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ABSTRACT

Objective: To analyze how difficulties in scope detailing within a social
project can compromise its success, especially when traditional project
management methodologies are applied in highly subjective contexts.

Context: The study is based on a volunteer project developed by a non-
profit organization specializing in project management. The initiative,
carried out in a nursing home, aimed to promote food security, health,
and quality of life. The research examined 16 meeting minutes, 8 progress
reports, other operational records, and included a structured interview
with the project sponsor.

Diagnosis: Document and observational analysis revealed that the rigid
formalization of the scope, focused on tangible deliverables (donations),
combined with the absence of qualitative tools, compromised the
identification of subjective needs and intangible expectations of the
beneficiaries, such as social interaction and leisure. This resulted in the
partial failure of the project, with misaligned outcomes, exposing the
limitations of traditional practices in social contexts.

Limitations: As a single case study, results are not generalizable. The
absence of structured interviews with the final beneficiaries (residents)
limits the depth of the analysis of expectations, despite the inclusion of
the managerial perspective obtained from a structured interview with the
project sponsor.

Practical implications: It is recommended to adopt hybrid management
models that combine discipline with flexibility, using participatory
techniques and qualitative indicators to align project deliverables with
beneficiaries’ expectations.

Social implications: Aligning project scope with beneficiaries’ values
supports more legitimate, sustainable, and socially impactful interventions.

Originality / Value: The study provides empirical evidence of the
shortcomings of traditional practices in a social project and proposes
practical guidelines for scope management in projects involving intangible
deliverables and subjective expectations, broadening the discussion on the
limitations of conventional models in complex social environments.

Keywords: Project Management, Social Projects, Scope Management,
Stakeholders, Intangible Deliverables.
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RESUMO

Objetivo: Analisar como as dificuldades no
detalhamento de escopo em um projeto social
podem comprometer seu sucesso, especialmente
quando se aplicam metodologias tradicionais em
contextos de alta subjetividade.

Contexto: O estudo baseia-se em um projeto
voluntario desenvolvido por uma organizagao
sem fins lucrativos especializada em gestao de
projetos. A iniciativa, realizada em um lar de
idosos, visava promover segurancga alimentar,
saude e qualidade de vida. A pesquisa examinou
16 atas de reuniao, 8 relatorios de progresso,
outros registros operacionais e incluiu uma
entrevista estruturada com o sponsor do projeto.

Diagnéstico: A  andlise  documental e
observacional revelou que a formalizagdo
rigida do escopo, focado em entregas tangiveis
(doacbes), e a auséncia de instrumentos
qualitativos comprometeram a identificacdo de
necessidades subjetivas e expectativas intangiveis
dos beneficiarios, como interacao social e lazer.
Isso resultou no insucesso parcial do projeto,
gue teve entregas desalinhadas as necessidades,
evidenciando a limitagao das praticas tradicionais
em contextos sociais.

Limitagcoes: Como estudo de caso Unico, oOs
resultados nao sao generalizaveis. A auséncia
de entrevistas estruturadas com os beneficiarios
finais (residentes) restringe a profundidade da
analise das expectativas, apesar da inclusao da
perspectiva gerencial obtida a partir de uma
entrevista estruturada com o sponsor do projeto.

Implicacbes praticas: Recomenda-se a adocao
de modelos de gestdo hibridos que combinem
disciplina com flexibilidade, utilizando técnicas
participativas e  indicadores  qualitativos
para alinhar as entregas as expectativas dos
beneficiarios.

Implicagoes sociais: O alinhamento entre escopo
e valores dos beneficiarios favorece intervencoes
mais legitimas, sustentaveis e com maior impacto
social.

Originalidade / valor: O estudo oferece
evidéncias empiricas da falha de praticas
tradicionais em um projeto social, propondo
diretrizes praticas para gestdao de escopo em
projetos com entregas intangiveis e expectativas
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subjetivas, ampliando o debate sobre os limites
dos modelos tradicionais em ambientes sociais
complexos.

Palavras-chave: Gestao de Projetos, Projetos
Sociais, Gestao de Escopo, Partes Interessadas,
Entregas Intangiveis.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: Analizar cémo las dificultades en la
definicion del alcance en un proyecto social
pueden comprometer su éxito, especialmente
cuando se aplican metodologias tradicionales en
contextos de alta subjetividad.

Contexto: El estudio se basa en un proyecto
voluntario desarrollado por una organizacion
sin fines de lucro especializada en gestion de
proyectos. La iniciativa, realizada en un asilo
de ancianos, tuvo como objetivo promover la
seguridad alimentaria, la salud y la calidad de vida.
La investigacidon examind 16 actas de reuniones, 8
informes de progreso y otros registros operativos.

Diagnéstico: El  andlisis documental vy
observacional reveld que la formalizacion
rigida del alcance, centrada en entregas
tangibles (donaciones), junto con la ausencia
de herramientas cualitativas, comprometié
la identificacion de necesidades subjetivas y
expectativas intangibles de los beneficiarios,
como la interaccion social y el ocio. Esto
resultd en un fracaso parcial del proyecto, con
entregas desalineadas a las necesidades reales,
evidenciando las limitaciones de las practicas
tradicionales en contextos sociales.

Limitaciones: Al tratarse de un estudio de caso
Unico, los resultados no son generalizables. La
ausencia de entrevistas estructuradas con los
beneficiarios limité la profundidad del analisis.

Implicaciones practicas: Se recomienda adoptar
modelos de gestion hibridos que combinen
disciplina con flexibilidad, utilizando técnicas
participativas e indicadores cualitativos para
alinear las entregas con las expectativas de los
beneficiarios.

Implicaciones sociales: El alineamiento entre
el alcance del proyecto y los valores de los
beneficiarios favorece intervenciones mas
legitimas, sostenibles y con mayor impacto social.
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Originalidad / Valor: El estudio aporta evidencia
empirica sobre las fallas de las practicas
tradicionales en un proyecto social, proponiendo
directrices practicas para la gestién del alcance en
proyectos con entregas intangibles y expectativas
subjetivas, ampliando el debate sobre los limites
de los modelos tradicionales en entornos sociales
complejos.

Palabras clave: Gestion de Proyectos, Proyectos
Sociales, Gestién del Alcance, Partes Interesadas,
Entregables Intangibles.

INTRODUCTION

Socio-environmental projects have a com-
plex and dynamic nature, marked by multiple
actors and intangible deliverables. Their main
differentiator lies in the ability to generate po-
sitive and sustainable social impacts, promoting
benefits for specific communities (Di Maddaloni
et al., 2025). However, managing these projects
remains challenging, especially when applied by
organizations that use traditional project mana-
gement standards based on assumptions of pre-
dictability, control, and linearity (lka, 2012). This
incongruity between traditional methods and
non-linear social contexts exposes relevant gaps
in the theory-practice integration. The view of
project management as a universally applicable
discipline, grounded in a set of methods, tools,
and techniques for planning and control, defines
the traditional model as an idealized, persuasive,
and command-oriented model, which fails to ad-
dress the complex processes of human relations
that occur in unpredictable project environments
and ignores social and political aspects within the
project context (Cicmil & Gaggiotti, 2018).

Baba, Mohammad & Young, (2021) su-
pport the recommendation to delve deeper into
the gaps in social projects, justifying that the de-
ficiencies identified in project management stem
directly from the instrumental and short-term
mindset of traditional project standards, which
prioritize efficiency in time, cost, and tangible de-
liverables. This traditional approach, often cen-
tered on the project’s viewpoint, fails to provide
adequate guidance for promoting socio-envi-
ronmental impact in local communities, treating
stakeholder engagement as a strategic means to
manage risks or obtain approval, resulting in su-
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perficial and instrumental engagement (Babaei,
Locatelli & Sainati, 2023). The relevance of this
gap is explicitly justified by the fact that tradi-
tional project management neglects the social
dimension and marginalizes secondary stakehol-
ders, such as local communities, which, despite
having little power over project resources, suffer
the most severe social and environmental conse-
quences of the projects (Baba et al., 2021).

On the other hand, when projects are able
to meet the needs of those involved, strengthen
relationships, and build trust throughout their
life cycle, there is a greater probability of success
(Bandé, lka & Ouédraogo, 2024). In environments
marked by the subjectivity of stakeholder expec-
tations, such as social ones, scope definition and
management become critical challenges that can
lead to both project success and failure.

The lack of social participation and the
neglect of local concerns in the initial project
phases compromise trust, generate resistance,
and hinder the consolidation of lasting benefits,
reinforcing the idea that the social dimension is
as strategic as the project’s technical aspects. In
public infrastructure projects, for example, Brunet
et al. (2025) highlight that project success goes
beyond the delivery of technical and financial re-
sults, with social acceptability being a crucial fac-
tor for their legitimacy and sustainability. Projects
of this nature frequently fail for political reasons,
conflicts of interest, and unstable objectives (Cle-
gg & Biygautane, 2025). Even with technical re-
sults achieved, the absence of social acceptance
compromises the legitimacy and sustainability of
the initiatives (Brunet et al., 2025). Furthermore,
individual competencies of those involved, such
as active participation and cooperation, are di-
rectly linked to project performance (Park & Kim,
2024), just as expanding community participation
positively impacts social outcomes (Vera-Burau,
Sanmiquel Pera & Bascompta Massanes, 2025).

Thus, the objective of this technological
article is to analyze how difficulties in detailing
the scope in a voluntary social project can com-
promise its success, especially when traditional
project management standards are applied in
contexts of high subjectivity of deliverables. The
analyzed case addresses a four-month voluntary
project supported by a non-profit organization,
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here referred to as the executing institution, re-
cognized for its expertise in project management
and its adoption of the best practices of the Pro-
ject Management Institute (PMI, 2021). Despite
having these technical competencies, the analy-
zed project faced significant failures in adapting
traditional practices to the social context in which
it was executed: a nursing home maintained by a
religious association. The subjectivity of the so-
cial context, combined with inefficient communi-
cation and the absence of mechanisms to capture
the real needs of the beneficiaries, compromised
the alignment between the deliverables and the
values expected by the stakeholders, thereby
compromising the results of the volunteer pro-
ject. The success of social projects depends on
meeting the needs and expectations of the be-
neficiaries, which are often subjective in nature
(Junges et al., 2020).

This scenario highlights a relevant oppor-
tunity: to adapt and improve scope management
methods in social projects, based on a critical
analysis of documented practices. The identified
gap between normative frameworks and applica-
tion in non-traditional contexts, as also discus-
sed by lka (2012) and Svejvig & Andersen (2015),
reinforces the relevance of hybrid models that
balance technical rigor with sensitivity to social
specificities.

The proposal is based on a qualitative case
study (Yin, 2018), which includes the document
analysis of minutes, reports, and operational re-
cords of the project, aiming to reconstruct its tra-
jectory, identify the main challenges faced, and
suggest paths for methodological solutions more
adherent to the social context.

Based on the concept of a technological
article, this study emphasizes applied contribu-
tion, being use-oriented and focused on pro-
blem-solving, in order to seek to fill the gap be-
tween theory and practice, offering a relevant
contribution to managers and researchers (Mo-
tta, 2022). This study contributes to more effec-
tive practices for social projects, expanding the
dialogue between theory and practice in the field
of project management by: (a) highlighting the
limitations of traditional project management
standards, such as those of the PMI (2021), in
contexts with intangible deliverables and multi-
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ple stakeholders, corroborating and expanding
criticisms already made in this direction (lka,
2012; Svejvig & Andersen, 2015); (2) proposing
the integration of participatory approaches and
qualitative metrics to capture subjective expec-
tations in social projects, filling the methodolo-
gical gap pointed out by Ebrahim and Rangan
(2014) ; and (3) Proposing practical applications
for adjustments in scope management in social
projects, based on empirical evidence of failures
and successes documented in the analyzed case.
These contributions respond to the need for mo-
dels that are capable of combining the rigor of
traditional project management standards with
the complexity of social impact projects.

CONTEXT AND THE INVESTIGATED REALI-
TY

The reality investigated in this study cor-
responds to a third-sector organization, referred
to in this article as the executing institution. It is
a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO), civil
and non-profit, formed by citizens committed
to promoting and disseminating good practi-
ces in project management. Its actions focus on
social, environmental, educational, cultural, and
humanitarian initiatives, with the objective of
contributing to professional and institutional de-
velopment through knowledge applied to project
management.

The institution operates in the service
sector, with a specific focus on education and
professional development in the area of project
management. It is affiliated with international en-
tities based in the United States, whose project
management and ethical standards it has fully
adopted since its foundation. Its scope of action
includes organizing training events, certification
programs, volunteer actions, and integration ac-
tivities among professionals in the field. The ins-
titution’s target audience includes certified pro-
fessionals, academics, teachers, consultants, and
representatives of public and private organiza-
tions that work with project management.

Internally, the executing institution is cha-
racterized as a small organization, with about
15 direct employees and approximately 20 acti-
ve volunteers. Its governance model includes an

63

Revista Alcance (online), Itajai, v.32, n. 3, p. 60-76, set./dez. 2025


https://periodicos.univali.br/index.php/ra/issue/archive

DISPONIVEL EM: PERIODICOS.UNIVALI.BR

executive board composed of a president, vice-
-president, and directors of areas such as marke-
ting, certifications, and volunteering, in addition
to fiscal and advisory councils, committees, and
thematic groups. Its monthly revenue is variable
and depends on the number of members, as well
as the realization of events and partnerships.

In the external environment, the orga-
nization is positioned in a competitive scenario
marked by educational institutions, professional
associations, and training entities that also ope-
rate in the promotion of project management.
However, the investigated institution differentia-
tes itself through its emphasis on regional even-
ts, such as congresses, workshops, seminars, and
study groups, as well as its production of techni-
cal content and the establishment of strategic
alliances with educational and corporate insti-
tutions. All these actions are aligned with global
standards of excellence in project management,
conferring technical legitimacy and recognition
in the field to the institution.
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This organizational characterization pro-
vides the necessary elements to understand the
environment in which the analyzed volunteer pro-
ject was conceived and executed, and to contex-
tualize the challenges faced in applying project
management methodologies in a social context.

Diagnosis of the Problem-Situation and/or
Opportunity

The "Nursing Home" volunteer project was
conceived by the executing institution as a social
impact initiative, with three main objectives: (i)
to ensure food security for the residents, throu-
gh the collection of non-perishable food; (ii) to
improve health conditions, through the donation
of basic medical equipment; and (iii) to promote
improvements in the quality of life of the assisted
elderly. To this end, a Work Breakdown Structu-
re (WBS) was developed, subdividing the delive-
rables into groups of volunteers responsible for
specific items such as food, bed linens, and me-
dical supplies (Figure 1).

Figure 1
WABS of the project developed by the project team.

NURSING HOME
PROJECT

1. Project

e 2. ltem Collection

3. Quality of Life
Improvement

4. Final Delivery
Ceremony

2.1 Collection of Non-
Perishable Foods

2.2 Collection of Bed
Linens and Towels

2.3 Collection of
Medical Equipment

3.1 Donation of
Comfort ltems

4.3 Execution of the

4.1 Event Planning Commemorative Event

4.2 Ceremony Logistics

2.1.1 Persuasion

Strategy (e.g.,
pamphlets,
presentations)

2.1.2 Collection from
Individuals

2.1.3 Collection from
Companies and
Institutions

2.2.1 Persuasion
Strategy

2.2.2 Collection from
Individuals

2.2.3 Collection from
Companies and
Institutions

2.3.1 Blood Pressure
Monitors

2.3.2 Glucose
Monitors

2.3.3 Heart
Rate/Oxygenation
Monitors

2.3.4 Persuasion and
Collection Strategy

3.1.1 Bed Linens and
Towels

4.1.1 Definition of
Location and Structure

4.1.2 Weather
Forecast and Plan B

4.1.3 Invitation to
Stakeholders

4.2.1 Food and
Beverages

4.2.2 Decoration ltems

4.2.3 Organization of
Delivery Protocol

Source: Prepared by the authors (2025).
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The project’'s execution was carried out
by volunteers certified in project management,
under the coordination of the executing insti-
tution’s board. The project was structured to be
implemented in four months, culminating in a
festive ceremony on the beneficiary institution’s
anniversary, which would be organized by a spe-
cific group of volunteers. Framed within the social
sphere, the project combined humanitarian assis-
tance, aiming to improve the quality of life of the
elderly, testing the various project management
tools and best practices described in the PMBoK
(PMI, 2021), with the intent of promoting social
benefit and simultaneously training the volunteer
members of the executing institution in the best
practices of project management.

In the detailed scope of the project, as ma-
pped by the volunteer members, the volunteer
groups were to be divided into sets of items to
be collected, such as non-perishable food, bed
linen, and medical care supplies (blood pressure,
glucose, heart rate, and oxygenation monitors).

The volunteer project had the following
assumptions: The deliverables should be collec-
ted through the volunteers’ ability to persuade
individuals, other institutions, and companies. For
this, each volunteer group responsible for each
delivery group should create its own persuasion
strategy, which could be, for example, a presen-
tation, pamphlet, or expository meeting.

Some compliance restrictions had to be
adopted, such as the impossibility of volunteers
receiving direct money or the disclosure of bank
accounts for deposits by donors. Any violation of
the compliance rules would be a serious offen-
se and would result in the volunteer’s exclusion
from the project. Another restriction was the fact
that the project had no planned costs to be cove-
red by the executing institution, with volunteers
being fully responsible for developing strategies,
persuasion materials, and necessary travel. The
only cost foreseen by the executing institution
would be for the food, beverages, and decoration
items related to the project’s delivery party.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14210/alcance.v32n3(set/dez).p60-76 A

Another important restriction that was
agreed upon at the beginning of the project with
the nursing home’s maintainer was the impossi-
bility of scope change after the project started.
Thus, after the initial scope was agreed upon be-
tween the person in charge and the members of
the executing institution’s board, minutes were
signed between the parties to formalize the sco-
pe. Finally, an important restriction was the im-
possibility of using the executing institution’s
brand in promoting the project and fundraising,
meaning the company’s brand could not be used
for persuasion purposes, which would constitute
a serious compliance failure if it occurred.

Additionally, the project had some ma-
pped risks, including: (i) communication failures
between the teams responsible for the delivera-
bles, which could lead to duplicated contact with
the same company for different requests; (ii) fai-
lure to meet the collection deadlines for certain
items, which could compromise the final delivery
and generate frustration among the main bene-
ficiaries, especially the elderly; (iii) difficulties in
organizing the closing ceremony, caused by un-
foreseen events such as adverse weather condi-
tions due to part of the ceremony location being
uncovered, as well as problems with food orde-
red from hired buffets ; and (iv) the possible wi-
thdrawal of volunteers, motivated by lack of time
or engagement throughout the project.

It is important to note that the challenges
associated with scope definition in social projects
differ from those found in engineering and cons-
truction projects, for example, as such projects
operate with well-established parameters, objec-
tives, and metrics for time, cost, and quality, whe-
reas social projects face additional complexities,
such as the intangible nature of part or all of their
deliverables and the multiplicity of stakeholders
with often divergent interests (Ebrahim & Ran-
gan, 2014). The management of large construc-
tion projects is notoriously difficult and is limited
by the traditional norms of the project manage-
ment profession, which are designed to avoid
external interruptions to predetermined objecti-
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ves and return on investment (Cicmil, Williams,
Thomas, & Hodgson, 2006). Scope management
in social impact projects must include substanti-
ve criteria, linked to social development and the
appreciation of those involved, thereby reinfor-
cing the need to meet the multiple and subjective
views of value and success of everyone involved
in the project (Coelho, 2004).

The problems related to scope clarity, as
treated by traditional project management stan-
dards, prove insufficient to guarantee project
success, because such standards focus excessi-
vely on the execution phase, based on the impli-
cit premise that the project exists in a stable and
known environment (Svejvig & Andersen, 2015).
Given this, the emphasis on the initial stage of
projects (project front end) is superficially explo-
red, highlighting the lack of support and forma-
lized processes to help project teams effectively
define the benefits to be achieved. The problem
in this initial stage is characterized by imprecise
project goals and unclear or partially defined ob-
jectives. Furthermore, there is still little emphasis
in the literature on long-term target benefits that
aim to improve the organization’s performance
beyond the project’s completion (Zwikael & Me-
redith, 2019).

Additionally, the approach to the charac-
teristics of traditional projects and how teams
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define the project scope is portrayed by Eder et
al. (2015) in a comparison with scope definition
in the agile approach. In this approach, the sco-
pe is described in a comprehensive, challenging,
ambiguous, and metaphorical way, contrasting
with the exact, textual, and contractual-norm-
-based description of the traditional approach.
Socio-environmental projects, although sharing
characteristics of standard projects such as tem-
porality and constraints of time, cost, and quality,
differ from traditional projects mainly regarding
their objectives and the way they are conducted
over time. Socio-environmental projects are si-
multaneously technical, social, and political un-
dertakings, having partial or total intangibility of
their scope as a characteristic element (lka, 2012).
Such intrinsic characteristics of complexity and so-
cial and political nature contribute directly to the
difficulty in defining a clear and rigid scope in the
early project phases, in addition to the existence
of a number of heterogeneous stakeholders with
divergent perspectives, making it challenging to
define a scope that addresses all concerns.

Studies like those by Ebrahim and Rangan
(2014) highlight the need to rethink the concept
of scope in social projects. Unlike traditional pro-
jects, focused on tangible deliverables, rigid me-
trics, and fixed contracts, social projects operate
with high flexibility and qualitative metrics. Table
1 illustrates this distinction.

Table 1
Scope characteristics in traditional versus social projects

Criteria
Nature of deliverables

Success metrics

Scope flexibility

Traditional Projects
Tangible (e.g., construction)

“Schedule, cost, quality”

Low (fixed contracts)

Social Projects
Intangible (e.g., well-being)

“Social impact, satisfaction”

High (emerging demands)

Source: Adapted from Ebrahim & Rangan (2014).
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Critical variables, such as the intangibility
of results, the multiplicity of stakeholders with
divergent interests, and operational restrictions
(like the prohibition of fundraising), directly im-
pacted the project. The divergent interests and
expectations among the stakeholders involved in
the project proved to be important factors to be
observed in social impact projects. The involve-
ment of stakeholders from the initial phases of
the project is a critical element for organizational
success, based on stakeholder theory (Friedman
& Miles, 2006), which establishes the preferences
of stakeholders’ needs as premises that must be
prioritized at the beginning of any action (Gita-
mo, 2018). Positive and highly significant corre-
lations between effective stakeholder planning
and project performance show that the absence
of this planning can result in the stagnation or
failure of the initiative (Moulid et. al, 2021).

Likewise, it is fundamental to maintain a
regular flow of information that integrates the
stakeholders’ perspective into the project, as well
as to adopt participatory monitoring that pro-
motes transparency and allows their influence
in defining success criteria (Pheng, 2017). Howe-
ver, understanding the priorities of the different
stakeholder groups involved in the project is one
of the main challenges in conducting a socio-en-
vironmental project with multiple stakeholders,
as such priorities are not always clearly unders-
tood and captured, besides the fact that the pro-
ject scope does not necessarily reflect the parties’
concerns (Kang et al., 2016).

The management of social projects requi-
res an understanding of the different perceptions
of stakeholders about the project’s value and
the common objective in complex projects with
multiple stakeholders (Abidin & Pasquire, 2007;
Fernandez-Sanchez & Rodriguez-Lopez, 2010).
The governance of social projects, which includes
direct and indirect stakeholders, regulators, and
partners, gains importance in this type of project
in order to ensure that social project manage-
ment practices are implemented and controlled
more clearly (Kivila et al., 2017).

The integration of different perspectives
in planning and execution is important for pro-
ject success, especially in projects with socio-en-
vironmental deliverables and impacts. The initial
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definition of costs and scope is challenging in
projects that have limited information in the ini-
tial stage and can lead to economic and politi-
cal complications if the estimates are not reliable
(Luo et al., 2024). The involvement of stakehol-
ders, including the local community, from the
conception stages, is essential to ensure that the
project reflects the needs and expectations of all
involved, promoting a solid basis for decision-
-making and mitigating potential conflicts and
increased project complexity (Nava et al., 2025).
This complexity is aggravated when stakeholder
priorities diverge, requiring an approach beyond
the traditional triple constraint of time, cost, and
quality (Diallo & Thuillier, 2004).

Such challenges eventually arise from li-
mitations in aligning project objectives among
stakeholders, resulting in dissatisfaction and re-
sistance from those involved throughout the pro-
ject's life cycle (Nava et al., 2025). The adoption
of participatory and direct approaches in project
monitoring reduces delays, conflicts, and ensures
that decisions incorporate multiple perspectives,
in addition to expanding the actors’ commitment
to the intended results, so that stakeholder ma-
nagement goes beyond mere recognition of their
roles and configures itself as an important com-
ponent of governance in projects with socioeco-
nomic interfaces (Moulid et al., 2021).

In contexts where there is high interde-
pendence between technical decisions and the
social perceptions of stakeholders, it becomes a
priority to understand who the stakeholders are
and the themes that each group defines as prio-
rities (van Offenbeek & Vos, 2015). The multipli-
city of stakeholders, including from multilateral
organizations to direct beneficiaries and the ge-
neral population, defines a complex hierarchiza-
tion of success dimensions, where adherence to
institutional parameters coexists with the need
to ensure legitimate and lasting social impacts.
Such a scenario reinforces the importance of a
contextualized and continuous understanding of
stakeholders’ motivations to ensure the sustaina-
bility and effectiveness of the implemented inter-
ventions (Diallo e Thuillier, 2004).

The execution of the project focused on in
this study revealed structural weaknesses in sco-
pe management, planning, and stakeholder en-
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gagement, evidencing a misalignment between
traditional project management practices and
the intrinsic challenges of complex social con-
texts. Such challenges include the intangibility of
deliverables, the multiplicity of stakeholders with
heterogeneous expectations, the operational
restrictions imposed on the project, and project
risks. This reality reinforces the specialized litera-
ture’s criticism of the limitation of traditional sco-
pe models in social projects, which tend to assu-
me stable environments and well-defined goals
(Svejvig & Andersen, 2015; Zwikael & Meredith,
2019).

Understanding the social complexity of
volunteer projects requires a multidisciplinary
approach, integrating concepts from stakeholder
theory (Friedman & Miles, 2006; Gitamo, 2018),
participatory governance (Kivila et al., 2017), and
value management in multi-stakeholder contexts
(Abidin & Pasquire, 2007; Fernandez-Sanchez &
Rodriguez-Lépez, 2010). The literature emphasi-
zes the importance of stakeholder involvement
from the initial project phases, as an essential
condition for identifying legitimate priorities and
for aligning scope and intended impact (Kang et
al., 2016; Nava et al., 2025).

The analysis of project documents revea-
led that the absence of formal mechanisms for
capturing stakeholder expectations and the li-
mitation of communication channels between
teams hindered the alignment of objectives, con-
tributing to the low adherence of the scope to
the beneficiaries’ needs. Furthermore, data trian-
gulation, from the analysis of minutes, progress
reports, tracking spreadsheets, and institutional
documents, allowed for the verification of recur-
ring failures in managing the interfaces between
the involved groups.

These evidences confirm the need to de-
velop hybrid management models that reconcile
the rigor of management standards with contex-
tual flexibility, as suggested by lka (2012), Cicmil
et al. (2006), and Luo et al. (2024) . The adop-
tion of participatory approaches, capable of in-
tegrating different views and building legitimacy
throughout the project life cycle, proves particu-
larly relevant for projects with a social scope, in
which priorities, expectations, and success criteria
vary among stakeholders.
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Finally, it is emphasized that, as this is a
social project with multiple interfaces (technical,
social, political, and operational), the diagnosis of
the problem-situation highlights the need to re-
define the mechanisms for scope definition, col-
laborative planning, and risk management.

ANALYSIS OF THE PROBLEM-SITUATION
AND PROPOSALS FOR INNOVATION/IN-
TERVENTION/RECOMMENDATION

Although the “Nursing Home" project was
conducted by certified professionals and aligned
with the best practices proposed by the Project
Management Institute (PMI, 2021), the results
achieved did not meet the beneficiaries’ expec-
tations. The critical analysis of the project’s mi-
nutes, reports, and operational records revealed
that the rigidity of the initial scope and the ab-
sence of participatory mechanisms compromised
the alignment between the delivered items and
the real needs of the home's residents, especially
regarding the objective of promoting improve-
ments in quality of life.

The investigation used document analysis
as the main method (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016),
based on 16 formal meeting minutes, 8 biweekly
progress reports, tracking spreadsheets, and ins-
titutional documents from the nursing home.
Presential observation was also conducted in re-
quirements gathering meetings and operational
activities, allowing for a faithful reconstruction
of the project’s trajectory and the management
practices employed. Additionally, a structured
interview was conducted, following the metho-
dological procedures recommended by da Sil-
va, Penha, and Bizzarias (2022), with the project
sponsor, a PMP (Project Management Professio-
nal) certified manager by the Project Manage-
ment Institute (PMI, 2021), responsible for su-
pervising the initiative. The interview sought to
capture the managerial perspective on the scope
delineation and the decisions made throughout
the project. The inclusion of this managerial pers-
pective helps to strengthen the data triangula-
tion and offer an internal view on the decisions
that shaped the project’s scope.
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From the initial meeting with the maintai-
ner of the beneficiary institution, when the scope,
goals, and responsibilities were formalized throu-
gh signed minutes, to the final deliveries, the pro-
ject followed a linear documentary governance
structure, with periodic meetings and systematic
production of records. This approach ensured tra-
ceability but proved ineffective in capturing and
integrating subjective expectations, such as the
emotional and social well-being of the elderly.

The formalization of the project occurred
through an initial meeting between representati-
ves of the institution responsible for conducting
and executing the volunteer project and the re-
presentatives of the nursing home, in which the
terms of the initial scope, strategic objectives, and
responsibilities of each party were established.
The project sponsor emphasized that “the scope
definition process was conducted properly and
aligned with best practices, in an initial meeting
with signed minutes, which brought clarity about
objectives, deliverables, and responsibilities”. This
perception reinforces the project’'s emphasis on
documentary governance and formal control of
decisions, aligning with traditional management
best practices.
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As a formal record, meeting minutes were
written and signed by both parties, containing the
main agreements, measurable goals, and evalua-
tion criteria, a document that served as the legal
and operational basis for all subsequent project
development. From this initial milestone, a calen-
dar of periodic follow-up meetings (held weekly)
was established, whose minutes systematically
recorded the progress of activities, challenges
encountered, and decisions made, thus creating
a documentary history that accompanied all pha-
ses of the project life cycle, from initial planning
to execution and final evaluation.

This documentary governance structure
aimed to ensure transparency in institutional re-
lations and allow for the systematic monitoring
of results. Each project stage produced specific
documents, all chronologically linked to the mi-
nutes of the corresponding meetings. The do-
cumentary approach ensured the traceability of
decisions and the monitoring of the execution of
the initially agreed-upon activities.

Figure 2 presents the relationship between
the documentation generated in the different
project phases, as well as the main stakeholders
involved.

Figure 2
Documents produced during the project phases and stakeholders involved.

Meeting calendar
Initial scope

Requirements gathering

Terms of responsibility Activity plan

umentation and project phases — Nursing Home

INITIATION PLANNING EXECUTION EVALUATION

Initial meeting minutes

Meeting minutes (16) Goal monitoring

Evaluation criteria

Follow-up reports (8)

Operational records Final evaluation

Main stakeholders in the project

Executing institution of the
volunteer project

* Institutional representatives
* Volunteer members
* Board members

Nursing home

» Managers (maintainers)
+ Employees
* Residents (beneficiaries)

Fonte: elaboracao propria (2025).
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The document analysis helped to highli-
ght the project’s main limitation: the third item of
the project scope, “promote improvements in the
quality of life of the residents,” was not adequa-
tely interpreted and operationalized by the vo-
lunteers due to its subjectivity, which demanded
a more in-depth and participatory approach. The
sponsor acknowledged the mismatch between
the scope and the beneficiaries’ expectations,
observing that “we delivered bed linens and
equipment, but the elderly expected recreational
activities; however, these expectations were not
formalized in the scope, therefore they do not
constitute an execution failure”. This statement
highlights the management’s emphasis on tan-
gible and measurable results, while subjective di-
mensions representative of value to the elderly,
such as social interaction and well-being, remai-
ned invisible in the project’'s formal structure.

The project members, conditioned to map
tangible and quantifiable deliverables, limited the
scope “promote improvements in the quality of
life of the residents” to the donation of bed linens
and bath towels, ignoring intangible dimensions
such as emotional and social well-being. This
simplification occurred because the volunteers,
although certified in project management, failed
to translate the stakeholders’ subjective expecta-
tions into concrete actions, focusing only on ma-
terial items that were easy to measure.
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The residents of the nursing home, in turn,
placed their expectations on activities that effec-
tively promoted interaction and leisure, such as
events, dance classes, music sessions, and outin-
gs. As they were not familiar with the dynamics
of a project, they assumed that the volunteers
would discuss their needs during interactions,
adjusting the scope according to their demands.
However, the rigidity of the project’s premises,
especially the impossibility of scope change af-
ter its formalization, prevented any subsequent
adaptation, culminating in a disconnect between
the deliveries made and the beneficiaries’ expec-
tations, demonstrating a significant gap between
the formal scope and the value perceived by the
stakeholders.

This failure highlighted the need for speci-
fic techniques and approaches for social projects,
which require greater flexibility and continuous
dialogue with stakeholders. The absence of an
iterative process to capture subjective expecta-
tions resulted in frustration, as the volunteers did
not adequately explore the project’s third objec-
tive.

Figure 3 presents the WBS as it should
have been elaborated by the project team, consi-
dering (highlighted) the deliverables for the sco-
pe “promote improvements in the quality of life
of the residents”.

Figure 3
. WBS of the project in consideration of the scope items not mapped by the project team (highlighted).

MNURSING HOME
PROJECT

1. Project

2. Item Collection
Management

3. Improvement of
Quality of Life

4. Final Delivery
Ceremony

2.1 Collection of Non- 2.2 Collection of 2.3 Collection of

Perishable Food Bedding and Towels Medical Equipment
Items ‘ |

3.1 Donation of
Comfort Items

Interaction Activities

3.2 Leisure and 4.2 Ceremony 4.3 Execution of the

Logistics Celebration Event

4.1 Event Planning

2.1.1 Persuasion
Strategy (e.g., flyers,
presentations)

2.2.1 Persuasion 2.3.1 Blood Pressure
Strategy Monitors Towels

2.3.2 Glucose
Monitors

2.1.2 Fundraising
from Individuals

2.2.2 Fundraising
from Individuals

2.3.3 Heart
Rate/Oxygen
Monitors.

2.1.3 Fundraising
from Companies and
Institutions

2.2.3 Fundraising
from Companies and
Institutions

2.3.4 Persuasion and
Fundraising Strategy

3.1.1 Bedding and

4.1.1 Definition of
Venue and Structure

4.2.1 Food and

Thematic events
Beverages

4.1.2 Weather
Forecast and Backup
Plan

4.2.2 Decoration

Dance classes
Items

4.1.3 Invitation to
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4.2.3 Organization of

Music sessions the Delivery Protocol

Field trips

Source: Prepared by the authors (2025).

70

Revista Alcance (online), Itajai, v.32, n. 3, p. 60-76, set./dez. 2025


https://periodicos.univali.br/index.php/ra/issue/archive

DISPONIVEL EM: PERIODICOS.UNIVALI.BR

As medidas de intervencao adotadas pela
equipeThe intervention measures adopted by the
team and the project manager, although aligned
with best practices according to the Project Ma-
nagement Institute (PMI, 2021), proved insuffi-
cient to ensure the project’s success. The revision
of the WBS and the introduction of the Scope
Variance (SV) indicator as the main metric were
late actions, implemented only in the final weeks
of the schedule, when there was already a signi-
ficant disconnect between the planned delivera-
bles and the beneficiaries’ expectations. Despite
the effort to detail sub-activities and monitor de-
viations, the team failed to fully understand the
complexity of the scope related to improving the
residents’ quality of life, limiting themselves to a
restricted and quantifiable view.

The scope deviation analysis and the per-
centage of completion, although useful in con-
ventional projects, were not sufficient to capture
the complexity of the project’'s third objective.
The intangible nature of the residents’ expecta-
tions, which included recreational activities and
social interactions, required a more qualitative
and participatory methodology, which was not
implemented. The team, conditioned to rigid
scope management based on material delivera-
bles, failed to adjust to these demands, even after
the WBS revision.

Consequently, the interventions failed to
align the beneficiaries’ expectations with the de-
liveries made, highlighting a gap in the applica-
tion of management practices adapted to social
projects. The insistence on traditional standards,
without considering the participatory dynamics
necessary in this context, resulted in a late and
incomplete understanding of the scope, compro-
mising the overall success of the project and rei-
terating the limitations of traditional approaches
in contexts with a strong subjective component
(Svejvig & Andersen, 2015; Minnaert, 2012).

The results obtained from the project
analysis demonstrated that the adoption of for-
mal project management best practices, by itself,
does not guarantee the success of initiatives with
a strong subjective component. The scope defi-
nition, although formalized through minutes and
initial agreements, proved insufficient to encom-
pass the beneficiaries’ expectations, especially re-

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14210/alcance.v32n3(set/dez).p60-76 A

garding the improvement of the elderly’s quality
of life, an objective whose complexity required
more interactive and participatory processes. In
this regard, strengthening community participa-
tion in social projects should not be understood
merely as a consultation and formalized registra-
tion mechanism, but as a continuous co-creation
process that enhances the legitimacy and effec-
tiveness of the initiatives. As recent studies de-
monstrate, co-creation allows for the integration
of local knowledge and lived experiences, boos-
ting social innovation and ensuring that project
scopes are aligned with the community's real
needs (Schillo & Robinson, 2017).

According to Clegg and Biygautane (2025),
the definition and management of scope, espe-
cially for large-scale or social impact projects, is
hindered by the subjective nature of the social
context in which this type of project is embed-
ded. Each stakeholder group has its own wor-
Idviews, interests, motivations, perceptions, and
values, which shape their actions and how they
perceive the project and its results, making it di-
fficult to standardize and align what constitutes

]

the project’s “value” or “success” for everyone.

According to Minnaert (2012), the intan-
gible and non-infrastructural impacts of projects
receive less visibility and are less studied ; althou-
gh these social effects are harder to document
and measure, they are equally important. In the
volunteer project, the absence of qualitative tools
for collecting expectations, coupled with the rigi-
dity of the scope and the impossibility of its revi-
sion, resulted in deliverables that did not reflect
the real needs of the final stakeholders. The sim-
plification of intangible deliverables into material
goods compromised the project’s effectiveness.
Furthermore, the use of conventional indicators
like Scope Variance (SV) was unable to adequate-
ly reflect the progress or social impact generated.
The team demonstrated difficulty in adapting tra-
ditional control mechanisms to the dynamic and
subjective nature of the social context, highligh-
ting the need to develop specific competencies
for conducting social projects and adopting me-
trics sensitive to the beneficiaries’ experience.

It was observed, therefore, that the intan-
gible character of part of the deliverables affec-
ted each phase of the project:
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1. Planning phase: failure to capture sub-
jective expectations (e.g., emotional well-being)
by the project team members.

2. Execution phase: difficulty for the pro-
ject team in measuring progress without quanti-
tative metrics capable of providing clearer indica-
tions about the non-fulfillment of a relevant part
of the scope.

3. Closing phase: frustration of the bene-
ficiaries (nursing home residents) due to delivera-
bles not aligned with their expectations.

The intangibility of the unmapped scope,
reflected in the unfolding that occurred in the
project phases, is also reinforced by the work of
Svejvig & Andersen (2015) on the inadequacy of
linear models in social contexts. According to the
authors, a technocratic and rationalist viewpoint
predominates in classic project management,
characterized by simple models based on a life
cycle and a linear process of planning, controlling,
and evaluating which, in the case observed in this
study, was insufficient to address a social project
scope.

This pattern reinforces the findings of
Clegg and Biygautane (2025) and Brunet et al.
(2025), according to which the success of social
and infrastructure projects depends not only
on fulfilling technical scopes but also on social
acceptance and the perception of value by the
benefited community. Neglecting these dimen-
sions can generate resistance, compromise pu-
blic trust, and, ultimately, invalidate the project’s
stated objectives.

According to the sponsor, a relevant les-
son learned would be to “strengthen the initial
requirements gathering phase to ensure that ex-
pectations are translated into measurable deli-
verables”. Even so, he maintained the defense of
methodological rigor, stating that “participatory
mechanisms, such as interviews or conversation
circles, can be useful, as long as they result in ob-
jective and formalized requirements”. Such ob-
servations illustrate the challenge of reconciling
the technical objectivity of project management
practices with social needs, as well as expecta-
tions and openness to emerging demands.

The study revealed the need for methodo-
logical innovations for social projects. The main
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proposals for intervention are:

1. Incorporation of iterative require-
ments gathering processes, with continuous
feedback cycles that allow for re-evaluating and
adjusting the scope based on interactions with
beneficiaries.

2. Adoption of qualitative tools (e.g.,
in-depth interviews, focus groups, expectation
mapping techniques) that allow for capturing the
subjective dimensions of value and social impact.

3. Use of metrics sensitive to the social
context, such as indicators of perceived well-
-being, satisfaction with interactions, and social
inclusion, in addition to traditional technical in-
dicators.

4. Training teams in relational and acti-
ve listening skills, expanding the ability of pro-
ject managers to deal with ambiguous contexts,
multiple interests, and intangible deliverables
(Brunet et al., 2025; Vera-Burau et al., 2025).

5. Controlled scope flexibility through
formal mechanisms that allow for agreed-upon
adjustments throughout the project life cycle,
especially in initiatives with a strong presence of
vulnerable stakeholders.

As aresult, it becomes evident that the ma-
nagement of social projects requires an approach
that combines the technical rigor of best practi-
ces with the flexibility and sensitivity necessary to
operate in complex social realities. The analyzed
experience reinforces that the effectiveness of
projects with a strong subjective component is
directly linked to their ability to incorporate mul-
tiple perspectives from the beginning and throu-
ghout all project phases.

In this direction, Frediani, Davel, and Ven-
tura (2022) highlight that the role of socio-envi-
ronmental project management is, therefore, to
create the conditions for mobilized and trained
people to exist to facilitate the convergence of in-
terests, give continuity to organizational structu-
res, and take on local leadership. This perspective
reinforces the understanding that social project
management must transcend the focus on poin-
t-specific deliverables, favoring the construction
of local capacities and the social sustainability of
the initiatives.
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CONCLUSIONS AND TECHNOLOGICAL/SO-
CIAL CONTRIBUTION

This study aimed to analyze how difficul-
ties in scope detailing in a social project can com-
promise its success, especially when traditional
methodologies are applied in contexts of high
subjectivity. From the analysis of a volunteer pro-
ject case, it was verified that, even when conduc-
ted by trained teams and based on established
project management standards, such as the PM-
BoK (PMI, 2021), social projects demand specific
approaches that account for the intangible nature
of some of their deliverables and the diversity of
expectations among the involved stakeholders.

The analyzed case shows that the rigid and
orthodox application of traditional management
practices proves insufficient in contexts that re-
quire empathy, adaptability, and active participa-
tion of the beneficiaries. The partial failure of the
project was mainly related to the team'’s inability
to capture and adequately translate subjective
expectations into meaningful deliverables, espe-
cially regarding the improvement of the quality
of life of the nursing home residents, an objective
that requires more qualitative and participatory
approaches.

The main contribution of this study lies in
proposing practical recommendations for scope
management in social projects, gathered in Tab-
le 2. These recommendations include: adopting
participatory planning; defining a flexible scope;
using hybrid indicators (quantitative and qualita-
tive); adopting hybrid management models; con-
tinuous scope review; and interdisciplinary team
training. These measures aim to improve the alig-
nment between deliverables and beneficiaries’
expectations, as well as to increase the effective-
ness and legitimacy of social interventions.

As a practical contribution, this study
presents a set of recommendations for sco-
pe management in social projects. The first re-
fers to participatory planning, which involves
stakeholders from the initial project phases,
ensuring their ideas and expectations are incor-
porated into the development plans. This process
contributes to greater adherence, legitimacy, and
alignment of expectations.
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Another recommendation concerns the
flexible definition of scope, which should avoid
excessive rigidity and allow adjustments throu-
ghout the project life cycle, considering changes
in context and emerging needs. This is justified by
the fact that social projects are naturally dynamic,
demanding adaptability to deal with internal and
external influences. Also highlighted is the alig-
nment of expectations, which consists of esta-
blishing the scope, success criteria, and expected
benefits collaboratively and iteratively, based on
a transparent dialogue between the executing
organization and the various stakeholders. Such
a measure fosters engagement and reduces the
risks of deliverables misaligned with the values of
those involved.

Regarding management models, the
adoption of hybrid approaches is recommen-
ded, combining traditional project management
practices with methodologies more sensitive to
the particularities of social impact initiatives. This
integration offers the necessary structure to deal
with complex and constantly changing social
environments. Furthermore, the use of hybrid
scope indicators is suggested, which unite tra-
ditional metrics, such as the percentage of com-
pleted deliverables, with qualitative metrics, such
as beneficiary satisfaction surveys. This combi-
nation expands the project’s evaluation, captu-
ring both technical efficiency and perceived ef-
fectiveness, especially in intangible deliverables.
Another central point is conducting continuous
scope reviews, through periodic sessions with
stakeholders to assess progress, promote adjust-
ments, and incorporate feedback. These reviews
should extend even after the project's comple-
tion, in order to consider short, medium, and lon-
g-term impacts.

Finally, team training is recommended,
composed interdisciplinarily, with project ma-
nagers and professionals experienced in social
work. The training of external stakeholders,
such as authorities and local communities, is also
relevant, so they can interact with the project and
fully leverage the opportunities generated.

These guidelines, when applied, favor a
more participatory, flexible, and sensitive scope
management process to social specificities, in-
creasing the effectiveness and legitimacy of the
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projects.

As a practical contribution, the proposed
recommendations can guide managers, thir-
d-sector organizations, and public or private
institutions that develop social projects. By in-
corporating participatory mechanisms and con-
text-sensitive indicators, the potential for impact
and legitimacy of the initiatives is increased, fa-
voring more sustainable interventions aligned
with the values and needs of the served groups.
However, as it is a single case study, the con-
clusions should not be generalized to all social
projects. The absence of structured interviews
with the final beneficiaries also constitutes a me-
thodological limitation, as it restricts the depth
of the analysis on expectations not captured do-
cumentarily. Nevertheless, a structured interview
was conducted with the project sponsor. This in-
terview allowed for an understanding of the ma-
nagerial perspective and the decisions related to
the scope, strengthening the study’'s methodolo-
gical triangulation. However, the absence of other
testimonies, especially those of the beneficiaries
and volunteers, limited the full understanding of
both the management difficulties faced and the
perceptions of the social value achieved.

Future research could explore comparative
studies between different types of social projec-
ts, investigating how contextual variables, such as
the beneficiaries’ profile, the nature of the delive-
rables, and participation mechanisms, influence
the effectiveness of project implementation. In
this sense, a promising line consists of examining
more structured forms of community participa-
tion that advance towards co-creation practices,
where beneficiaries contribute with specific opi-
nions, act as active partners in defining project
priorities, and actively participate in monitoring
deliverables. Such a perspective, based on the
work of Schillo & Robinson (2017), can offer al-
ternatives for more inclusive management prac-
tices, capable of integrating local knowledge, as-
sisting in the alignment between scope definition
and stakeholder expectations, and consequently
expanding the project’s social impact over time.

Furthermore, it is recommended to inves-
tigate the use of agile methodologies adapted
to social contexts, the formation and operation
of multidisciplinary teams, and the application
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of traditional management tools adjusted to en-
compass the multiple perspectives and priorities
of the involved stakeholders.

By highlighting the challenges and propo-
sing ways to overcome them, this study reinfor-
ces the importance of integrating technique and
social sensitivity in the management of socio-en-
vironmental impact projects, contributing to the
advancement of practices in complex and human
environments.
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