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Abstract 
Contextual factors may generate positive organizational-related results when aligned with 
internal organizational factors. This is an assertion that requires empirical justification in the 
Kenyan context through determining the effect of operating environment on sustainability of 
Youth Empowerment Projects. Hence this study examined the effect of the project operating 
environment on the sustainability of Youth Empowerment Projects in Makueni County, Kenya 
from a survey of 196 respondents. Descriptive and inferential analysis were carried out on 
data collected from 132 respondents, and the results of the analysis presented. The results 
showed that the effect of project operating environment on project sustainability was 
significantly. Therefore, according to the results of the analysis operating environment is an 
explanatory construct of project sustainability. The implication of the findings of this study is 
that the fit between contextual factors will contribute to sustainability of projects across 
Kenya.  
Keywords: Resource-Based View, Contingency Theory, Project Governance, Operating 
Environment, Sustainability, Youth Empowerment, Kenya. 
 
Introduction 
An important critical success factor for project-related outcomes has been identified as the 
knowledge of the environment where project activities are undertaken. The environment is 
the context in which projects transpire and hence the successful project depends on the 
integration within the project environment of contextual factors (Zhu & Mostafavi, 2017; 
Kaumbulu, Muathe & James, 2020c). A multitude of literature have shown in project 
management literature that contextual variables can moderate the relationship between 
internal organizational factors and overall performance (Adeleke, Bahaudin, & Kamaruddeen, 
2016; Jabeen, 2014). In a low-income economy such as Kenya, however, studies examining 
the effect of contextual variables in the relationship between internal organizational factors 
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and performance-related results largely remain anecdotal. A chunk of Youth Empowerment 
Projects have been implemented in Kenya, a sub-Saharan African region, fundamentally to 
ease youth unemployment and poverty in order to achieve Kenya's 2030 Vision (Honorati, 
2015), and most of these projects had sustainability problems (Lenjo, 2018). Although 
research activities by academics in the Kenyan context concentrate on contextual variables 
as a backdrop to performance outcomes (Kayenria & Karugu, 2020), there is also a need for 
empirical investigation as to whether the operating environment of the project is an 
explanatory variable predicting project sustainability.  
 
Review of Literature 
Theoretical Literature Review 
Contingency Theory 
Contingency Theory was postulated by Joan Woodward (1958) as a behavioural theory.  The 
theory argued that there was no better way in managing. Admittedly, in certain cases, the 
efficient leadership style of an organization might work and fail in another; thus, effectiveness 
was based on different internal and external constraints (Fiedler, 1964). The Contingency 
Theory was linked to organizations (Burns & Stalker, 1961) by advocates of this perception, 
highlighting that a project could not be systematically premeditated without its meaning. The 
project comparison to external contingencies was thus an influential factor in the temporary 
efficacy of the organisation. Contingency Theory was defined by Burns and Stalker (1961) as 
the difference between systemic and on-going organizations as they try to fit into static and 
dynamic environments. The idea of the Contingency Theory is that the environmental 
alignment of the project plays a crucial role in its outcomes (Hanisch & Wald, 2012; Darwish 
et al., 2018).  
Donaldson (1987) argued that the current definition of Contingency Theory mainly focuses on 
the adaptability of the organization to an environment that is continuously unpredictable. The 
context was, therefore, the decisive construct that initiated the variation. However, there is 
no hint of the context variable existence under which the mediating and moderating 
structures contribute to its results. The previous research investigated the degree to which 
an independent variable had an influence on the mediating variable, while the deceptive 
effect of the variable was reflected on a related dependent variable. The above tested the 
moderating variable to assess its intensity or existence in the relationship between an 
independent and a dependent variable. The intensity or existence of the interactional 
connection between operating environment and project sustainability in this research. 
 
Resource Based View (RBV) Theory 
The Resource-Based View Theory (RBV) is known as a modern-day approach that illustrates 
the way organizational resources and skills can produce competitive advantage (CA). It 
generated contributions in the fields of economics and strategic management from several 
scholars (Penrose, 1959; Porter, 1985; Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991). Consequently, 
Barney's contribution in 1991 formalized RBV as a current approach to recognizing the value 
of creating and sustaining internal organizational capital as a means of achieving sustainable 
competitive advantage. 
Barney's (1991) perception of RBV is that across organizations, resources are heterogeneous 
and immobile; thus, a business that is able to build internal resources and capabilities that are 
deemed rare, valuable, inimitable and also non-substitutable may gain sustainable 
competitive advantage. Internal resources include, among others, properties, skills, 
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information, expertise, company characteristics and organizational processes, and these are 
managed by an organization, enabling it to formulate and execute strategies that would 
increase its efficiency and effectiveness (Barney, 1991). 
RBV has also been criticized for its inability to define unique organizational tools that seldom 
have the characteristics of valuability, inimitability, and non-substitutability. RBV theory, 
however, has been an important theoretical prism for underpinning research among scholars 
in various disciplinary fields. Jugdev and Mathur (2013) argued that the RBV was a theoretical 
model for developing specific organizational project management capabilities, properties, 
facts, tacit knowledge, instruments and procedures. Therefore, because of its significant 
contribution to the development of sustainable projects, RBV becomes important as a 
resource, in terms of financing, manpower and services, which is necessary during the 
implementation of the project. Leveraging governance practices in different organisations will 
then contribute to capacity growth that would improve the sustainability of projects. 
 
Empirical Literature Review 
Sustainability of projects is an important problem facing humanity, taking into account the 
growth that meets present needs without undermining the ability of future generations to 
fulfill their individual needs (Brink & Silvius, 2014). Project sustainability refers to the project's 
ability to achieve its primary goals after the initial sponsors of the project have withdrawn 
their support (Gonz'alez & Perez, 2015). For Morfaw (2014), longevity of the project is the 
organizational capacity to continue the program and mission well into the future, as all 
projects would inevitably end, maintaining the project's positive impact. Sustainability of 
projects thus leads to improved project value, such as increased efficiency , improved quality 
of production, decreased living costs, profitability, and improved business (Carvalho & 
Martens, 2016; Marcelino, Gonz'alez & Perez, 2015). In particular, from project identification 
through feasibility studies, conception, design, assessment, financing, implementation, 
termination, monitoring and evaluation, definite standards and metrics should be developed 
for the sustainability of projects (Morfaw, 2014; Kaumbulu, Muathe & James, 2020). 
In project management, the increasing focus on sustainability is encouraging. The definition 
of sustainability, however, remains abstract, frequently difficult in operational and concrete 
terms to articulate (Silvius & Schipper, 2014). To assess project sustainability, several 
management researchers have used various metrics. Ika (2012); Carvalho and Rabechini 
(2015) and Kaumbulu, Muathe and James, (2020a) argued that it was possible to quantify 
project sustainability for the required stakeholders in terms of social, economic and 
environmental benefits. In the same way, Carvalho and Senzi (2014) pointed out that 
sustainability interventions studied in project management and from different administration 
and engineering disciplines were based on three concepts: social aspect, economic aspect, 
and environmental aspect. Thomson et al (2011) considered sustainability concisely as an 
important tool for understanding the economic, environmental and social issues associated 
with the development, design, maintenance, operation and eventual removal of projects and 
their support structures. 
Project sustainability has been evaluated in different ways utilizing holistic values, as shown 
in literature. Zhou et al (2013) concluded that the viability of the project can be 
operationalized in relation to the intended profit flow of users, the operational level of 
services, prove of actual project performance, project design and institutional support. In 
terms of project longevity, increased number of beneficiaries (youth), and decreased 
unemployment, Jassor (2016) and Lenjo and Moronge (2018) assessed project sustainability. 
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Odenyo and James (2018) describe project sustainability measures: financial strength of the 
project, documented progress, capacity of the project to achieve its goals, enhancement of 
standards and recorded profitability. The choice of measures for sustainability relies on the 
priorities of the projects. Measuring project sustainability was denounced for the 
appropriation of programs to measure efficiency operating practices to boost sustainability, 
like economic operations. They concentrated, indeed, on institutional and strategic principles 
such as product growth (Martens & Carvalho, 2016). Silvius and Schipper (2015 ) argued that 
the three Triple Bottom Line-TBL (Economic, Social and Environmental) metrics must be put 
into a system of causes, variables or constructs that can be used as a decision model by an 
entity seeking to enhance its sustainability. 
There is intense discussion on the best sustainability indicator to assess project sustainability. 
Martens and Carvalho (2016) and Kaumbulu, Muathe and James, (2020b) postulated that in 
TBL: economic, environmental and social aspects, project sustainability should be calculated. 
This is because the viability of ventures is vital to their short-term and long-term survival. 
Similarly, youth empowerment project success would be better measured utilizing TBL 
metrics. This study assessed project sustainability for stakeholders in communities where 
youth development programs have been initiated in terms of social, environmental and 
economic benefits. 
Today's project managers have to be accustomed to the economic, financial, political, 
cultural, organizational and social environmental risk factors of the project (Kaumbulu, 
Muathe & James, 2020c). Comprehending this fact requires defining the context in which the 
project is operational and the influence of internal and external stakeholders on the 
successful outcome of the project. Therefore, the project management should be competent 
and informed of the external factors impacting the performance of the project in order to 
produce remarkable success due to the difficulty and high technicality of the operating 
environment. The project manager and their project team should therefore be responsive to 
the project environment, such as cultural, social and organizational environments, and 
relaxed with them (Kirsi, 2016). 
The sustainability of the project is influenced by the different environmental factors that work 
both in the internal and external environments (Kaumbulu, Muathe & James, 2020b). Forces 
from the internal setting may be regulated or subject to organizational exploitation. External 
environmental forces are essentially uncontrollable; they greatly affect the viability of the 
project. Political, economic, institutional, social and legal aspects are part of those external 
factors (Sang, 2015). Furthermore, for any project to be viable, these external factors are 
essential considerations (Jarkas & Haupt, 2015). This is attributed to the uniqueness and 
dynamism of projects, the uncertainties, the many difficulties, the various strategies and 
methodologies and the various environments involved in project execution. Identifying and 
controlling possible external environmental variables therefore plays a critical role in 
optimizing project efficiency and achieving successful innovation for the company; they vary 
dramatically from project to project depending on several environments (Kaumbulu & Sang, 
2018). 
In order to correctly assess the operating environment, an efficient project governance model 
is necessary, such as the economic, political, legal, and socio-cultural and complexity factors 
involved in project management and the project itself. Turner and Müller (2005) emphasized 
that the governing team of the project should ensure proper cooperation and communication 
between themselves. The mechanism of managing and mitigating external environmental 
factors will be improved through this cooperation and coordination, thereby delivering 
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sustainable results for project stakeholders. Consequently, it is necessary for the attainment 
of sustainability to integrate government policies for realistic implementation of project 
policies, as these direct effective action. Hang et al. (2018) assume that project laws, 
regulations and operating environment policies are important in improving the model of 
project governance, thus suggesting that the operating environment of the project is 
important and significantly impacted on project governance. 
Musa, Amirudin, Sofield and Aminu (2015) and Kaumbulu, Muathe and James (2020c) 
assessed the significant impact of the operating environment of projects on the relationship 
between project governance and project sustainability. They argue that the operating 
environment determines the manner in which the project is handled as the projects 
experience economic and political conditions that are difficult to monitor in the organization 
of the project. In addition, Sang (2015) argued that the sustainability of World Bank-funded 
projects was significantly influenced by project operating environment variables such as 
political, organizational and economic factors. Therefore, operating environmental variables, 
that is, political, economic and legal factors, may have a moderating impact on the 
organizational partnership between project governance and project sustainability (Kaumbulu, 
Muathe & James, 2020a). 
Operating environmental variables, such as the political element, have a major effect on the 
feasibility of projects. Ozorhon et al. (2007) opined that certain powers inside the external 
environment resulting from policies and performance that influence project sustainability are 
political influences. These variables include changes in laws and regulations, policy 
inconsistencies, violation of contract, limits of effect, and political violence (Sang, 2015). 
Political risks have been identified as a significant project sustainability setback after 
implementation, as stressed in the literature (WB, 2011). In financing the project and, 
ultimately, its sustainability, the political climate of a country is an important concern. In 
reality, political forces remain a key risk within the organizational climate that can disrupt 
projects at their critical point. 
The threat to the economic climate impacts the feasibility of the project and, thus, its 
sustainability. Kaumbulu, Muathe and James (2020c) emphasizes that economic variables 
involved, among others, problems ranging from interest rates and unemployment. 
Consequently, there is a need to take into account economic forces in the external 
environment in order to ensure the feasibility and sustainability of a project. Efficient project 
management can lead to an improved operating environment, thereby enhancing the 
sustainability of projects. The relationship between project governance and project 
sustainability in the present study was moderated by project operating environment metrics 
that included political and legal considerations. The environment remains a key risk at its 
critical phase that can endanger projects. 
The theoretical framework of contingency theory supports the argument that positive 
organizational results would be generated by the coordination of internal organizational 
variables and their contextual factors. In a similar way, RBV assumes that the internal 
resources and skills of the organization can be constructed and built to gain a competitive 
advantage. Drawing from these ideas, project governance is an internal organizational aspect 
and can contribute to project sustainability if properly matched with contextual factors. Thus, 
this research was guided by the following objective: 

• To determine the effect of operating environment on sustainability of youth 
empowerment projects in Makueni County, Kennya 
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Moreover, this thesis hypothesized the following: 
H01:  Operating environment has no significant effect on the sustainability of Youth 
Empowerment Projects in Makueni County, Kenya  
 
Research Methodology  
The research design was composed of both descriptive and explanatory research designs used 
in this analysis. Descriptive study design helps the researcher to consider the future behavior, 
attributes, and values and test theories of a population (Muathe, 2010, Cooper & Schindler 
2011). The goal is to define an exact description of events, individuals or circumstances. In 
addition, the investigator does not have any manipulative influence over the variables, 
thereby shielding them from bias. By testing the relationships and defining the causal 
relationship between variables, the explanatory study design tests the hypotheses (Saunders, 
2009). In doing so, it seeks to figure out what is going on, analyzing phenomena; in addition 
to moderating and interfering relationships, it challenges the causal effect between the 
variables. Simple and cluster sampling techniques were used in data sampling. A sample size 
of 196 was obtained from a population of 400 comprising project managers, leaders, and 
representatives of Youth Empowerment projects in Makueni County, Kenya, using Krejcie and 
Morgan's (1970) formula. The study used a structured questionnaire as a data collection tool, 
and data collected from 132 respondents was analyzed descriptively and inferentially using 
the Statistical Package for Social Sciences analytical tools. The following equation were used 
to test the hypothesis: 
First, model 3.1 which includes project operating environment as an explanatory variable 
was estimated as follows. 
 PS = β0 + + β1 POE + εi……………………………………………3.1 
Where: PS= Project Sustainability 
 POE = Project Operating Environment 
β0= constant term 
εi = regression residual  
β1 = regression coefficient 
 
Findings and Discussion 
Profile Analysis of Respondents 
The profile analysis of the respondents was done and presented in percentages. The results 
of the analysis are presented in Table 1.  
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Table 1  
Demographic Profile of the Respondents 

    Gender* Demographic Characteristics  

    Male Female Total 

Age 20-29yrs  57 38 95 

 30- 39yrs  25 9 34 

 40- 49yrs  3 0 3 

 Total 85 47 132 

     
Education Secondary 11 6 17 

 Diploma 4 8 12 

 Degree 44 28 72 

 Masters 23 5 28 

 PhD 3 0 3 

 Total 85 47 132 

     
Duration 1-5years 63 45 108 

 6-10years 22 2 24 

 Total 85 47 132 

     
Position Project leader  19 4 23 

 Project official  15 0 15 

 Member 51 43 94 

  Total 85 47 132 

 
As shown in Table 1, the profile distribution of respondents indicates that 72% were between 
20 and 29 years of age and 25.7% were between 30 and 39 years of age, representing more 
male than female, across the age brackets. On the other hand, only 2.3 percent of the 
participants were 40 to 49 years of age. Most of the respondents (54.5 percent had university 
degree, another 21 percent had master's degree and 2.3 percent doctoral qualifications) in 
terms of the distribution by level of education. 9.1 percent were those with diploma academic 
qualification, while 12.9 percent had secondary education. The project period distribution 
revealed that the majority of respondents (81.8 percent) participated in the project for 1 to 5 
years, while 18.2 percent spent 6 to 10 years working on the youth empowerment project. 
The effect of the findings is that most of the participants in this study participated in the 
project long enough to obtain appropriate work experience. The distribution of positions held 
showed that the majority of respondents (71.2%) were team participants, followed by 17.4% 
who were project leaders. 11.4 percent of the sample was represented by project officials. 
This infers representativeness of all units of the project in the sample. 
 
Descriptive Statistics  
Descriptive statistics of variables was interpreted using parameters such as sample mean and 
standard deviation. The descriptive statistics results are shown in Table 1. 
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Table 2  
Descriptive Statistics of Variables 

Variable Aggregate Score 

Mean Standard Deviation 

Project Operating Environment 4.24 0.64 

 Project Sustainability 4.26 0.62 

 
As shown in Table 2, the cumulative mean score for the operating environment of the project 
stood at 4.24 and the standard deviation score was 0.64. Based on the scale adopted in this 
analysis, these scores show that the respondent agreed to the items measuring the operating 
environment of the project, while at the same time reducing the variability of responses 
among respondents. The sustainability framework had an aggregate mean score of 4.26 and 
a standard deviation score of 0.62. These scores indicate agreement based on the scale 
adopted in this research, as well as low response variability. The overall analysis of the scores 
shows that the respondents were aware of the different methods for operating environment 
relating to project sustainability in their environment. The results of the descriptive statistics 
were consistent with previous studies' findings (Musa et al (2015). 
 
Test of Hypotheses 
Test of Hypothesis Two: Project operating environment has no significant effect on the 
sustainability of Youth Empowerment Projects in Makueni County, Kenya 
The study also sought to find the significant effect of operating environment on the 
sustainability of projects in Makueni County, Kenya. To determine the hypothesis of 
significant moderating effect, hierarchical regression statistics was employed and the results 
of the statistics were interpreted following the decision criteria proposed by Baron and Kenny 
(1989). The results of the hierarchical regression statistics are as indicated in Table 4. 
 
Table 3 
Regression Results for Hypothesis of direct effect 

 R2 AdjR2 F-val. Β T Sig. 
0 .05 

Model 0.732 0.728 176.194   0.000 

Operating. 
Environment 

   0.353 5.516 0.000 

Sustainability - - - 1.967 8.997 0.000 

 
As presented in Table 4, both the independent variable (Operating Environment) were 
introduced to the first model in the first stage of the analysis, and the results of the regression 
indicated that the operating environment was Operating Environment: β = 0.353, t 5.516, p 
5.516, p 5.516). Such findings have shown that the operating environment can also act as an 
explanatory variable. The hypothesis of no significant effect was not realized, therefore, not 
accepted. Therefore, the operating environment significantly affected the sustainability of 
Youth Empowerment Projects in Kenya. The results of significant effects of contextual factors 
were also in line with previous research findings that the relationship between organizational 
internal factors and project sustainability was predicted by the project environment (Amjad, 
2018). 
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Conclusion and Policy Recommendation   
Conclusion 
The study sought to find whether operating environment significantly predicts the 
sustainability of Youth Empowerment projects in Kenya. The study formulated hypothesis to 
achieve this objective and the tested hypothesis showed that operating environment had a 
significant effect on sustainability. From the findings, project operating environment 
predicted sustainability of youth empowerment projects, thus implying that, with a stable 
project operating environment yielding superior sustainability results. 
 
Theoretical and Contextual Implications 
The strength of this study lies in the findings of the significant moderating effect of project 
operating environment in the relationship between project governance and sustainability of 
projects. These findings contribute to the body of knowledge in project management 
literature that when contextual factors are considered in the implementation of governance 
practices, then positive organisational outcomes will be generated. This evidence of 
significant moderating effect project operating environment is significant contribution to the 
body of literature, especially in a Kenyan context where empirical justification moderating 
effect of project operating environment is lacking.  In addition, the theoretical reasoning from 
contingency theory is also supported by the findings of full moderating effect of project 
operating environment.  
 
Policy Implications 
The findings of this study would be useful for the various stakeholders in the policies relating 
to the management and execution of project activities that do not take place outside their 
environment; contextual variables must be given significant consideration in order to achieve 
project-related performance. In addition, project management should provide a secure 
operating environment for the project by mitigating the impact of chance on organizational 
management during the project, defining relevant guidelines, regulations and policies to be 
adhered to, mitigating disputes between stakeholders, increasing everyone's engagement in 
policy implementation, and encouraging project users' cooperation. 
 
Limitation Future Research Implications 
The study tested the direct effect of the project operating environment on sustainability of 
youth empowerment projects in Makueni County. Future research may consider the use of 
operating environment as a moderator to test its total effect on sustainability youth 
empowerment projects. This study is carried out in the Kenyan context, so it is not possible 
to generalize the results of the direct impact of the project operating environment to other 
sub-Saharan African countries as environmental factors vary from country to country. In order 
to better generalize the results, future researchers should also discuss studies on the 
construct of the project operating environment in other sub-Saharan Africa countries. The 
coefficient of determination in this study was 74.5 %, and this therefore indicates that there 
are other variables not examined in this study that can contribute to the explanation of 
sustainability of projects. 
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