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Abstract 

Delivering a sustainable organizational strategy in the digital terrain has proven difficult for many organizations. 
Lately, organizations and governments are perplexed by the dynamic environment of unprecedented changes 
resulting from the digital transformation brought along by the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), and sustainable 
development visions that are necessary for the future. Through a descriptive study, using both qualitative data 
from literature and quantitative data collected from 56 project management professionals, the study concludes that 
there is a need to intensify research and development in the areas of digital migration and sustainable development 
through project portfolio management to promote the execution of organizational objectives that seek to advance 
digital transformation and sustainable development initiatives and also to increase research output on such subjects 
in project management-related studies.    
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Introduction 
There is a need to advance the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2023a), and using project 
portfolio management to advance the implementation of the UN’s objectives in this digital terrain, through 
organizational objectives could assist organizations in bridging the chasm between their strategy formulation and 
its implementation. Projects are modus-operant for change. Organizations implement projects to effect changes 
that seek to add sustainable value to the organization. Often aiming to achieve set organizational objectives and 
goals, organizations allocate limited resources to implement projects to bring about change that delivers value 
whilst creating sustainability for the organization and the universe at large.  

Project Portfolio Management (PPM) as a tool for the management of projects and programs in organizations has 
been in use for decades to assist organizations in planning the formulation and delivery of projects and programs 
that are aligned with organizational strategic visions (Hobbs 2012; Voss and Kock 2013). The PPM model equips 
an organization with the structure, tools, and techniques that are necessary to ensure that the right projects and 
programs are in place for sustaining and growing the business, and that change priorities are balanced with 
resources and capability to deliver such changes consistently and well. It connects the execution of an 
organization’s projects to the fulfilment of strategy. 

The digital world brought along by Fourth Industrial Revolution has revolutionized the global economy and 
changed how people perceive and experience human and environmental development. With much-developed 
technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning, and the Internet of Things (IoT), the world is 
now experiencing dynamic changes that are brought along by 4IR technologies (Whyte 2019). The PPM model 
is becoming increasingly important to keep up with global changes and also prepare organizations for current and 
future trajectories.   

On the other side, the call for global sustainable development is increasingly becoming critical. The world is now 
in greater need of transformational work that leads to sustainability by curbing climate change and reducing 
poverty (UN  2023a). United Nations describes global sustainability as the security of the future for the entire 
ecosystem. It is through the global sustainability phenomenon that organizations must act now, instead of later in 
delivering projects and programs that are aligned with the United Nations’ (UN) futuristic goals of sustainable 
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development. Project Portfolio management could ensure that the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals are 
planned, prioritized, and implemented accordingly to achieve objectives. Organizational strategy formulation and 
importantly its execution must strive towards sustainable development through the utilization of digital 
technologies to benefit the globe. 

1.1.Objectives 
Research is required to understand the extent to which project portfolio management is used to advance 
organizational strategic goals that seek to advance sustainable development in the digital terrain. The study sought 
to establish if organizations are prioritizing projects in their project portfolio for advancing sustainable 
development toward their strategy execution during this digital transformation era.  

Whilst the topics of digital transformation, global sustainable development, and project prioritization have been 
researched extensively by scholars in the past (Flyverbom et al. 2016; Jabareen 2008; Parris and Kates 2003; 
Purnus and Bodea 2014; Rogers et al. 2012; Simion et al. 2018; Sowlati et al. 2005; Živković and Veljković 2018), 
and considering the importance lately of such topics in terms of United Nation’s mission, there is a need to 
understand further the extent to which organizations are managing their project portfolios for the adoption of 
digital transformation and sustainable development strategic visions. Through literature reviews from project 
management-related studies, and quantitative analysis from a survey, the study evaluates the extent to which 
organizations are adopting strategic visions of digital transformation and sustainable development in their project 
portfolio management to implement their strategic goals.  

Literature Review 
Strategy is about success by setting individual and or organizational goals (De Wit and Meyer 2004; Grant and 
Jordan 2012; Wheelen et al. 2018;). It is how individuals or organizations achieve their objectives (Grant and 
Jordan 2012). Apart from optimizing day-to-day operations to maximize output, Wheelan et al. (2018) suggest 
that organizations must adopt strategic plans that could charter their way to success and sustainability in the long 
run. Wheelan et al. (2018) further argue that organizations must not put their efforts only on the current activities 
that satisfy the existing market but must also adapt the organization to new trajectories that will create and satisfy 
new markets whilst sustaining the business. Winzker and Pretorius (2005) think that the concurrent challenges 
impinged on organizations, which require the satisfaction of various stakeholders such as customers, employees, 
unions, shareholders, government, and suppliers are some of the factors that add to the consistent global 
competitiveness and growth of the organization. Although all these factors contribute to the excessive stress that 
the organization endures, they must be managed judiciously and concurrently (Winzker and Pretorius 2005). 

Following Peter Drucker’s philosophy, Peng (2014) describes strategy as an organization’s theory that stipulates 
how to compete successfully. It is researchers such as Peter Drucker (Drucker 2009) and Michael Porter (Porter 
1996) that influenced how organizations should carefully consider choices that steer their business to success, and 
such influence is further echoed by researchers such as Markides and Morris (2016), Raupp and Hoffjann (2010) 
who suggest that strategy is about making choices and decisions, which will steer an individual or organization in 
the direction that will bring success if well implemented. Such goals and objectives should bear an implementation 
plan, which will ensure that the fundamental objectives are realized (Ackermann and Eden 2011).  

Graphically, as portrayed in Figure 1, organization strategy entails an assessment of its strength (S) and 
weaknesses (W) at point A, and work toward its desired performance levels at point B, whilst constantly evaluating 
its opportunities (O) and threats (T) within its environment (Peng 2014). This SWOT analysis is important for 
allowing the organization to know itself and its competitors, and upon such assessment, the organization should 
be in a better position to formulate a strategy on how best to connect points A and B (Peng 2014). 
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Figure 1. The Essence of Strategy (Peng, 2014) 

In discussing the concept of strategy, Grant and Jordan (2012) highlight four characteristics of a strategy that are 
conducive to success, which include: 
1. Long-term goals that are simple and consistent, 
Organizational strategic goals should be simple, and consistent, and must also generate a long-term vision that is 
clear to all and able to be traced.   
2. Strategy must understand the competitiveness of the environment, 
It is very important that strategies recognize and insightfully appreciate the environment that the organization 
operates in. 
3. Objective appraisal of resources, 
Strategies must effectively exploit organizational internal strengths, while at the same time protecting its areas of 
weakness. 
4. And lastly, a strategy must be implementable. 
Effective implementation of the strategy will assist the organization in avoiding any unprecedented changes. 

Strategy occupies multiple roles within an organization and is continually reviewed through decisions made by 
members of the organization (Grant and Jordan 2012). It is through those decisions that strategies permit 
adaptations, and Grant and Jordan (2012) further allude that such adaptations create learnings throughout the 
process of strategy formulation and implementation. 

1.2. The Digital Era  
The digital era, augmented by the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) has arrived and introduced transformed 
technologies that force organizations to rapidly adapt to new strategies with a focus on digitization. According to 
Preuschoff and Kramer (2016), technologies like blockchain, augmented reality (AR), virtual reality (VR), 
artificial intelligence (AI), and the Internet of Things (IoT) are now here and are more likely to change how 
organizations operate, whilst determining how organizations will handle current and future competition to their 
advantages. Schwab (2017) suggests that the world is now living in exciting times of technological change brought 
by 4IR, and these technologies are likely to drive the transformation of the entire structure of the world economy. 
These changes and the rate at which they occur have already forced many organizational leaders to recognize the 
impact of technology on their organizations (Gobble 2018), and Preuschoff and Kramer (2016) highlight that it 
will be only successful organizations with an adaptive vision that will know how to strategically navigate this 
change. 
 
Delivering organizational strategy through PPM is increasingly sacrosanct lately. The PPM model must relate to 
the digital strategy to incorporate appropriate digital technologies that drive the accomplishment of organizational 
objectives, and such according to Preuschoff and Kramer (2016), the PPM model must revolve around three basic 
principles, which are: 

1. Satisfy customer needs, so you can ensure business sustainability. 
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2. Attraction of new customers, so that the business can transition to further developments, and 
3. Preparing the organization to adapt very well to the future by equipping it with relevant capabilities. 

Nowadays, successful organizations are those that can withstand the impact of disruptive technologies. Matt et al. 
(2015) suggest that to roll out a successful digital transformation strategy, organizations need to align the four 
spheres of the digital transformation framework, which are: i) the use of technologies, ii) value creation, iii) 
structural changes, and iv) financial aspects as illustrated in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. The Digital Transformation Framework (Matt et al. 2015). 

From Figure 2 above, the use of technologies drives organizational behavior towards adopting and using new 
technologies, whilst the changes in value creation from a business perspective imply the impact of digital 
transformation strategies on organizational value chains (Matt et al. 2015). Matt et al. (2015) further state that 
structural changes include changes in the organizational setup, and these three dimensions, i.e., use of 
technologies, change in value creation, and structural changes can only be transformed upon considering the 
aspects of an organization’s financial wellbeing to drive digital transformation. 

The Industrial Revolution is a concept and a development that fundamentally changed the environment, society, 
and overall economy, and this signifies a rapid and fundamental change in how business is conducted (Bloem et 
al. 2014). The current digital revolution of 4IR is already shifting the previously adopted business models towards 
the emergence of business models that are characterized by extensive use of the internet and machine learning. A 
study concluded by Agrawal et al. (2017) on how AI will change organizational strategy concludes that in today’s 
environment of AI, some organizations are anticipating the rapid change that AI will bring to the business, and to 
align with such changes, Agrawal et al. (2017) suggest that strategists must invest in researches that will provide 
them with a better understanding of the rapid changes, and also invest in developing researches about the strategy 
options that are being created by the shifting economics of their business that happen as a result of changes. AI is 
set to change how business is conducted, and Agrawal et al. (2017) advise us that facing the change that AI will 
bring could also paralyze many businesses if unaware. 
 
Adapting Organizational Strategy and PPM for Sustainable Development 
The United Nations has put forth transformative goals that seek to advance the global world to a better future (UN 
2023b). Whilst such a project is massive and complex, it requires contributions from all people, organizations, 
and governments around the globe to accomplish. According to the UN’s progress report, termed: Progress 
towards the Sustainable Development Goals: Towards a Rescue Plan for People and Planet (UN 2023b), it is 
unfortunate as the midpoint implementation progress towards the year 2030 goal is falling behind, and with great 
anticipation that it will not meet most of the goals (see Figure 3), and this requires contributions amongst all to 
accelerate progress to date. 
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Figure 3. Progress assessment for 17 Goals based on assessed targets, 2023 or latest data (UN, 2023b). 

The essence of organizational strategy and project portfolio management revolves around planning, controlling, 
and monitoring organizational resources to meet a set objective. Whilst the basic elements of the project portfolio 
management concept are, i) time, resources, and cost control, ii) planning, control, and monitoring of projects 
(Hansen and Svejvig 2023; Martinsuo 2013; Živković and Veljković 2018), in a nutshell, PPM approach is 
considered as a set of principles that provides strategic guidance on managing a portfolio of projects (Hansen and 
Svejvig 2023). Organizational objectives are chartered well and efficiently through the PPM approach (Artto, et 
al. 2008; Shiferaw and Klakegg 2012).     

1.3. Project Portfolio Management for Delivering Organizational Strategy  
The gap between strategy formulation and its implementation could be bridged through the process of Project 
Portfolio Management. The PPM model can assist an organization in ensuring that it selects and prioritize the 
right projects and programs for sustaining and growing the organization (Rad and Levin 2007), and this enables 
change in the organizational priorities, whilst ensuring that resources are balanced with capabilities to deliver 
changes consistently and well. 
 
The importance of managing technology investment and sustainable development is becoming increasingly 
important for organizations’ sustainability. To withstand the increasing pressure exerted by competitive markets, 
demanding customers, quality of supply, and required flexibility in the latest business environment, Isikli et al. 
(2018) suggest that leaders in project portfolio management must go beyond project management, and also focus 
on prioritizing and selection of the right projects that will steer the organization for future trajectories that creates 
sustainability. Papadonikolaki et al. (2022) examined the impact of digital innovation on projects for future 
direction and suggest that perhaps factors such as organizational performance measures, development of 
capabilities within the organization to manage changes in a dynamic environment, and inter-organizational 
settings are vital in steering the organization’s objective into the future trajectory.  PPM as a tool for managing 
change can bring about maximum economic benefits through investments in new technologies whilst considering 
the technical, environmental, and other challenges that the organization encounters (Isikli et al. 2018).  

Kilford and Jenner (2012) suggest that it is during these tough economic times that a transformational PPM is 
more compelling than when the conditions are favorable, and project portfolio management should: 

• Provide critical information that enables alignment and prioritization of projects with organizational 
goals, 

• Monitor the composition of the portfolio to ensure it remains strategically aligned to the current 
environment and future trajectories for sustainability, 

• Manage and guide the allocation of resources to deliver chosen projects and programs, 
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• Promptly reallocate scarce resources where activities no longer represent their optimum use, 
• Realise benefits promptly in terms of efficiency savings or achieving a quantifiable contribution to a 

strategic object or business priority. 

1.4. Project Prioritization as a Function of Project Portfolio Management 
Often the amount of work surpasses the available resources to carry out such work, and similarly to project 
selection and management, prioritization becomes the core function of ensuring that resources are allocated 
accordingly for accomplishing what matters most (Gosenheimer 2012). Gosenheimer (2012), Purnus and Bodea 
(2014) and Sowlati et al. (2005) describe prioritization as a technique used to identify which problems are most 
important to work on or solve first. To do that Kloppenborg (2015) suggests tasks that leaders must do, which are 
to identify, prioritize and select potential projects for implementation systematically and not by chance. Whilst 
other opportunities will present themselves as Kloppenborg (2015) suggests, others need to be discovered, and 
such requires the involvement of the organization’s management team of salespeople, operations staff members, 
and marketing people. According to Kloppenborg (2015), all in the organization must be aware of industry trends 
as such knowledge could be used to identify and prioritize potential projects.  
 
A generic project prioritization and selection process model is depicted in Figure 4, and the process begins with 
the identification of projects that support the strategy, follows by the evaluation and prioritization of identified 
projects, and thus the selection and initiation of prioritized projects, and lastly ends with the regular or constant 
review of selected projects (Dutra et al. 2014; Joseph et al. 2009). 

 

 

Figure 4. A generic project selection process projects (Dutra et al. 2014; Joseph et al. 2009). 

Before the prioritization of projects and programs, Homkes (2015) suggests that projects included in the 
organizational project portfolio must be those that will ensure the realization of organizational strategy. Strategy 
execution is about doing three things simultaneously, which are, the alignment of activities and resources with 
strategy, coordination of functions, business units, and geographies, and lastly, the adaptation to changing 
circumstances (Homkes 2015). Identifying projects and programs that could help realize the strategy is 
fundamental step towards strategy execution.  

Ackerman and Eden (2011) think that the competing allocation of scarce organizational resources in terms of the 
project selected for implementation is at the apex of strategy and project portfolio management, and this allocation 
should be performed by first prioritizing projects for implementation following organizational needs. Upon project 
implementation and benefits realization, a review of the project viability together with benefits realized through 
implemented project becomes necessary to benchmark against the strategic goals of the organization (Aziz and 
Curlee 2017). Aziz and Curlee (2017) suggest that such a process will allow for re-strategizing and or re-
benchmarking the strategic initiatives by utilizing data collected from project implementation and benefit 
realization processes as feedback. In summary of Aziz and Curlee’s (2017) model on the integration of change 
activities and organizational project management, a model as depicted in Figure 5 is developed. Aziz and Curlee 
(2017) highlight the unique role that portfolio management plays in increasing organizational strategic agility, 
effective structure planning, and measuring change efforts across programs and projects for organizational change 
management. 

395



Proceedings of the 4th Asia Pacific Conference on Industrial Engineering and Operations Management 

Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, September 12-14, 2023 

 

© IEOM Society Interna�onal 
 
 

 

Figure 5. A conceptual process for project prioritization, selection, and re-strategizing or re-benchmarking as 
derived through Aziz and Curlee (2017). 

2. Research Methods 
The study is descriptive and both qualitative and quantitative data are used. The descriptive nature of the study 
seeks to describe the characteristics needed to involve project portfolio management in the execution of an 
organization’s strategic initiatives for sustainable development during the current digital era. Qualitative data was 
collected through research articles that were published in SAGE Project Management Journal. Project 
Management Journal is one of the international research publication journals that publish project management-
related research (SAGE Journals 2023). Qualitative data collected included published research articles that 
covered the subjects of digital transformation and sustainable development that were published between the years 
2020 to 2022. Although there are many other international project management-related publications, the choice 
of Project Management Journal was rather not scientific but dependent much on the researcher’s accessibility to 
the journal as a registered Project Management Professional. Though Taherdoost (2016) argues that collecting 
data from all cases would be doubtful as a researcher would not have all the resources required to collect and 
analyze the entire population; therefore, a sampling technique must be applied to reduce the number of cases.  
Anderson et al. (2011) advise us that the reason a sample is selected is to ensure that data is collected to make an 
inference and or answer a research question about a population. 
 
Quantitative data was collected through an online survey platform, SurveyMonkey and the data came from project 
management professionals that are based in organizations mostly based in South Africa. Although the research 
sought to collect data across the global world, this did not happen as the researcher did not have the tools required 
to reach a bigger population. Taherdoost (2016) advises us though, that the first stage in the sampling process is 
to clearly define the target population, depending on the number of people living in a particular country. South 
Africa is a developing country with challenges of inadequacy of skilled people like project management 
professionals (Asmal et al. 2020). According to the Project Management Institute South African Chapter, which 
is part of the Global Project Management Institute (PMI), there are only 458 registered members with PMI’s 
project management certification on the PMI-SA Chapter database (PMI-SA 2021). 

3. Data Collection 
 Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected for the study, and the data is presented below. 
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3.1. Qualitative data 
Table 1 lists published research articles, between the years 2020 to 2022 as published in Project Management 
Journal. The publication journal is one of the Scopus journals with a Cite Score of 6.300, and a two-year impact 
factor of 5.0 (SAGE Journals 2023; Zijlstra 2021). Scopus is one of the biggest research databases and has more 
published articles that are related to projects and the project management field than any other research database 
(Hansen and Svejvig 2023). 
 
Considering the total publication of the journal from the same period 2020 to 2022, the published articles that 
researched both the topics related to digital transformation and sustainable development studies (Table 1 below) 
represent approximately 7 percentage (%) of the total publications in the stipulated period. This presents the 
inadequacy of research studies that links projects and project management to studies with the subjects of digital 
transformation and sustainable development. 

Table 1. Digital transformation and Sustainable development-related articles, published in Project Management 
Journal for the period 2020 to 2022 (SAGE Journals 2023). 

 

Research shows that there is a positive impact between research and the work carried out (Dave et al. 2013; 
Donovan 2011; Henshall 2011). Considering that most of the work carried out was first researched, research 
provides the necessary tools required to evaluate and execute work well and efficiently. Research can produce 
knowledge, and capacity building, inform policy or product development, and provide a broader social benefit 
(Donovan 2011). Even though the broader impact of research is assessed differently (Donovan 2011; Nightingale 
and Alister 2007), the overall impact of research toward solving problems is positive and fruitful in many 
instances. Dave et al. (2013) investigated the impact of research and development (R&D) on the financial 
sustainability of IT companies that are listed on the S&P index and concluded that the financial sustainability of 
the companies was found to be strongly affected by gross margins, which in turn are strongly linked to R&D 
intensity. Concerning the causal impact of R&D on sales revenues, Dave et al. (2013) found that there is a positive 
causal, meaning R&D thus improves sales revenue; although the impact is negative on technological performance, 
however, technological performance has a positive impact on financial sustainability.    

3.2. Quantitative data 
Quantitative data was collected via an online platform, SurveyMonkey. The survey attracted 56 respondents, who 
were mainly project management professionals. Of the 56 respondents, at least 53 indicated that their 
organizations have a project portfolio management structure, and Figure 6 answers the question on the extent to 
which project portfolio management influences their organization’s strategic goals. 

Research Area Article Authors
The Role of the Project Management Office (PMO) 
in Stimulating Innovation in Projects Initiated by 
Owner and Operator Organizations Sergeeva & Ali, 2020, Vol 51(4)
Digital Technologies in Built Environment Projects: 
Review and Future Directions  Papadonikolaki et al, 2022, Vol 53(5)
Blockchain Technology for Projects: A Multicriteria 
Decision Matrix Lu et al., 2022, Vol 53(1)
21st-Century General-Purpose Technologies and 
the Future of Project Management Steen et al., 2022, 53(5)
The Expectations of Project Managers from 
Artificial Intelligence: A Delphi Study Holzmann et al., 2022, 53(5)
Data Analytics and Artificial Intelligence in the 
Complex Environment of Megaprojects: 
Implications for Practitioners and Project 
Organizing Theory Wijayasekera et al., 2022, 53(5)
The Effects of Megaproject Social Responsibility 
on Participating Organizations Ma et al., 2021, Vol 52(5)
The Paradoxical Profession: Project Management 
and the Contradictory Nature of Sustainable 
Project Objectives Sabini & Alderman, 2021, Vol 52(4)
Vanguard Projects as Intermediation Spaces in 
Sustainability Transitions Gasparro et al., 2022, 53(2)

Digital Transformation

Sustainable Development
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Figure 6. Survey question on – What extent does project portfolio management influence your organization’s 
strategic goals? 

Only 49 respondents answered the question which attracted responses as listed in Table 2. The survey 
questionnaire sought to deliberate in answering the study question that seeks to establish the extent to which 
organizations are prioritizing projects in their project portfolio for the advancement of digital transformation and 
sustainable development in their organizations’ strategy execution.  

Table 2. Survey question on – which of the following are considered factors for project approval in your 
organization? 

 

From the data above, it is evident that many organizations are prioritizing returns and organizational sustainability 
in their execution of the organization’s strategy. Even though the two pillars, Return on Investment (ROI) and 
organizational sustainability are the core business objectives, ROI could be focused on various objectives, 
including monetary, wellness, public relation, etc. (Watson 2005).  

Domain
Number of 
Responses Percentage

Return on Investment 38 77,6%
Short to long term strategic goals 31 63,3%
Affordability of the project i.e. organization's cashflow 36 73,5%
Resources available to execute the project 35 71,4%
Project's impact towards sustainability of the organization 38 77,6%
Digital migration 13 26,5%
Internal and Enxternal situational analysis of the organization 12 24,5%
Market dynamics 18 36,7%
Viability of the project plan 26 53,1%
Other 2 4,1%
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4. Results and Discussions 
Qualitative research data shows that there is a need for intensified research and publications in the areas of digital 
migration and sustainable development, particularly in project management-related studies. Although such 
research areas are mainly connected with the delivery of organizational objectives, there seems to be less 
involvement of projects and the project management field as a strategic conduit between an organization’s strategy 
formulation and execution. Literature shows that there is a benefit in using research to drive the execution of 
developed goals, and project portfolio management could assist in connecting research, organizational objectives 
formulation, and implementation. 
 

Return on investment (ROI) could represent different returns between organizations and the government. Since 
the study quantitative survey asked questionnaires based on an organizational viewpoint, in this case, 
organizations referred to both public and private organizations, it will be necessary to expand the survey study to 
include government and further elaborate on the context of ROI. It is encouraging to notice from the survey study 
that organizations are highly considering sustainability in their strategic initiatives, although factors such as digital 
migration, organizational internal and external factors, and market dynamics are of less consideration. 

4.1. Proposed Improvement 
Project portfolio management possesses greater potential in directing an organization’s initiative toward digital 
migration and sustainable development. It will be necessary to link the project portfolio management structure 
with research and development in organizations and governments, and this study requires further exploration to 
determine the extent to which organizations and governments are involving project portfolio management 
structure in their research and development areas.   
 
Conclusion 
There is a need to extend project portfolio management objectives in organizations to promote the execution of 
organizational objectives that seek to implement both digital migration and sustainable development initiatives. 
To meet the UN’s 2030 Sustainable Development Goals, organizations must include project portfolio management 
structures in their research and development areas to merge research initiatives with the implementation structure. 
PPM has proved over time to be an efficient conduit between strategy formulation and execution in many 
organizations. 
Further research is required to understand the PPM structure in governments and how such structure drives 
government initiatives toward digital migration and sustainable development goals. 
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