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1. Introduction 
 
The demand of quality infrastructure across the world has been a never ending juggernaut 
across the world. In recent years, the megaprojects have becoming a popular vehicle for 
delivery of much needed infrastructure (Flyvbjerg 2014). Megaprojects have been broadly 
described as “large-scale, complex investments that typically cost a billion dollars and up, take 
many years to develop and build, involve multiple public and private stakeholders, are 
transformational, and impact millions of people” (Flyvbjerg 2014). Although, there is a no 
single definition of megaproject, they are commonly characterized by the quantum of 
investment. The differentiation between what constitutes a megaproject, based on investment, 
highlighted by Flyvbjerg (2016). Infrastructure project costing more than US$ 1 billion is 
mentioned as major infrastructure projects by the US Federal Highway Administration (Capka 
2004). While in some countries on one hand projects costing substantially higher (around USD 
20billion) or lower (USD 500 million) than this figure are called as megaprojects (Flyvbjerg 
2016). Hu et al.(2015) et al attempted to streamline this dichotomy over what constitutes 
megaproject based on the cost figures by examining megaproject cost-GDP ratios of different 
countries and regions. Based on this analysis, they arrived at 0.01% as a reasonable criteria for 
characterizing a megaproject. There are various synonym for megaprojects like large 
engineering projects, complex projects and large infrastructure projects. Megaproject are 
conceived, nurtured, constructed and operated owing their symbolic roles (Warrack 1993), 
1993) and driven by sublimes (Flyvbjerg 2014). While referring to symbolism, Warrack (1993) 
mentions “megaprojects have powerful economic, social, and symbolic roles in the society”. 
In similar vein, Flyvbjerg (2014) explains four sublimes that drive megaproject development 
namely technological, political, economic and aesthetics. This symbolism and sublimes have 
been fueling the megaprojects development across many industries and sectors like airports, 
seaports, hospitals, health systems, information technology and communication, large scale 
signature architecture, dams, wind farms and logistics. Interestingly, Flyvbjerg (2014) has 
explained ‘megaproject paradox’, which is more and more megaprojects are being built despite 
cost and schedule overruns, and benefit shortfalls. This indicates megaproject will continue to 
lead the infrastructure development across the globe. 
 
The characterization of megaprojects is an ever evolving process. Even though, the investment 
figures may be a reasonable attempt to provide a glimpse of what constitutes a megaprojects, 
other dimensions like social, economic, environmental and technological footprint of these 
projects could be more promising for defining megaprojects. The most common features 
discussed in the literature are size, referring to project physical size or its impact, cost 
mentioning quantum of investments, timeline or duration referring to contractual milestones or 
specific timelines for project completion (Love and Ahiaga-Dagbui 2018). Along with this, the 
feature of risk, complexity and uncertainty have been gaining attention in the recent past 
(Giezen 2013; Kardes et al. 2013; Sanderson 2012; Wang et al. 2020). These characteristics 
mostly captures the technical and managerial face of megaprojects. However, with the advent 
of sustainable development goals (SDGs), the sustainability sublime is expected to gain more 
attention in coming years (Sankaran et al. 2020). It includes focus on aspects like societal gains, 
protection of marginalized, environmental protection and ensuring the interests of future 
generations, societal governance, co-creation of shared value by all stakeholders, and 
community involvement and benefits (Bornstein 2010; Ma et al. 2017). 



 
The diverse megaprojects characteristics mentioned in the earlier section has directed the 
attention of both academicians and practitioners towards planning, procurement, construction 
and operation of megaprojects more effectively. For a layman, the megaprojects often have 
drawn attention owing to various engineering, technological and political feats, mentioned by 
Flyvbjerg (2014) as sublimes.  Along with these feats, often, the megaprojects grab the public 
attention owing to dismissal performance on parameters like time and cost overruns. There 
exist many research articles, prominently written by Flyvbjerg (Cantarelli et al. 2010; Flyvbjerg 
2014; Flyvbjerg et al. 2018; Flyvbjerg et al. 2002), highlighting the failure to complete the 
megaprojects within time and budget. The poor performance of megaprojects has led to many 
inquires at the governmental level as well as research studies investigating causes or factors 
leading to this dismissal performance. In the recent years, the policy discourse and academic 
debates mentioning the need to revisit the traditional lens of project “success” and “failure” 
while investing the performance of megaproject. This is an important silver lining in the area 
of megaprojects because mostly megaproject implementation is mentioned in poor plight. 
Megaprojects in essence are crafted for meeting the goals and aspirations of present as well as 
future generations. There is no doubt that these megaprojects have contributed in this direction, 
but, the state of art still needs substantial improvement. Rather than branding megaprojects as 
either failure, which is more often, or success; it may be relevant to conduct a retrospective 
analysis for identifying “what has been good about the process so far” and “how specifically 
might we improve this process in the future” (Mossman 2021; Nanda et al. 2017). This analysis 
is a popular technique in the area of lean manufacturing, called as plus delta analysis. 
 
The journey towards identification of “plus” in state of art of megaproject implementation 
directs attention to stream of literature which is gaining momentum very recently, is 
characteristics and drivers that make megaprojects successful, and redefining measures for 
megaprojects success. Turner and Xue (2018) developed a new model for success of 
megaprojects and applied this model on case studies of megaprojects. The analysis from this 
study is interesting, stating “Many of the projects that were finished late and/or overspent, and 
so would be considered a project management failure by traditional standards (Cooke-Davies, 
2002) delivered an asset of value at a time and cost that made it valuable.” Also, the authors 
highlighted the case study examples wherein the megaprojects provides general public good 
but these benefits are not measurable financially. Along similar lines, Shenhar and Holzmann 
(2017) analyzed the success of 14 megaprojects on dimensions namely efficiency, customer, 
business / financial, and society. The analysis has indicated that each megaproject was 
successful in at least one dimension. As these studies indicate the megaprojects are indeed 
successful or effectively implemented, provided the performance of these projects is measured 
against a new set of parameters rather than comparing with traditional standards, the other 
research trajectory focused on secrets of megaprojects success. The project management 
literature is strewn with the studies focusing on success factors, success drivers for diverse set 
of projects implemented with contracting models like public private partnerships, engineering 
procurement and construction, and so on. The megaprojects literature have been making 
extensive strides in the identifying and conceptualizing the success factors, by analyzing 
successful, rare few from the traditional lens, megaprojects. Shenhar and Holzmann (2017) 
discussed three distinguishing elements of successful megaprojects namely strategic vision, 
total alignment and adapting to complexity. Although, more commonly the studies have 
analyzed the dataset of megaprojects from varied sectors, there exist studies focusing on 
megaprojects success in specific sectors as well like energy sector (Locatelli et al. 2014), events 
and exposition (Hu et al. 2015). 
 



Along with this side, there are studies which explore other side of the coin, which dismissal 
performance of megaprojects. In this domain, the most commonly discussed aspect is time and 
cost overrun of megaprojects. Similar to studies focusing on success of megaproject, the poor 
performance of megaproject is investigated from the perspective of either cross sector overview 
or sectoral focus. These studies do not stop merely by citing the reasons for poor performance 
of megaproject but gives the remedies and directions to avoid these pitfalls in future 
megaprojects. For example, the analysis of Nuclear power plant projects (NPPs) in France, 
Germany and Finland conducted by Locatelli (2018) revealed that a novel complex technology 
with a complex network of stakeholder results into late and over budget deliver of NPPs. 
Further to this, Locatelli 2018 advocated remedies like technical standardization and project 
delivery chain standardization. Among the sector specific studies, the mega transportation 
projects continues to be under the lens. One of interesting aspect of these studies is crafting of 
conceptual framework or hypothesis for deciphering the causes and suggesting areas of 
improvement. The relationship between project ownership and cost performance of 
transportation megaprojects is investigated by Cantarelli and Flyvbjerg (2015), indicating lack 
of evidence on private parties’ involvement and better project performance. However, the 
analysis of case study project namely HSL- South, a high speed railway line in the Netherlands 
thrown light on contracting strategy and amount of private financing as better determinants for 
project performance. In similar vein, Cantarelli (2010) categorized the explanations for cost 
overruns in large transportation projects under technical, economic, psychological and 
political. They have proposed political explanations can be theorized with agency theory while 
nonpolitical explanations can be understood with a range of different theories like rational 
choice theory and prospect theory. These research investigations are very helpful for providing 
solutions to panacea of time and cost overruns faced by megaprojects. These issues are 
intertwined with other facets of megaproject management, which requires substantial 
improvement, namely stakeholder management, IT innovation, accountability, transparency 
and so on. Hu et al.(2015) have performed systematic review of megaprojects literature, 
indicating that the earlier mentioned facets have been gaining attention in the academic 
literature. Among these facets, the “leadership” which is not well researched and very recently 
gaining attention in both academic and practitioner literature. This chapter posits that this 
aspect will gain more attention in coming years and will be a prominent area of future 
megaproject research. 
 
 
2. Megaprojects leadership - Improving state of art of megaproject implementation 
 
Megaprojects leadership as an essential ingredient for delivering successful megaproject is 
highlighted by Hoover (2019). The paper mentions five leadership success ingredients namely: 
building trust and communication between stakeholders, cohesion and collaboration among 
team members, transparent and authentic leadership, creation of nimble and autonomous teams, 
and educated - experienced owner. A report authored by Nuno Gill and Colm Lundrigan titled 
“The Leadership and Governance of Megaprojects” is a culmination of insights gained from 
events organized by the Center for Infrastructure Development (CID) for bringing two 
communities management and organization scholars and industry on a common platform (Gil 
and Lundrigan 2012). This report states that “megaproject leadership function is fundamentally 
different from the megaproject management function”. This statement directs attention towards 
a new research trajectory for megaproject researchers. Often, the leadership is deliberated from 
the viewpoint of project managers or project engineers, which is grounded more in the 
operational roles, while this report carves out “megaproject leadership” as a distinct area.  The 
leadership traits mentioned in this report are sincerity, empathy, openness, effective 



communication and ability of simplify. There exist other studies focusing on traits in 
megaproject leaders. Anderson Jr. and Polkinghorn (2008) examined the Woodrow Wilson 
Bridge and attributed to successful completion of this megaproject, despite risk and complexity 
associated, to following leadership traits: (1) awareness by project leadership of the immense 
public scrutiny a major infrastructure project can draw; (2) leadership that responds to political 
and public demands (both previously mentioned); and (3) leadership that employs conflict 
prevention and management philosophies, tools, and processes efficiently and effectively. 
There is a churning of reports and initiatives by in the practitioner community embracing the 
concept of “megaproject leaders”. The need for shifting the focus from technical to people 
leaders is highlighted in the report by Roth et al.(2016) , with mention of key differentiators of 
future megaproject leaders: strategic mindset, change leadership, communication in all its 
forms, business acumen, balanced decision making and political intelligence. McKinsey 
released a report titled “The art of project leadership: Delivering the world's largest projects” 
in the year 2018. As part of this report megaproject leaders across the globe have been 
interviewed and it led to synthetization of 4 mindsets that define the “art” of project leadership. 
The megaproject leader necessitate visualization of megaproject as a business and subsequently 
provide leadership of this level to deal with various organizational issues. The accountability 
for project delivery needs to be created with the project owner, by keeping them well informed 
across project lifecycle and in turn enable them to make tough decisions. Mutual trust and joint 
problem solving should be a laying foundation for contractor-owner relationship. Megaproject 
leader should trust and enforce appropriate processes, but, should step in resolve challenges 
faced in megaprojects. These mindsets give a glimpse to reinvention required in the traditional 
conceptualization of “leadership’. This reinvention is the focus of report by Australian 
Contractors Association titled “Changing the game: Australian new world of megaprojects” 
(ACA 2019). It mentions aptly that “changing the megaproject leaders” is the corner stone for 
achieving megaproject success in Australia. The required changes proposed in this report are: 
1) creation of new leadership model to lead complex social solutions rather than managing 
complicated technological projects alone, 2) shift in the current form centralized project leader 
to enabling leadership, and 3) development of next generation of leaders by apprenticeship or 
other mechanism. A research study by Association of Project Management highlights the need 
for a new approach required for gender balance in major projects leadership. 
 
This academic and professional work has brought the topic of “megaproject leadership” on the 
forefront. In terms of consolidation of narratives, life stories and practical insights on 
megaproject leadership, the recently published book on “Megaproject Leaders: Reflections on 
Personal Life Stories” is a torch bearer and has paved the way for future research work in this 
area (Drouin et al. 2021). There is no doubt that the existing works have created a fertile ground 
for further research trajectories. However, the direction to this existing discourse on 
megaproject leadership can be provided with an established overarching framework. The theme 
of “responsible leadership” can be a guiding light to take forward the discourse on leadership 
in megaprojects.  
 
3. Responsible Leadership in the context of megaprojects 
 
Marques et al. (2018), who carried out a bibliometric review of research in the area, confirm 
that ‘responsible leadership is becoming a hot topic both in academia and the business world’. 
They also point out that responsible leadership is distinct from other perspectives on leadership 
such as transactional or transformational or ethical leadership, as ‘it is anchored on the 
assumption that leaders must balance different (and potentially conflicting sets of interests’. 



Their analysis of the reviewed articles shows that the interest in responsible leadership started 
between 2006 and 2020 and is increasing rapidly. 
 
Maak and Pless (2006), who have published extensively about the concept, explain that 
responsible leadership is concerned with ‘leadership dynamics in the stakeholder society and 
includes the ethical perspective – the norms, values and principles ‘(Pless 2007: 438).They also 
propose some ways in which responsible leaders can engage with their stakeholders – both 
internal and external (Maak and Pless 2006). 
 
Employees: Leaders can ensure that they have created working conditions that are ‘humane, 
safe, healthy and non-discriminatory’. They could also provide equal opportunity for 
employment and strive to enable a good work–life balance. 
 
Clients and customers: In addition, to delivering products and services that customers want 
responsible leaders should ensure that these are ‘safe and not harmful’. 
 
Business partners: Responsible leaders would treat their business partners ‘respectfully and 
fairly’. They would also ensure that their partners adopt the labour standards adhered to by the 
leader’s organization. 
 
Social and natural environment: Responsible leaders will ‘assess the impact of their business 
decisions on the social and natural environment’. In addition, they will also arrange to ‘train 
their people in sustainable development’. 
 
Shareholders: While taking care of other stakeholders, responsible leaders should also see that 
their shareholder’s interests are protected and ‘ensure an adequate return’ from their 
investment. 
 
Pless (2007) suggests that while responsible leadership started as a social and moral 
phenomenon due to scandals such as Enron, Paramalat and World.com, there is also a positive 
side to it as it is realised that ‘multinational corporations and their leaders have an enormous 
potential for contributing to the betterment of the world’. Pless (2007)  focuses on the essential 
behaviours of responsible leaders as intrapsychic drivers or motivational-led system and moral 
drivers. 
 
The intrapsychic drivers include a need to explore or experiment, a need for attachment through 
connectedness, and being able to enjoy; whereas the moral and normative drivers consist of a 
need for justice – ‘fairness and a moral framework as a basis of human interaction’, a need for 
recognition and to create a motivating environment by recognizing others and demonstrating a 
sense of care by considering the needs of others, nature and living conditions when working in 
less developed locations as well as keeping future generations in mind. 
 
Pless and Maak (2011), who guest-edited a special issue on responsible leadership in The 
Journal of Business Ethics, state that there is a growing need for current leadership theories to 
address the challenges, roles and responsibilities of leaders ‘in light of social and environmental 
crises such as the Exxon Valdez spill in Alaska, the Bhopal disaster for Union Carbide, Shell’s 
Brent Spar and Nigerian failures, and Nike’s sweat shops, to name a few’. Responsible 
leadership is also placing new demands on business contexts to meet stakeholder expectations 
‘to take active roles in fostering responsible behaviour, within and outside the organization’ 
that includes creating responsible cultures and acting as good citizens. 



 
A recent systematic literature review of research into the challenges, outcomes and practices 
of responsible leadership (Greige Frangieh and Khayr Yaacoub 2017) clarifies that it is not 
viewed in the same way by all. There could be a limited economic or shareholder view of 
responsibility based on the Friedman doctrine (1970) or Freeman, Wicks and Parmar (2004)’s 
views on stakeholder theory based on which Doh and Quigley (2014) clarify that a responsible 
leader should consider ‘shareowners, employees, customers, communities and suppliers’ as 
stakeholders, confirming the views expressed by Maak and Pless (2006). 
 
Greige Frangieh and Khayr Yaacoub (2017) conclude from their systematic review that 
responsible leadership is still emerging as a leadership theory and needs more empirical 
evidence to establish it. Also, while the theory has led academic interest it has so far not offered 
any practical solutions to leaders on how to prioritize stakeholder interests when these are in 
conflict. There point out that there is a need to discuss ‘the different kinds of organizational 
pressures that leaders face in organizations and the means to alleviate these pressures to allow 
for more responsible behaviour’. However, they add that the literature does provide evidence 
on positive financial outcomes from responsible leadership, but further research is required to 
confirm causality. 
 
In summary, the idea of responsible leadership is gaining worldwide attention and is moving 
beyond just focusing on ethical and moral behaviour. Researchers are asking leaders to improve 
stakeholder relationships and suggest the development of metrics to evaluate the benefits of 
responsible leadership. It is expected that these metrics could help leaders to improve their 
responsible behaviour towards society while also delivering results expected from their 
business. 
 
4. Responsible Leadership and Project Management 
 
The idea of responsible project leadership is also beginning to get attention with recent research 
on governance, trust and ethics in projects (Müller et al. 2013) and the PMI sponsored study 
on responsible leadership (Clare et al 2018). However, the role of project management in 
sustainability and sustainable development which is linked to responsible leadership has been 
a topic of interest to project management researchers for almost a decade now. A brief review 
of this literature might be useful at this juncture. 
 
Gauthier and Ika (2012) point out that in the postmodern social world, the way projects are 
managed may have to change to align closely with sustainable development. Morris (2013) 
urges us to reconstruct project management to consider sustainable development as a challenge 
to project, program and portfolio management. In fact, Morris suggested that project managers 
could play a lead role in advancing sustainability at the IRNOP 2015 conference held at 
University College London. 
 
It is also interesting to see how project management’s peak bodies view the field’s 
responsibility towards sustainability. At the International Project Management Association’s 
expert seminar held in Zurich in February 2016, Yvonne Schoper identified sustainability of 
projects as one of the important trends facing project managers. Schoper and Geműnden (2016)  
elaborated further at the seminar that environmental, social and lifecycle aspects of projects 
need to be taken into consideration. They suggested that ‘The implication of the trend 
[sustainability] is that it will increase the accountability of organizations contracting a project 
beyond their own risks and benefits towards the risks and benefits of external stakeholders who 



are affected by their project. It will transform the role of project management by challenging if 
they do the “right things right”. The specific reference to stakeholders aligns with the literature 
on responsible leadership. 
 
The Project Management Institute’s Pulse of the Profession Report 2018 states that sustainable 
development, climate change and renewable energy are affecting businesses as a disruptive 
trend that needs to be dealt with by project management professionals. (Silvius and van den 
Brink (2014) reports the Association of Project Management’s Vice President Mary McKinlay 
(2008) stressed that ‘the further development of project management profession requires 
project managers to take responsibility for sustainability’ at the IPMA World Congress 
2008.These excerpts from trends predicted by peak bodies of project management confirm that 
there is indeed a growing recognition in the profession that sustainable development is a 
challenge we can no longer ignore. 
 
Some researchers (Silvius et al. 2009) ( Garies et al 2009; Silvius et al 2009) have also been 
investigating the role of project management in sustainable development. Marcelino-Sádaba et 
al. (2015) point out that sustainability has been recognized as a challenge in several sectors 
carrying out projects such as construction, infrastructure, mining, energy and new product 
development. Huemann and Silvius (2017) have recently suggested that sustainability could 
even gain more status by becoming a new school of thought in PM extending the nine schools 
proposed by Turner et al. (2010). In a guest editorial of papers published under the title 
‘Projects to create the future: Managing projects meets sustainable development’, Huemann 
and Silvius (2017)  emphasize that ‘project management has a vital role in contributing to 
sustainable development of organizations and society’, raising the societal responsibility of our 
profession. 
 
However, despite the growing awareness of project management’s role in sustainable 
development there seems to be no clear guidance on how to go about it  (Huemann and Silvius 
2017). Martens and Carvalho (2016) add that ‘there is a gap between perception of importance 
and the actual use of Sustainability in Project Management (SPM) practice’. (Marcelino-
Sádaba et al.(2015) propose that one way to deal with this is to develop ‘a set of sustainability 
competences that project managers must acquire’. However, just addressing environmental 
sustainability issues is insufficient to demonstrate responsible leadership in projects. 
 
Labuschagne and Brent (2005) argue that, as a project management community, we need to 
address three goals of sustainable development: social equity, economic efficiency and 
environmental performance. They add that we need to establish ways to achieve sustainable 
life cycle management. 
 
One of the issues facing project management regarding sustainable development is the 
temporary nature of projects. Projects are often bound by the constraints of time, cost, scope 
and quality and are often defined as temporary with a finite end (Jones and Lichtenstein 2009). 
This poses a conundrum as sustainability challenges are rarely time limited, nor can they be 
decoupled from the context, nor are they easily predictable. There is also limited research 
focusing on the wider organizational considerations to carry out sustainable projects by 
balancing social, environmental and economic issues as in both short and long-term orientation 
as well as in local and global contexts (Silvius and van den Brink 2014). This also makes it 
difficult to clearly set project goals. 
 



In summary, it looks like project management is facing a knowing–doing gap in identifying 
practical ways in which it will have to change to deal with this increased awareness of its 
societal and environmental responsibilities. Aarseth et al.  (2017), who carried out a systematic 
literature review of project sustainability strategies, highlight the importance of setting strategic 
sustainability goals and developing sustainability competencies. These can help to develop 
responsible leadership in projects. Next, we propose an initial framework for responsible 
leadership in projects based on the literature reviewed for this paper. 
 
5. Framework for Responsible Leadership in Megaprojects 
 
Based on the role model of responsible leadership proposed by Maak and Pless (2006), there 
are four levels to be considered for responsible leadership in megaprojects – Character, 
leadership role, operational role, and stakeholder connections as shown in Figure 1. 
 
Stakeholder relations 
 
a. Customer (End user, Project owner or Sponsor) 
b. Governance bodies (Board, Steering committee, PMO) 
c. Project team members 
d. Peers (Functional managers, Other project managers in programs) 
e. Suppliers (Contractors, Suppliers of products and services, Labour) 
f. Community (If project causes displacement) 
g. Family (Work–life balance) 
h. Fellow Citizens (Social responsibility) 
i. Future generations (Environmental responsibility) 
 
Operational Roles 
 
a. Change agent (Assist in delivering benefits) 
b. Coach (Developing team members) 
c. Meaning enabler (Work across cultures, Shared meaning of project and its goals) 
d. Project leader (Delivering project, ethical and moral decision making) 
 
Leadership roles 
 
a. Visionary (Work towards common purpose or goals) 
b. Citizen (Environmental and social responsibility) 
c. Steward (Focus on community and society) 
d. Servant (Sharing power, Putting people first) 
 
Character (Ethical and moral qualities) 
 
 
Several of these roles are not new and are practiced in projects in various ways. But there are 
some that may be beyond the current scope and understanding of the role of a project leader. 
In the next section we discuss literature related to these roles where they already exist. 
 
 
5.1. Stakeholder Relations 
 



Relationships listed under Stakeholder Relations, from a to e, could be considered as expected 
of a project leader. Relations f to i are relatively new. 
 
Megaproject delivery is often driven by parameters like time, cost, quality and so on, which 
are mentioned in the various binding contractual arrangements among supply chain partners. 
Owing to focus on these parameters, the primarily the construction supply chain or megaproject 
delivery supply chain partners comprising of governmental bodies, sponsoring organizations, 
approval agencies, subcontractors and project team members have been given preference in 
megaproject development. Firstly, the megaproject leader should to reinvent the relationships 
with these set of stakeholders. Secondly, there is a need to integrate and bring other 
stakeholders like community, family, fellow citizens and future generations at the center stage. 
 
Megaproject leader has to understand the values and expectations of customer carefully. These 
customers can be end user, sponsor or project owner. Further to this, it is necessary to direct 
these values and expectations in the right direction during the megaproject lifecycle. For 
example, Theurillat and Crevoisier (2013) explained how involvement of financial actors and 
their interaction between other actors in the institutional, spatial and temporal context 
influences creation of sustainability in megaprojects. The governing structure of megaprojects 
has not attracted much attention in the megaproject literature. It is expected that the 
megaproject leader can understand the influencing role played by cultural practices on the 
governance of these megaproject. In similar vein, the analysis of intra-organization and inter-
organization trust under the conditions of power asymmetry and power sharing in the 
megaproject governance has been conducted by Deng et al. (2021). These studies drawn 
attention towards increasingly important issue of megaproject governance, and megaproject 
leader should be akin to these developments.  
 
Although the megaproject are conceived, developed, constructed and operated by the project 
owners and sponsors, one cannot deny the fact that these projects are created to serve the 
ultimate end user - a general public or tax payer or specific set of users. The embedment of 
megaproject within surrounding social cultural milieu is missed by the megaproject leaders, 
resulting into resistance and value erosion for facility users and surrounding community. In 
large infrastructure projects that cause displacements, community relations comes importance 
as communities are often affected adversely during and after projects are implemented. 
Stakeholder involvement tools have been proposed in project management literature on 
appropriate community engagement in megaprojects (El-Gohary et al. 2006). However, in the 
megaproject literature, the general public or users are often referred as “external” stakeholders 
(Di Maddaloni and Davis 2017; Ninan et al. 2019). Megaproject leader has to internalize these 
“external” stakeholders like the users, community and even future generations within the 
shaping and implementation of megaprojects (Di Maddaloni and Davis 2017). The neglect 
towards this is a recipe for community resistance (Jordhus-Lier 2015) and asymmetric 
legitimacy perception (Witz et al. 2021).  
 
Supply chain management necessitates greater attention owing to uncertainty and complexity 
associated with megaprojects. Along with this, the greater emphasis on social responsibility 
and environmental protection, there is a call for embracing sustainability in supplier selection 
in megaprojects (Mahmoudi et al. 2021). The megaproject leader has to play a crucial role in 
green supply chain management with practices like green supplier selection (Liang and Chong 
2019).  
 



The aspects like social and environmental responsibility are relatively new in the context of 
megaprojects. Hence, the direction and leadership by the top echelon of megaprojects is 
paramount. The relation between adoption of megaproject social responsibility and personal 
psychological traits of top managers, with a particular focus on chief executive officer (CEO) 
narcissism, is discussed in the study by Lin et al.(2018). This study has relevance for 
megaproject leaders and the requirements are mentioned aptly as “managers should be 
motivated to think modestly about the relationship of megaprojects with society from a 
sustainable perspective and be driven to improve their cognition of MSR to promote the 
megaproject’s social responsibility.” 
 
Megaproject leaders have to play a transformative role to change the project participants 
perceptions towards megaproject environmental responsibility (MER) practices and their 
commitment towards the environment (Wang et al. 2017). The importance of leadership in this 
regard is mentioned by Wang et al (2017) as follows: “leadership has been recognized as one 
of the most critical factors influencing the emergence of organizational citizenship behaviors 
for the environment (OCBEs)”. 
 
Relations with family would need more exploration on how project leaders can deal with these 
stakeholder demands. Although the general management literature has been advocating the 
need for work-life balance both for the manager and their subordinates, this is not investigated 
much in a project management situation even though managing a project can be a stressful 
experience. There are some papers written about the role of the project manager to improve 
working conditions in projects to manage stress (Gällstedt 2003) and the effect of 
transformational leaders in projects on stress management of their team members (Keegan and 
Den Hartog 2004). 
 
 
5.2. Operational Roles 
 
In the operational roles (Item 2 in our framework), the role of the project manager may not 
generally extend to benefits management. In some instances, the operational part of the project 
is included in the scope of the megaprojects when the project management organization may 
also be involved in benefit realization. However, there is an increased realization that project 
managers should be aware of benefit realization through change management after the project 
is delivered. Benefit management seems to fall under the responsibility of program 
management (Axelos 2014). So, to that extent project managers will be conscious of the need 
for benefit management when their project is overseen in a program. The role of project 
manager as a coach is becoming relevant in the leadership responsibilities (Müller et al. 2018; 
Pilkienė et al. 2018). van Marrewijk et al.(2016) have described the role of coach and mentor 
played by the agent, in this case the US-based CH2M Hill a global leader in programme 
management hired by the operator/prinicpal, Autoridad del Canal de Panamá (ACP), for the 
temporary oganization of the Panama Canal Expansion Program (PCEP). The term ‘meaning 
making’ is not commonly used in project management, but ‘sensemaking’ is becoming an 
important part of complex projects (Alderman et al. 2005). This could create a shared meaning 
across a project. Delivering the project is a basic operational responsibility of a project leader 
but doing it in an ethical and moral manner will be important for responsible leadership (Clarke 
et al. 2018). 
 
 
5.3. Leadership Roles 



 
In the leadership roles, the visionary role has been discussed in project management research 
on project managers’ competencies for success (Müller and Turner 2010) and the role of a 
transformational leader (Keegan and Den Hartog 2004). The roles of citizen and steward are 
relatively new but will become important as increased importance is placed on the role of 
project management towards the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (Aarseth et 
al. 2017; UN 2018), even identifying indicators in developing sustainable infrastructure 
(Fernández-Sánchez and Rodríguez-López 2010), which is expected in megaprojects (Kwak et 
al. 2009). Ma et al (2020) investigated stewardship behavior in megaproject. Their analysis 
indicates that stewardship behavior existed in the case study project, which was South-to-North 
Water Diversion project, and it can be identified through psychological, situational, relational 
dimensions. Melé (2016) mentions the term - Humanistic Management as “people oriented 
management that seeks profits for human ends”. Stewardship-sustainability is one among the 
seven propositions, put forth by Melé (2016), on what form a genuine humanism. Along with 
other propositions like wholeness, comprehensive knowledge, human dignity, development, 
common good, and transcendence, the stewardship-sustainability proposition which 
“recognizes the interconnection of the human being with the environment and all living things 
and promotes a sense of stewardship (Camargo and Vázquez-Maguirre 2021)” is well 
connected with megaprojects, owing to social and environmental footprint. Megaproject 
leaders being in the leadership position have to ingrain “humanistic / people oriented approach” 
in megaproject management. Servant leadership is often associated with a scrum master’s role 
in projects using agile methodology (Yi 2011).In projects using conventional methods Avery 
(2015) has proposed servant leadership as a way of reducing risks when these projects become 
complex. 
 
 
5.4. Character 
 
In terms of character, ethical and moral judgement is discussed in the context of responsible 
leadership in projects (Clarke et al. 2018). These could also fall under the concept of authentic 
leadership which has found its way into project management literature of late (Lloyd-Walker 
and Walker 2011).From the preceding discussion we can see that several elements of our 
proposed framework have been discussed in various ways in the project management literature. 
However, a comprehensive discussion of responsible leadership is still needed to guide project 
leaders.  
 
6. Conclusions 
 
 
In conclusion, we believe that, by adopting the characteristic of responsible leadership 
megaproject leaders will deliver societal benefits while reducing ecological harm by taking a 
wider view of stakeholder interests over space and time. It does not mean that they should 
overlook economic benefits which megaprojects were conceived to achieve but do so in a more 
culturally and ecologically responsible ways. They will do this keeping in mind the five 
dimensions of critical to be a responsible leader – awareness, vision, imagination, responsibility 
and action (Bettignies 2014). Environmental, social and governance issues are becoming 
increasingly important to organizations for their long-term aspirations and they will become 
important to project organizations too. Megaprojects are no exception. The World Economic 
Forum points out that the investment in megaprojects by the G-20 countries is equivalent to 



8% of the global GDP (Alexander 2015). While such investment may be necessary to meet 
demands it needs to be carefully managed to be sustainable. They forum felt that such rapid 
growth could cause irreparable social and environmental damage. Drouin et al.(2021) suggest 
that while megaprojects are essential to societies a great responsibility lies on the shoulders of 
modern day megaproject leaders. 

  



 

 

Figure 1. Proposed Responsible Leadership Framework for Project Leaders adapted for this 
paper from Mark and Pless (2006: 107) 
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