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evaluating project managers’
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® A social competence framework for
managers is a key tool for sustainable
project management and addressing
the social challenges of construction

social competencies aimed at
enhancing the social dimension of
sustainability in  construction
projects, based on grounded
theory.
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assessment within structured interviews with

selected experts in the
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followed by a three-stage data
analysis  process including
open, axial, and selective
coding.
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Given the crucial role of project managers in advancing sustainability goals,
identifying and developing their social competencies is a key step toward
achieving sustainable project management. This study aims to develop a
model of social competencies aligned with sustainable project management
in the construction industry. A mixed-methods approach was adopted. In
the qualitative phase, using grounded theory methodology and conducting
10 semi-structured interviews with experts, the initial set of social
competencies was identified and categorized into five groups. Among them,
the "strategic competencies" group was selected as the core category
representing the key social competencies for sustainable management. In
the quantitative phase, the fuzzy SWARA multi-criteria decision-making
method was used to prioritize these competencies. The questionnaire was
administered in two stages: first with 50 specialists for ranking, and then
with 15 experts for determining relative importance. The results revealed
that “effective stakeholder engagement,” “strategic and long-term
thinking,” and “negotiation and persuasion skills” were the top priorities
among key social competencies. Furthermore, the conceptual alignment
between these competencies and international frameworks—such as the
IPMA Individual Competence Baseline Version 4.0 and Boyatzis's
competency model—indicates that the study’s findings are in line with
established global standards. The findings also highlight that a major
barrier to achieving social sustainability in projects is the short-term
economic mindset of managers and their lack of awareness of sustainability
concepts. Accordingly, the identified competencies can serve as effective
tools for assessing and enhancing the social competencies of project
managers toward sustainable project management.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the rapid pace of technological
transformations, growing social complexities, and
environmental requirements have elevated project
management from a merely instrumental approach
to a strategic domain for organizational success
(Martens & Carvalho,2017) The construction
industry, as one of the largest consumers of
resources and producers of pollutants, holds a
central position in  achieving sustainable
development goals (Shen et al., 2011). Within this
context, project managers’ social competencies—
including communication  skills, stakeholder
management, teamwork, empathy, and ethical
leadership play a pivotal role in enhancing
stakeholder satisfaction, reducing conflicts, and
strengthening the social capital of projects (Bashir et
al., 2024; Venn et al, 2022). Despite their
importance, the literature review indicates that most
studies have either addressed some dimensions in a
fragmented manner or proposed frameworks
developed in non-localized industrial and cultural
contexts (Redman & Wiek, 2021).

Consequently, a comprehensive and localized
framework  for  project  managers’  social
competencies in sustainable projects within
developing countries remains underexplored (Takey
& Carvalho,2015; Rostamnezhad & Thaheem,2022).
This study aims to bridge this gap by developing a
localized model of social competencies for project
managers in sustainable construction projects in
Iran. Adopting an exploratory mixed-methods
design, the qualitative phase employs grounded
theory to identify the key dimensions of
competencies, while the quantitative phase applies
the fuzzy SWARA multi-criteria decision-making
technique to prioritize them. The findings are
expected to enrich the body of knowledge in
sustainable project management while offering
practical insights for policymakers, educational
institutions, and project managers in designing
social skill development programs. Accordingly, the
proposed model can contribute to improving project
performance, fostering effective social interactions,
and advancing the achievement of sustainable
development goals in the construction industry.

In recent decades, the concept of sustainable
development has emerged as a key approach across
various industries, particularly in construction. The
classical definition provided in the Brundtland
Report (Keeble, 1988) identifies the three main
pillars of sustainable development as economic,
social, and environmental dimensions. Among these,
social sustainability, with its focus on improving
quality of life, fostering social cohesion, and
enhancing citizen participation (Fatourehchi &
Zarghami, 2020), has been recognized as a central
challenge in construction projects. The literature
indicates that sustainable project management
integrates economic, social, and environmental

objectives, wherein project managers play a vital role
in mitigating negative impacts and strengthening
social responsibility (Sabini et al., 2019; Petrelli et al.,
2024). Nevertheless, achieving a shared definition of
sustainable project  management  remains
challenging, and the distinction between
“sustainability through projects” and “sustainability
of projects” further adds to the theoretical
complexity of this field (Huemann & Silvius, 2017). A
key focus in this context is the competencies of
project managers, defined as a combination of
knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Cartwright &
Yinger, = 2007). Research  highlights that
sustainability-related competencies include systems
thinking, future-oriented thinking, strategic
competence, and interpersonal competence (Wiek et
al, 2011; Wals, 2008). In particular, social
competencies such as stakeholder management,
team leadership, communication skills, and conflict
resolution are crucial for the success of sustainable
projects (Zhang et al., 2013; Brundiers et al., 2021). A
review of the literature reveals that many studies
have focused on identifying and prioritizing project
managers’ competencies (Ramohlokoane et al., 2022;
Hassan, 2021; Stanitsas et al., 2021). However, most
of the proposed frameworks are based on non-
localized cultural and industrial contexts and have
rarely addressed the specific conditions of
developing countries (Rostamnezhad & Thaheem,
2022).

In Iran, research has also been conducted on
managerial competencies and project success
(Barkchian, 2014; Fazeli, 2018; Ghorbani, 2023;
Khalili et al.,, 2025), yet the emphasis on the social
dimension of sustainability and the development of
localized frameworks remains limited. Accordingly,
the existing research gap highlights the necessity of
conducting a study that, through a mixed-methods
approach (qualitative—quantitative) and scientific
methods such as grounded theory and the fuzzy
SWARA technique, identifies and prioritizes the
social competencies of project managers in
sustainable construction projects in Iran.

2. Methodology

Research methodology is a set of cognitive and
practical activities conducted step by step to discover
truths and solve problems. Various methods and
approaches have been developed to investigate
phenomena and generate knowledge, which are
studied within the field of “methodology” (Vaseti,
2019).

2.1. Data Analysis Method
This study adopted a mixed-methods approach:
2.1.1. Qualitative Data Analysis

e Data from semi-structured interviews were
coded using Atlas.ti software.
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e The coding process included open, axial,
and selective coding to identify key social
competencies and concepts related to
sustainable project management.

e Grounded Theory was employed to develop
a locally grounded and evidence-based
theory from the data and to extract key
concepts (Glaser & Strauss, 2017; Randall &
Mello, 2012).

2.1.2. Quantitative Data Analysis

The Fuzzy SWARA method was used for weighting
the indicators. The procedure involved the following
steps:

e Identifying the main indicators based on
qualitative analysis results.

e Ranking the indicators by experts

e  Checking the consistency of expert opinions
using Kendall’s coefficient of concordance
and the minimum coefficient based on the
chi-square test.

e Performing pairwise comparisons of the
indicators to determine their relative
importance.

e Calculating the coefficient and the initial
fuzzy weights of the indicators.

e Determining the fuzzy weights and the final
relative weights

e Converting the fuzzy weights to crisp
(definitive) weights.

In this study, the ten social competencies identified
from the interviews were initially ranked by the
experts. After confirming consistency, the average
ranks were calculated, and the indicators were
arranged in descending order. Finally, pairwise
comparisons and fuzzy calculations were performed
to determine the final weight of each indicator.

3. Results and Discussion

This study aims to identify and prioritize social
competencies of project managers to achieve
sustainable project management in the construction
industry. Using an exploratory sequential mixed-
methods approach, qualitative data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 10
experienced project managers until theoretical
saturation was reached. Data were analyzed using
Grounded Theory to extract concepts, codes, and
categories, which led to the development of a
paradigm model highlighting causal, contextual, and
intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes
related to social competencies. Subsequently, a
quantitative phase employed the Fuzzy SWARA
method to weight and rank 10 key social
competencies based on expert evaluations from 50
professionals. The results indicate that effective
stakeholder interaction, strategic and long-term
thinking, negotiation and persuasion skills, and team
management are the most critical social

\o)wlf o)sé/\f‘a Jb»/é)somsw‘sww

competencies for sustainable project performance.
This integrated model provides a comprehensive
framework for understanding and enhancing the
social capabilities of project managers in the context
of sustainable construction projects.

4. Conclusions

This study aimed to identify and prioritize the key
social competencies required by project managers to
achieve sustainable project management in the
construction industry. Despite the increasing
recognition of social competencies as critical
enablers of project sustainability, in-depth research
on this topic within the Iranian context remains
scarce. The research was conducted in two phases.
First, using grounded theory and semi-structured
interviews with experts, a comprehensive set of
social competencies was extracted. Subsequently, 50
questionnaires were distributed in Tehran-based
construction companies, and 15 expert responses
were analyzed using the fuzzy SWARA method for
prioritization. Findings led to the development of a
conceptual framework encompassing 41 components
categorized into causal conditions, contextual
factors, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. Among these, 10 key competencies
were identified as vital for achieving sustainable
project management. The most significant was
“effective stakeholder engagement,” followed by
“strategic and long-term thinking,” “negotiation and
persuasion,” and “team management.” These
competencies emphasize the central role of
communication, collaboration, and strategic
interaction in securing project sustainability. The
study also highlighted barriers such as economic
constraints, limited awareness of sustainability
among managers, and short-term profit-oriented
mindsets, which hinder the integration of social
dimensions in project management. Notably,
competencies commonly discussed in the
literature—such as negotiation, conflict
management, inspirational leadership, and
organizational awareness—were also reflected in the
proposed model, confirming its theoretical and
practical alignment. Overall, the study provides a
localized and practical framework for strengthening
social competencies of project managers. It
contributes to enhancing project performance and
supports the three pillars of sustainability social,
economic, and environmental. The findings serve as
a foundation for competency assessment, training
programs, and policymaking in the Iranian
construction sector, while offering directions for
future research.
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Table 3. Frequency table of index rankings
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Figure 6. Paradigmatic model resulting from research findings.
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Table 6. Verbal expressions and fuzzy numbers for weighting criteria.
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Table 7. Relative importance of each indicator compared to the previous more important indicator according to experts, the
range of verbal expressions and fuzzy numbers (Experts 1 to 5)

B o f oy Yoo s Y ops Vops asls

— — — — — c1

CIF 10 - I5V) (VA D) CITY Y0 - IYAR) CIE 0 < I8Y)  (IYAS XY ) @)
CIE 0 ¢ 18Y)  (IYAS = I¥Y - /F) O GIVY Y - IYAS) B c3
CIF 10 o I5V) CIF 10 o 5Y) CIFY O N 0) AN CIF el e FY) ca
O AN CIYAF Y ) CIF 10 - 15Y) CIEY N DID) 0o cs

CIYAF <P /) CIYY /YD o+ /YAS) (AN CIVAS CI¥Y /) CIF el e /FY) c6
CIF 10 - 15Y) CIEY N AB)  CIYY Y0 IYAP) CIF 10 = 5Y) CIEY N D IB) c7
CIF 10 - I5V) CIF 10 o 5Y) CIFY O N 0) CIF 10 < I5Y)  (IYAS XY ) cs
CIF 10 = I5Y) CIF 10 = 5Y) O CIF 10 = 5Y) CIEY ) D IB) c9
CIYAF < IFY /) CIYAR < IYY /F) (VNN CIYAF XY /) CIf b e/ Clo

O b oys) 3B olael g (o Olile ol (5 15 Hha 51 L8 Sage (asld 4 Cand 2t li 10 oond Cowenl A Jgu
Table 8. Relative importance of each indicator compared to the previous more important indicator according to experts, the
range of verbal expressions and fuzzy numbers (Experts 6 to 10)
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Table 9. Relative importance of each indicator compared to the previous more important indicator according to experts, the
range of verbal expressions and fuzzy numbers (Experts 11 to 15)
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Table 10. Frequency distribution of experts based
on educational qualifications
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Table 11. Frequency distribution of experts based
on educational qualifications
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Table 12. Relative importance of each indicator
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Figure 7. Final weights of indicators.
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Table 13. Final results of the fuzzy SWARA method for weighting and prioritizing indicators
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Table 14. Results of confirmatory factor analysis: reliability and validity indices of social competence
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