonal skills, social skills, communication skills, and emotional intelligence, which are necessary
for the efficiency of project management and are difficult to achieve with traditional methods of
management [37–39].

However, the role of sustainability has not yet been explored through the relationship between
stakeholders and project management. The sustainability construct intrinsically incorporates the
consideration of stakeholders as an essential aspect in its characterization, that is, it is not understood
without it. In recent decades, stakeholder theory has been the fundamental theoretical support that
facilitates the understanding of and ways to address these relationships from multiple perspectives,
becoming increasingly important. The relationships between organizations and stakeholders are
crucial to achieve the difficult balance between the economic, social, and environmental dimensions
(the key ones among others) that implies the implementation of sustainability.

Project management, on the other hand, represented both by its standards of practical application
and by the academic literature [40,41], also considers the relationship with stakeholders as one of the
indispensable areas for the proper development of any project, where success is not understood without
the satisfaction of the main stakeholders. However, project management considers stakeholders in a
smaller sphere, not in a broader way that implies the deployment of sustainability, and generally does
not consider what happens in the long term with a project, once it ends.

This shows that it is essential to follow the trail of existing research around the influence of
stakeholder theory in the literature of project management. Therefore, in order to offer a perspective of
new research and the different complex paths that its understanding is taking in theory and practice,
this article presents an analysis, conducting a comprehensive review of the literature on the current
state of the research that constitutes this relationship and its contribution to sustainability. The main
justification of the article has to do with analyzing (in a novel way) this “symbiotic relationship”,
identifying common aspects from both perspectives, and indicating how project management can be
enriched by the main contributions provided by the different vision of stakeholder theory.
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For this purpose, the first step is to systematically collect and analyze research articles that relate
stakeholder theory to project management over a period of time. In addition, it is important to note
that recently there have only been two publications related to this article, but with different objectives.
In the first study, Achterkamp and Vos [10] analyzed 42 articles from two sources: International
Journal of Project Management (IPMJ) and Project Management Journal (PMJ), between the years of 1995
and 2006. In the second study, Littau et al. [13] took into account 116 articles, from 1984 to 2009,
from four sources of information: IPMJ, PMJ, International Journal of Managing Projects in Business
(IJMPB), and International Journal of Project Organisation and Management (IJPOM).

With this in mind, the present study broadens the spectrum of information sources,
gives continuity to the investigations initiated by these authors, and constructs an analysis by
selecting, according to a specific methodological process, 354 articles between the years 2007 and 2016,
from 16 specialized research journals. Thus, the main research questions addressed in this review are:

• RQ1: What is the current condition of the disclosure of stakeholder theory in the literature of
project management?

• RQ2: What are the outstanding and emerging issues or research areas on project management
that relate aspects of stakeholder theory and its application to sustainability?

• RQ3: What are the main guides that constitute the future development of research between
sustainability, stakeholder theory, and project management?

The article is structured as follows. First, the research methodology followed in this article is
explained in Section 2. Subsequently, Section 3 describes the findings and the discussion of each of the
research contexts established, as well as the direction of the possible paths for future research linked to
this relationship. Finally, Section 4 provides the conclusions derived from the whole process of this
systematic literature review.

2. Research Method and Data

This study focuses its research on the current relationship of stakeholder theory within the
literature of project management (as a first step to find the link between sustainability and project
management), which involves the construction of a structured analysis of a wide range of research
areas. To achieve this goal, we conducted a review of the literature on the state of the art, allowing us to
establish those areas where research is concentrated and to highlight others where further investigation
is necessary [42]. Effectively carrying out a literature review for this purpose is a task with several
key elements, e.g., the amplitude and depth are critical to the quality of the review [43]. Further,
the literature review should actively contribute to the theoretical and conceptual progress of the fields
of study involved [44], bringing something new to the body of knowledge in general. With this in
mind, this review proposes a methodological research design based on a basic process of three stages:
(1) inputs definition, (2) processing data, and (3) outputs presentation [45]. Likewise, each stage
consists of interconnected phases that support the process of the systematic review of the literature
undertaken here [46–48].

Figure 1 schematically summarizes the research methodology followed in this review, illustrating
the stages and phases, the tools and methods used in its development, as well as the corresponding
sections in the article.
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Figure 1. Methodology procedure.

2.1. Inputs: Identifying Relevant Work

Prior to the identification of the relevant articles, we selected the sources of information used to
carry out the search. The choice of academic journals was based on five classification criteria, as well
as their indexation in the Journal Citation Reports (JCR). On this basis, we identified a large number of
potentially related journals, which simplified the selection by constructing a central axis of journals.
For this purpose, the background of similar literature reviews suggests two journals in particular and
that we used as a starting point: IJPM and PMJ [10,13].

This choice indicated that the review of the literature would be conducted within the main core of
information related to that central axis of journals. Therefore, we carried out a relational search as the
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first pre-selection filter, that is, by means of the relatedness factor (RF) [49], we established the list of
journals indexed in the JCR report semantically related to the two journals of the central axis based on
the citations made between them each year. Subsequently, with these data we create a percentage for
pre-selecting the journals and elaborate an initial catalog of potential journals.

With the initial catalog of potential journals and using the JCR report, we compared the
pre-selected journals taking into account the following criteria: total number of citations, maximum
relatedness factor, journal immediacy index, eigenfactor score, and journal impact factor. Once the
academic journals were selected, the next step involved the specific search of relevant peer-reviewed
articles. For this process, we took into account three main elements: the electronic databases necessary
for the search, the determination of the period to limit the search, and the criteria to execute the search.
We choose as the search criterion the word "stakeholder" and publication within the period of 2007 to
2016. In principle, the editors of the selected journals provide electronic databases used to index this
information, such as Wiley Online Library, Science Direct, APA PsycNET, Academy Management
Review, SAGE Journals, IEEE Xplore Digital Library, Inzeko Ktu, Emerald Group Publishing, Palgrave
Mcmillan, and Springer Link, as well as other scientific research databases such as ProQuest, EBSCO,
ISI Web of Science, and Google Scholar.

We searched and selected the research articles on two levels. The first level involved choosing the
articles that mention the word ‘stakeholder’ at least once on its title, abstract, or keywords. In this way,
we attempted to ensure that one of the basic elements addressed in the article selected was related to
stakeholder theory. Likewise, the second level considered the relationship that the selected article had
with areas of knowledge related to project management. If the article did not meet the requirements
established in these selection criteria, we dismissed it from the analysis.

2.2. Processing Data: Summarizing the Evidence

Once we had constituted the definitive sample of articles, the next stage was the processing of the
data. Therefore, taking into account the volume of information, we simplified the evidence provided
by the selected studies considering several methods of synthesis and information analysis. We carried
out this process in two parts.

The first part aimed to obtain the necessary data for the description of aspects related to disclosure:
the publication sources involved, the frequency of publication of this type of articles, the proportionality
of articles contributed by each journal, and some elements of the origin of the articles (e.g., distribution
by countries or authors). In this way, we created an initial descriptive profile that highlighted the
relative importance of publications as they related to stakeholder theory on project management
literature, which is a topic of research that has seen increasing attention in the recent past.

In the second part, we analyzed the information provided by the qualitative component. For this
purpose, we established that, according to the characteristics of the information, the most appropriate
method for the effective identification of recurring themes and structured data analysis within each
topic is the thematic synthesis [50–52]. We processed the information with the help of the qualitative
and mixed methods analysis software, QSR NVivo [53]. In their review, Thomas and Harden [54]
pointed out the relevance of this computer tool for the extraction and coding of qualitative data.

In Figure 2, the initial view of the thematic contexts of grouping based on the categorization of
the keywords is shown. Each context is associated with potential research patterns, which indicate
the existence of a global panorama made up of multiple approaches and give evidence of different
common areas of knowledge, methodologies, and theories, among other elements, that are involved
around the relationship between stakeholder theory and project management.
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Figure 2. Preliminary thematic classification of articles included in the literature review by
keyword analysis.

From the article sample, we extracted around 1810 terms that we grouped in four main
contexts and subsequently subdivided into more specific categories. The grouped descriptors
indicate a first dimensioning of the content of the sample of selected articles. About 24% of the
total (approximately 437 keywords) are directly related to stakeholder theory, and 28% of the
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total (approximately 507 keywords) indicate a thematic connection or affinity with organizational
management at different levels. The latter also included terms related to the application of knowledge,
skills, tools, and techniques of project management. Likewise, around 15% of the total (approximately
271 keywords) are associated with statistical techniques, theories, and/or methodologies, and the
remaining 33% (approximately 597 keywords) are grouped in a context called ‘other’ for terms that do
not fit into any of the categories or do not reflect a singular recurrence (see Figure 2).

Subsequently, we made new classifications based on the categorization provided by the keyword
analysis, which finally led to the inductive elaboration of a conceptual map, which represents a related
network of the different research patterns that follow the relationship between stakeholder theory and
project management, and the number of articles linked to each line of research.

3. Interpreting the Findings and Discussion

The descriptive and qualitative analysis of the articles allowed us to recognize some strong
connections between the results and provided an accurate picture of the trends that make up the
relationships among sustainability, stakeholder theory, and project management.

3.1. Outputs: Descriptive Analysis of Findings

The preliminary search of articles offered 1120 results according to the first level of selection,
all from the 16 journals considered (see Figure 3). In the same way, the application of the second level
of selection reduced the total number of articles to 354. Therefore, these articles form the sample of this
review, and their initial characteristics indicate to a certain extent the presence of stakeholder theory in
different areas of knowledge of project management.
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From the collected data, we established a descriptive profile of the sample of articles. With the
characteristics of the information sources, we evaluated the proportionality of the articles according
to the number of articles per year, journal, and database used (see Figure 3). In general, the results
indicate that there is a progressive trend in the publication of articles related to the theory of interest
groups and the direction of projects. This highlights the relative importance of the present review as
this relationship continues to develop.

The extracted data established that during 2016, at least 62 related articles were published.
This was 30 articles more with respect to the 30 articles referenced in 2007, representing an increase of
nearly 98% in nine years (see Figure 3a). This suggests that the synergy between stakeholder theory
and project management continues to strengthen without being limited to traditionally normative
areas and interests of organizational management. This increase in articles is evidence of the evolution
of this relationship over time, and it is an important indication that the ability to recognize and meet
stakeholder demands is nowadays a strategic, transversal, and multidisciplinary concern.

A behavior that reinforces the aforementioned idea was found in the data collected for the journals
of the central axis of this literature review (IJPM and PMJ). In this case, 23% (12 articles) of the total
articles published in the last nine years were published in 2016, while the number of articles published
in 2007 only reach 2% (two articles) of the total. Similarly, for the remaining journals, of the 241 articles
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selected, the greatest number of publications presented were put forth in 2015 and 2016, where 27% of
the total potential articles are concentrated (see Figure 3a).

In terms of the number of publications per journal, IJPM contributed with 19% (68 articles) of the
total of the selected publications, followed by Journal of Business Ethics (JBE) with 32% (115 articles),
IJPM with 21% (74 articles), and PMJ with 11% of the total (39 articles). The remaining 36% of articles
were distributed among the other 13 journals. Therefore, as shown in Figure 3b, the diversity among
semantically related journals implies an important interdisciplinarity of the relationship between
stakeholder theory and project management, which covers and combines different research fields.
For example, JBE connects from the ethical and moral issues arising from stakeholder management at
the business and strategic levels.

Likewise, as seen in Figure 3c, the proportionality between the number of articles and the
databases consulted shows that Science Direct was in the first place, contributing 40% (144 articles)
of the total of selected articles, followed by Springer Link with 16% (56 articles), Emerald Group
Publishing with 15% (53 articles), and Wiley Online Library with 13% (45 articles).

Another relevant descriptive aspect is the historical behavior of the publication of project
management articles that to relate stakeholder theory, specifically concerning the two main journals
of research considered (IPMJ and PMJ). In Figure 3d, from the unification of the data reported by
Littau et al. [13] in their study as well as the data compiled in this research, the frequency of publication
from 1984 to 2016 is established.

The data suggest that, over the last 33 years, the journals of the central axis published around
107 articles—68 articles in IJPM and 39 articles in PMJ—with an estimated average of eight and
four publications per year per journal. In addition, the unified behavior of articles published in both
journals changed substantially over time, as the average publication for the first decade (1984 to 1994)
was two articles per year, four articles per year for the next decade (1995 to 2005), and 12 articles
per year for the last decade (2006 to 2016). These data indicate an increase in the contribution rate
related, among other aspects, to the progressive interest generated by these research topics among
professionals and academics.

Concept Map for Stakeholder Theory and Project Management

The preliminary classification by means a keywords analysis (Figure 2) indicated that the sample
of selected articles has different approaches and thematic interrelations, which in some cases require a
complementary level of detail for their identification. Figure 4 shows the concept map, which forms the
thematic contextualization definitive and represents the discussion and main findings in a structured
way. Its structure features a central core that represents the relationship analyzed between stakeholder
theory and project management, from which four main groups emerge, each of them associated with
different research streams. Each of the articles has a number of identification (cross-referenced with
Supplementary Materials) and is related to at least one category (research stream); some of them
appear in more than one category. The overlapping of articles in several contexts is an indicator of
the polyvalence of the relationship studied. As such, we subdivided some of the main categories to
explore more clearly the identified research patterns.

Therefore, we built three main thematic contexts to understand the study of the relationship
between stakeholder theory and project management from another point of view, as well as to identify
the link with sustainability. The first cluster includes the research streams that integrate a vision
of sustainability mixing elements of organizational management, stakeholder theory, and project
management (1). Likewise, the second cluster contains the research streams related stakeholder
theory and project management with the impact on the strategic plan and the direction of business
operations (2). In the third context, this relationship is explored according to the sources of information
and the industrial sector (3).
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A first reading of the thematic contexts suggests that stakeholder theory continues to significant
influence project management, enriching it at different levels and constituting an active part of its
management processes in each phase of the project’s lifecycle. The diversity of the information sources
present in this review, using the factor of the semantically related journals, has allowed us to consider
a large volume of information. We believe that this provides an important benefit to the analysis and
broadens the spectrum of research streams in which stakeholder theory and project management have
influence. Therefore, this shows an evolution on research patterns that indicates that this relationship
is developing streams on key aspects of society, environment and the economy. Such connections
are essential for the survival of organizations, and may not be made visible when considering only
uniform sources of information.

3.2. Stakeholder Theory and Project Management as a Behavior for Sustainability

Nowadays in the strategic vision of many organizations, temporary or project-based, there is an
understanding that the generated economic activity entails an impact on society and the environment,
in such a way that their role as agents of change is necessary to the collective construction of well-being,
the generation of shared value and, ultimately, a particular contribution to sustainability. Likewise,
the consideration of all types of stakeholders to which an organization relates directly or indirectly
is essential in this approach, whether carried out from the perspective of stakeholder theory or
project management.

Figure 4 reflects the listed articles related into this topic. To facilitate our analysis, the articles of
this review were classified with respect to the different areas that the sustainability construct implies.
Four main dimensions were considered: environmental, economic, political, and social. Moreover,
two complementary subcategories—innovation and technology, and business ethics—were considered
transversal to the aforementioned dimensions.

3.2.1. Social Dimension

The management of the impacts generated by the activity of the project on its stakeholders is a
project management area in continuous evolution. However, the development of this field of research
is irregular, representing a collection of approaches instead of a coherent theoretical grouping [55].
The lack of a unified approach to address social issues from a strategic and less altruistic point of view
suggests that this area of research should continue [56–58], delving into the role carried out by the
different stakeholders that directly and indirectly influence the project [59].

In recent years, more research streams focused on stakeholder theory have arisen to enrich
project management from the social perspective, linking elements of this dimension of sustainability
to management processes and the organization’s strategy. Firstly, it highlights the strong connection
between stakeholder theory and the implementation and development of Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) in organizations, where the consideration or not of specific stakeholders may
represent an opportunity or risk for the project in the long term [60,61].

Also, the social dimension is investigated in terms of the importance of prioritizing stakeholders
according to their real interest in the project and how the project manager should act in building solid
relationships from this analysis [62–64]. Although the financial benefit resulting from this approach
is difficult to estimate [65–67], this dimension helps to determine and quantify how a poor social
performance derived from stakeholder management affects the project [63,68–70].

The third stream identified has to do with the potential benefits provided by the development of
the social dimension in project management, highlighting for example the idea that social performance
can be an indicator of efficiency for attracting capital and investing in sustainable organizations [71,72].
Moreover, organizations with these characteristics may be better prepared to address a greater diversity
in demands and to face the risks of action coming from stakeholders [69]. For this reason, sustainable
organizations face the challenge of incorporating social factors to improve the impact of their economic
activity at different levels, such as in project management processes.
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3.2.2. Environmental Dimension

The growing sensitization and awareness of different stakeholders about the environment has
become a critical factor for the success of a project, as well as an essential aspect in the management of
socially responsible organizations. Many projects are currently facing various environmental pressures,
mainly from their external stakeholders [60], in a complex relationship environment [73,74]. This fact
justifies the research stream whose main objective is to reduce uncertainty and increase governance
over the risks associated with the actions that these stakeholders can take against the project [75–77].

In this context, project managers must understand that interactions with stakeholders are dynamic
and that a fluctuating picture affects them in different ways [78]. Overall, they must adjust to the
new circumstances [79]. Stakeholders such as consumers increasingly prefer, for example, products
and services that are environmentally friendly [80,81], which forces organizations to constantly
reinvent themselves, look for alternatives, new management strategies, and generalized consensus
with stakeholders along the value chain [82,83]. These changes are a principle of opportunity for
the generation of innovations and the development of new technologies [84], becoming a powerful
mechanism for generating shared value and social acceptance of projects with high environmental
impact [85,86].

Project managers must also acquire skills and appropriate strategies to manage the inevitable or
unpredictable conflicts that arise from this framework of relationships [79], highlighting dialogue as a
transcendental tool both to increase commitment and to resolve conflicts in project management [87,88].

Likewise, the dynamics of stakeholder management also highlights prevention and forecasting
as opportune resources to avoid potential risks. In this sense, there is an important research stream
that combines sustainability principles and different predictive methodologies to estimate uncertainty
situations with stakeholders (modeling and simulation of scenarios, backcasting, forecasting, and so
on). Thus, the final objective is to facilitate project manager anticipation and rapid decision-making in
those situations that are desirable for the project [89–91]. Taking into account that stakeholders have
a growing social awareness, access to information and a critical opinion about the performance of
companies regarding the impact of their economic activity, elements that are essential to stakeholders’
participation in a project.

3.2.3. Economic Dimension

The balance between the social/environmental needs and financial benefits of an organization
is difficult to achieve and involves a long background debate. In this context, research related to the
economic dimension of sustainability is largely centered on the study of the principle of generating
shared value [20,92]. This principle inspires organizations to use corporate resources in such a way that
financial objectives can be achieved while developing social and environmental initiatives, promoting
a greater competitive advantage [93,94] and innovation [95,96]. In this way, a roadmap is set where
stakeholders share the benefit strategically as a way to solve the problems of the modern social and
economic model.

In this regard, specific studies of the influence of the relationship with stakeholders on
financial performance are highlighted [65] through different perspectives, such as the contingency
methodology [64]. Similarly, this relationship has also been investigated from the project management
perspective, understanding the value generated in the form of efficiency, legitimacy, power, and control,
and ultimately recognizing the satisfaction of stakeholders as an essential aspect [97,98]. Moreover,
this factor is considered fundamental to project success [99,100], and in the ability to continue creating
value activities even after the project has been completed [101].

In order to achieve a balance between the economic dimension and the rest of the sustainability
dimensions, it is not enough to satisfy stakeholders’ demands. It is necessary to promote integral
project management models that involve stakeholders at different levels [102,103], creating healthy
relationships [104], designing intersectoral alliances with interest groups (e.g., governments,
Non-governmental organizations, universities) [105–107], or involving internal stakeholders
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(e.g., employees, shareholders, suppliers) in order to reinforce the organization’s commitment to
labor relations [108].

Consequently, the contribution of the relationship between stakeholder theory and project
management should be established at different levels in strategic planning. All of this, with a clear
interest and support from academic literature centered around the investigation of the processes and
activities that actually generate value, as well as those aspects of this relationship that are necessary to
achieve the pre-set objectives.

3.2.4. Ethical Dimension

The challenge of transforming organizations towards achieving sustainability also calls attention
to the values on which the organizational culture is based, with respect to the economic activity
it develops. This change of consciousness is also visible and highlighted in the relationship with
stakeholders [109,110]. Organizations understand that it is not enough to merely comply with the
regulations and the current legislation in which they operate; it is also fundamental to commit to
social, economic, and environmental problems in an ethical manner. The influence of stakeholders in
this aspect can significantly affect corporate reputation, sales, or even completely paralyze ongoing
projects [111].

The purpose of creating value for all stakeholders in the project involves the normative and
descriptive components of business ethics [112,113]; accountability is an outstanding research trend in
this context [114–118].

Other less explored research streams also highlighted in this subcategory are listed as follows:

• The deepening of new forms of interaction with the project stakeholders [119–126];
• The understanding of the change in consumption habits to understand stakeholder

management [127];
• The acquisition of the ethical competences required to manage stakeholder relationships [128];
• The search for alternatives to unify management criteria based on the investigation of the role of

stakeholders in the development process of standards and standards (e.g., ISO 26,000) [129];
• The study of the construction of trust with stakeholders [130].

These streams are clearly interconnected, but without a visible and predominant pattern that
reveals the best way to address ethical dilemmas in project management. In this sense, the inclusion
of normative and descriptive components is proposed [131], in such a way that they contribute to
redefining business conduct, as well as the principles and values with stakeholders [132]. Thus, it is
expected that the effect produced in this research context will promote the study of business ethics
not only as a tool for project management but also as an end in itself [133]. This process must be
led by project managers with the required skills, who are capable of modeling increasingly complex
relationships with stakeholders in dynamic and global environments.

3.2.5. Innovation and Technology Dimension

Innovation and technology is present across the board in sustainability through the relationship
between stakeholder theory and project management. This field of research reflects the exploration of
the impact generated by the introduction of innovations and new technologies in stakeholders, as well
as the conditions that favor or harm innovation up to it point of implementation as products, services,
or processes.

The imperative of sustainability for an organization necessarily involves the design of new
technologies and entrepreneurship. In this regard, there are research streams focused on the
impact of innovations on stakeholders [134], as well as the influence of innovations on different
organizational processes [135–138]. Similarly, research streams are disseminated in more specific
areas, in order to understand the effect that this dimension has on the relationships with stakeholders,
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project success [139,140], the alignment of the organization’s strategy [141,142], the value chain of
green products and services [83], and technological prediction [143–147].

Consequently, the exploration of the interactions among innovation and technology, stakeholder
theory, and project management generates an additional and significant turning point in research
patterns. This important area of research is a crucial tool for incorporating socioeconomic and
environmental variables that affect stakeholder management processes, influencing project objectives
and organization strategies.

3.3. Sources of Information and Industrial Sectors

Figure 4 also illustrates two other important research contexts. The first one relates to the articles
selected according to the sources of information on which they are based. The second one relates to
the industrial sector, on which stakeholder theory and project management research has been focused.
This differentiation is based on the different characteristics of the used inputs (data) supporting each
article and the possibility of finding an empirical application of such a relationship in industry.

Therefore, for the analysis of the sources of information, each article is classified according
to three categories: reviews, case studies, and empirical data [13,148]. That is to say, 185 articles
correspond to reviews or proposals based on knowledge, data, and insights drawn from academic or
practitioner experience; 117 articles are case studies based on observation or detailed quantitative data;
and 116 articles are cataloged as presentations and analyses of empirical data, or empirical analyses
of secondary data, usually referring to some theoretical framework or analytical model. This means
that the high rate of articles that are based on sources of information predominantly from reviews of
practical experience and literature may be due to professionals who use their studies to test their ideas,
compared with academics who prefer to follow formally structured approaches to investigation.

Likewise, for the second context, the articles are classified by industrial sector. However,
not all articles, given their characteristics, can be classified in this context. This means that only
53 articles of the total of the sample are explicitly related to an industry sector. This may indicate
that a greater empirical application is needed in order to offer a more concrete idea of how
stakeholder theory enriches project management and involves sustainability according to each
industrial sector. The information and communication technology sector covers an important part
of the scope of application (36%; 20 articles), which stresses the role of IT systems, software project,
ERP systems, e-government, R&D, e-commerce, etc., enabling stakeholders to interact with each
other at different levels. The next most representative sector is construction (building, housing,
civil engineering, urban design and planning, and maintenance), which traditionally stands out
encouraging the development of stakeholder management and social responsibility. In smaller
proportions, the energy sector (15%; eight articles), and others, such as the aerospace, textile, railways,
automotive, and pharmaceutical sectors (49%; 25 articles), were represented.

3.4. Paths for Further Research

In the previous sections, we identified and discussed a series of research streams where
evidence indicates that the influence of stakeholder theory has recently been concentrated on project
management and its clear symbiotic link with sustainability. We also indicated other contexts where
research is limited and there is a potential for future developments. This can be observed in detail in
Figure 4, where the alignment of each of the articles with the corresponding thematic categories and
subcategories is reflected.

In this section, the perception of these identified research lines is reinforced, presenting some
research questions that can be considered fundamental and revealing a pattern for the future
development of each of these streams, together the relationship between stakeholder theory and
project management. This approach, according to Garza-Reyes [52], makes it possible to distinguish
and highlight the different research paths available, directing the flow of information and attention to



Sustainability 2018, 10, 1300 15 of 23

those relevant areas of knowledge with a need for clear research [149]. Table 1 presents some possible
research questions that can be used to direct the pattern of future research in the research streams listed.

Table 1. Research questions to guide further research.

Research Questions

• What are the competences that a project manager should currently incorporate for stakeholder
management and enhance sustainability [24]? How the relationship between the management of interest
groups and skills taught in higher education be strengthened?

• Are stakeholder theory and project management synergies and divergences the same in every industry
regarding sustainability? How does stakeholder analysis vary according to the industrial sector [150]?

• What are the attributes, behaviors, and decision-making strategies in project stakeholder management
regarding sustainability?

• Does the inclusion of ethical values in the project management process positively affect
stakeholder management?

• How do stakeholder management strategies and practices enable the development of an adequate type of
trust and sufficient level of trust under various conditions [36]?

• Are stakeholder theory and project management synergies and divergences the same at any level
regarding sustainability (i.e., operations/process or supply chain)? What constitutes an effective
integrating approach [52]?

• What are the appropriate communication mechanisms for management with stakeholders in a
sustainable environment? How does information and communication technology (ICT) influence
stakeholder management? Does ICT consider the mechanism for the collection and transmission of
information at the end of a project?

• Is it possible to predict the behavior of stakeholders during the different stages of the project?
• How does the management of commitment continue once the project is finished? Is there a project

closure process that allows managing the commitment of long-term stakeholders?
• What is the importance perceived by stakeholders regarding sustainability as a factor of the success of

the project?
• How do sustainability factors affect the analysis of the needs of stakeholders?
• How can dynamic stakeholder analyses be carried out [12]?
• Is there empirical evidence showing how the dynamic nature of stakeholder attributes (power, urgency,

legitimacy) and sustainability factors are taken into account by companies in their design of effective
stakeholder management strategies and models [151]?

• What are the appropriate mechanisms to measure the economic benefits derived from external project
stakeholder management (Non-governmental organizations, environmental protection groups,
communities or groups at risk of social exclusion, etc.)?

• Does the management of social responsibility [61] promote sustainability in projects? How do its
dimensions vary (project lifecycle dynamics, stakeholder’s heterogeneity, and social responsibility
interactivity) according to the industrial sector?

• What is the impact exercised by ethical leadership on stakeholder management? How does it affect the
construction of trust?

• How can a project manager generate and increase trust among stakeholders by incorporating
sustainability factors?

The research streams established in this systematic review of the literature contribute to the
understanding of the research potential existing in the relationship among stakeholder theory, project
management, and sustainability. Furthermore, they are a starting point to establish the possible
research gaps that need to be covered or further investigated.

The above research questions (Table 1) reveal a sample of the patterns that can guide future
research on less studied aspects of the relationship among stakeholders, project management,
and sustainability. An example of this is the need to collect more data and facts based on the experience
and observation of stakeholders at all stages of a project (e.g., communication, project ending, creation
of value, complexity of the organizational environment, sustainability factors, etc.).

Likewise, studies can be diversified according to different industrial sectors. For example, projects
in the construction sector have received more attention and there is a need to validate the findings of
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these studies in other industries. Also, other areas of research with less dissemination, e.g., the study
of project manager competencies, the management of social responsibility as a driver of sustainability
in projects; or the creation of shared value between a project and less visible stakeholders.

For the future development of new lines of research, researchers should consider new ways to
generate research questions. According to Alvesson and Sandberg [152], this construction process has
commonly revolved around the research gaps identified in existing theories instead of questioning their
basic assumptions. The effect of changing the focus of generating research questions would greatly help
in the development of the relationship between sustainability, project management, and stakeholder
theory, as well as in strengthening the structure on which it is currently based.

4. Conclusions

Sustainability is currently an imperative for the survival of organizations. This complex process
of transformation implies that the desirable balance between the benefit and the impact of economic
activity comes from an understanding that social, economic, and environmental factors are not
simply restrictions, but part of a broader analytical framework that responds to stimuli and dynamic
relationships with stakeholders at different organizational levels. In this way, assuming that the
challenge of aligning the strategy with sustainability can be approached from different perspectives,
this article explores the positive influence of the relationship between stakeholder theory and project
management on achieving sustainable symbiosis.

Different aspects derived from this relationship have been studied in recent years. However,
this research area still offers multiple opportunities for investigation and development, some of them
being directly linked to sustainability. In this sense, this article offers a systematic review of the
literature, identifying sources of information and relevant publications through a specific methodology
that combines different techniques of data analysis. Likewise, using a defined a data processing
framework, this review provides two main contexts and several thematic subcategories associated
with research currents, from which the presented discussion is generated.

Hence, the evidence collected in this literature review suggests that there is a positive influence
of the dissemination of stakeholder theory on project management, which is reflected in the increase
in the relative frequency of the publication of articles that address this relationship in different ways.
Also, this review revealed a greater diversification of the sources of information and industry sectors
involved (RQ1).

First, this article presented a background of the evolution of stakeholder theory in project
management as an active part of the sustainable transformation of organizations and their commitment
to sustainability. It was found that there are different approaches, but not an obvious theory grouping.
In addition, since there is no single way to address sustainability, each organization incorporates
the factors that are required by the regulations and legislation that govern the industry sector in
which they operate, leaving, however, multiple points outside the strategy. In this regard, three main
dimensions (economic, social, and environmental) and two transversal dimensions (ethics, innovation
and technology) of sustainability were explored. In addition the relationship between stakeholder
theory and project management was found to play a relevant role and represent parts of the streams
where research has concentrated during the last years (RQ2).

Therefore, it was concluded that through social and environment dimensions, this relationship
has an important link with corporate social responsibility, used to promote sustainability. Likewise,
the process of identification and prioritization of stakeholders continues to be urgent, in addition to the
construction of solid relationships with stakeholders, the understanding of their complex dynamics,
and the creation of a high capacity for adaptation, mechanisms for dialogue and conflict resolution,
and assimilation and response to stakeholder pressures and environmental demands.

Second, the scope of this study was limited by focusing the discussion on the relationship between
stakeholder theory and project management with sustainability. For this reason, for the thematic
context that leads to the exploration of stakeholder theory through its impact on the strategic plan
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and the management of business operations of the project, the contexts were only indicated without
in-depth discussion. In this regard, it was concluded that stakeholder theory mainly influences the
processes of four areas of knowledge concerning project management: project stakeholders, project risk,
project communications, and project integration management. This represents a wide presence of this
relationship in the main structure of project management research, which indicates that stakeholder
theory continues to be an important approach to address some of the needs of project management.
Thus, this is also part of the global picture of this relationship, which shows outstanding research
streams, emerging issues, and its linkage to sustainability (RQ2).

This change towards sustainability not only has repercussions in financial benefit, but also
increases the social performance of an organization, which is associated with a greater competitive
advantage, a better corporate reputation, or greater innovation and technological production. Likewise,
it contributes to the improvement of corporate governance, influencing the minimization of risks,
reinforcing the regulations of the codes of conduct that govern the operations of the organization,
and assuming the principle of shared value with stakeholders as part of the purpose of social
commitment. Thus, this article is important as it highlights patterns for future development between
stakeholder theory on project management as a mechanism to enhance sustainability (RQ3).

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://drive.google.com/file/d/
1WVc5qP09NAIzIrVx1GufW22FSvNN_x0k/view, Data for Figure 3: Descriptive data: (a) Year of publication;
(b) number of publications per database; (c) number of publications per journal; (d) number of articles published
in IJPM and PMJ per year, Figure 4: Concept map of the stakeholder theory and project management literature
review showing the different research streams.
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