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This paper examines how emergency and disaster conditions expose deeper conceptual tensions in project management assumptions about uncertainty, knowledge, competence, and decision-making. Using a comparative conceptual analysis of project management and emergency/disaster management standards and literature, the study explores how disruptive conditions challenge conventional planning- and control-oriented approaches. The findings show that project management largely frames disruption through anticipatory risk management, codified knowledge, and recovery-to-plan logic, whereas emergency and disaster management emphasises dynamic uncertainty, situational sensemaking, stabilisation, ethical judgement, and response-oriented coordination. Rather than arguing that project management should simply become more adaptive, the paper uses emergency and disaster management as a comparative analytical lens to critically examine the underlying assumptions of project management under destabilised conditions. The study contributes by identifying misalignments in uncertainty, knowledge, competencies, and decision logics, providing a foundation for rethinking project management practice, training, and governance in disruption contexts.
Introduction
Disaster and emergency situations ranging from extreme weather events and cascading infrastructure failures to organisational crises, technological breakdowns, and security incidents are increasingly shaping the delivery and governance of projects across sectors (Khan et al., 2023; Naderpajouh et al., 2020). Projects, as temporary and tightly coupled organisational arrangements, are particularly exposed to disruption due to their limited slack, compressed decision cycles, and complex interdependencies among multiple actors and institutional environments (Sydow et al., 2025; Turner & Müller, 2003). When such events unfold, project managers are required to make rapid, high-consequence decisions under conditions of severe time pressure, incomplete information, and competing priorities related to safety, continuity, contractual obligations, cost, and public accountability (Butler et al., 2024; D’Alessio et al., 2024).
Despite this reality, the dominant treatment of uncertainty in mainstream project management education and professional guidance remains largely anchored in top-down, goal-oriented, and anticipatory risk management approaches (Safaeian et al., 2024). Contemporary project management standards acknowledge uncertainty and increasingly emphasise governance and early project setup; however, they continue to privilege predictability, planned baselines, and performance optimisation as central organising principles (Project Management Institute, 2021; Association for Project Management, 2025). In contrast, emergency and disaster management practice is fundamentally oriented toward preparedness, response, and recovery under conditions of ambiguity, shifting objectives, and cascading effects, where effective action depends on real-time sensemaking, adaptive coordination, and ethical judgement. (Miller et al., 2025). At its core, this contrast reflects a deeper misalignment between two distinct logics of managing uncertainty: an anticipatory, plan-based logic embedded in project management, and an adaptive, response-oriented logic central to emergency and disaster management. Disruptive events affecting projects are therefore frequently framed as delivery deviations to be controlled and recovered, rather than as emergency conditions that require fundamentally different decision logics, accountability structures, and competence profiles (Prasad et al., 2019).
The consequence of this misalignment is a persistent gap in both capability and training. Many project-based curricula and professional development pathways provide limited opportunities for learners to engage with emergency and disaster decision-making within realistic project contexts particularly where decisions are distributed across roles, involve cross-boundary coordination (e.g., regulators, contractors, and community stakeholders), and require explicit trade-offs between schedule and cost pressures on one hand, and safety, legitimacy, and duty of care on the other (Fazeli et al., 2024). This gap is not only pedagogical but also conceptual, reflecting differences in how knowledge is structured, how competencies are defined, and how decision-making authority is exercised under conditions of disruption (Williams et al., 2017).
This paper argues that emergency and disaster situations in projects are not simply realised risks but represent qualitative shifts in the decision environment that challenge foundational assumptions of project management. The aim of this study is therefore to examine whether existing project management definitions, knowledge areas, and competency frameworks are fit-for-purpose under emergency and disaster conditions, and to identify where conceptual and practical gaps exist between project management and emergency/disaster management domains. Conceptually, the study positions project management and emergency/disaster management as intersecting but distinct domains, each underpinned by different assumptions regarding uncertainty, decision-making, and organisational control.
While project studies literature has increasingly engaged with concepts such as uncertainty, resilience, agility, and adaptive project management, this study takes a different conceptual position. The paper uses emergency and disaster management as a comparative analytical lens to critically examine how project management conceptualises uncertainty, disruption, knowledge, competence, and decision-making under destabilised conditions. The contribution therefore lies not simply in extending adaptive project management discussions, but in revealing deeper differences in the underlying logics through which disruption is interpreted and managed across the two domains. In doing so, the study contributes to broader discussions on uncertainty and project organising by highlighting how emergency conditions expose structural limitations in dominant project management assumptions regarding planning, control, and decision-making under disruption.
The study undertakes a comparative analysis of project management and emergency/disaster management standards and literature, focusing on differences in knowledge forms, competency expectations, and decision-making structures under disruption. By systematically examining these differences, the paper identifies areas where project management already incorporates emergency-relevant elements, where these elements remain implicit or underdeveloped, and where critical gaps remain in addressing destabilised and rapidly evolving conditions. Rather than positioning emergency and disaster management as a model to be directly transferred into project environments, the findings are used to critically reflect on how project management currently frames uncertainty, response, and professional competence under disruptive conditions. The findings provide a theoretically grounded basis for rethinking project management capabilities in emergency contexts and establish a conceptual foundation for the subsequent development of project management training. 
Conceptual Foundations and Theoretical Framing 
Projects and Project Management
The conceptual foundation of this study is grounded in a comparative analysis of contemporary project management and emergency/disaster management standards, with particular attention to how each domain defines knowledge, competence, professional practice, and appropriate responses to uncertainty and disruption. Rather than treating projects as abstract delivery systems, the analysis focuses on what project managers are expected to do in practice when confronted with destabilising events, and how those expectations are codified in current professional standards.
Projects are defined as temporary endeavours undertaken to achieve specific or unique objectives. The Project Management Institute (PMI), through the PMBOK® Guide, defines a project as “a temporary endeavour undertaken to produce a unique product, service, or result.” (Project Management Institute, 2021). Similarly, ISO 21500 defines a project as a temporary endeavour to achieve one or more defined objectives (ISO21502, 2021). Across these definitions, temporality and goal orientation emerge as defining characteristics, positioning projects as bounded organisational arrangements rather than ongoing operations.
Project management is correspondingly defined as the structured application of processes and competencies to direct these temporary endeavours. PMI (2021) defines project management as “the application of knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques to project activities to meet project requirements”. In the most recent ISO standard, the definition of project management has evolved from earlier process-centric formulations. In the most recent ISO standards ISO21502 (2021) states that “Project management integrates the practices to direct, initiate, plan, monitor, control and close the project, manage the resources assigned to the project and motivate those individuals involved in the project to achieve the project’s objectives.” Further it explains that project management should be performed through a set of processes and methods that should be designed as a system and should include practices necessary for a specific project. The Association for Project Management (2025) further frames project management as the application of processes, methods, skills, knowledge and experience to achieve specific project objectives according to the project acceptance criteria within agreed parameters. Project management has final deliverables that are constrained to a finite timescale and budget according to APM.
PMI’s definition emphasises the application of knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques to meet project requirements, reflecting a delivery-oriented and systematised view of practice. ISO 21502:2021 introduces a shift in language from processes to practices, adopting a more narrative and less prescriptive structure. However, project management remains defined as an integrative activity involving planning, monitoring, control, and closure, performed through a system of processes and methods. The change therefore broadens applicability rather than replacing underlying management logics. APM’s definition similarly emphasises professional accountability and acceptance criteria, while retaining a focus on finite timescales, budgets, and agreed parameters.
Across these definitions, project management can be understood as a planning- and control-oriented discipline, designed to align execution with predefined objectives through structured coordination and governance mechanisms. Importantly, these definitions also imply a particular treatment of uncertainty. While uncertainty is acknowledged, it is largely addressed through anticipatory mechanisms such as risk identification, analysis, and mitigation. Knowledge is therefore predominantly expressed through formalised artefacts, including plans, schedules, baselines, and governance systems. This suggests an orientation toward managing uncertainty through structured planning and predefined objectives, where decision-making is guided by established performance criteria and formalised knowledge systems.
Overall, contemporary project management definitions reflect incremental evolution rather than fundamental transformation. They provide a stable, practice-oriented baseline for professional action but offer limited explicit guidance for situations in which project objectives, authority structures, and decision priorities become destabilised under emergency or disaster conditions. 
Emergency and Disaster Management
Emergency management is defined across authoritative sources as a managerial function oriented toward coping with unforeseen, disruptive events and their consequences. Emergency Management Australia (2017) describes emergency management as a process for coping with social risks arising from unforeseen events, representing a systematic methodology for identifying, analysing, evaluating, and addressing emergency situations. Similarly, the Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience (2023) defines emergency management as a range of measures to manage risks to communities and the environment, including the organisation and management of resources for dealing with all aspects of emergencies. Internationally, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) defines emergency management as the managerial function charged with creating the framework within which communities and organisations reduce vulnerability to hazards and cope with disasters through preparedness, mitigation, response, and recovery (Atkinson, 2023). This definition explicitly foregrounds functional phases, positioning emergency management as a continuous cycle rather than a linear process with a fixed endpoint.
Across these definitions, several distinguishing features emerge. First, emergency and disaster management are explicitly concerned with unplanned and emergent conditions. Disruption is assumed to occur with limited warning, outside structured planning cycles, and under conditions where information, authority, and operational capacity may be rapidly changing. As a result, decision-making must proceed without the stabilising assumptions of advance sequencing or iterative planning, placing greater emphasis on real-time assessment, prioritisation, and coordination. Second, emergency management operates under conditions where objectives and priorities may be fluid or rapidly redefined during events. Decision priorities may shift in real time for example, from asset protection to life safety or evacuation in response to unfolding conditions and societal impacts. Objectives may therefore be temporarily subordinated to overarching imperatives such as harm minimisation, public safety, and legal responsibility. Third, coordination is framed less as adherence to predefined structures and more as adaptive mobilisation of resources, roles, and capabilities in response to evolving conditions. This mobilisation draws on pre-established capability arrangements, such as specialised responder organisations, standardised roles, and mutual aid agreements, which can be rapidly assembled and reconfigured as conditions evolve.
Disaster management can be understood as an intensified subset of emergency management, distinguished not by fundamentally different principles, but by scale, severity, and cascading effects (Miller et al., 2025). Disasters amplify the challenges inherent in emergency management, increasing time pressure, ethical stakes (i.e., decisions with immediate consequences for human safety, equity, and public accountability), and systemic interdependencies (Cuthbertson & Penney, 2023).
While emergency and disaster conditions differ in scale, severity, and systemic impact, they are treated together in this study because both involve forms of disruption that challenge conventional project assumptions regarding planning, control, coordination, and decision-making under uncertainty. Therefore, the analytical focus of this study is less concerned with establishing categorical distinctions between emergency and disaster events, and more concerned with examining how destabilised conditions expose tensions in prevailing project management assumptions and response logics.
In contrast to project management, emergency and disaster management definitions place less emphasis on predefined success criteria and more emphasis on harm minimisation, legitimacy, and recovery. Knowledge in this context is often situational and experiential, emerging through sensemaking rather than through adherence to formal plans. Competence is therefore associated with adaptability, prioritisation, ethical judgement (the ability to make defensible decisions under pressure when actions have direct consequences for safety, fairness, and public trust), and cross-boundary coordination.
In summary, emergency and disaster management definitions consistently portray the domain as adaptive, response-oriented, and ethically charged, grounded in the assumption that objectives, information, and priorities may shift during events. These characteristics stand in marked contrast to the planning- and control-centric assumptions embedded in dominant project management definitions.
Definitional Tensions and Framing Effects
While both project management and emergency management address coordination and decision-making, they are typically grounded in different organising logics. Project management including agile variants generally operates within bounded organisational systems, predefined authority structures, and an overarching delivery intent. Emergency management, by contrast, is oriented toward societal-scale disruption, cross-organisational coordination, and decision-making under conditions where authority, objectives, and acceptable trade-offs may shift rapidly.
When emergency or disaster situations occur within projects, these logics intersect within the same organisational space. This intersection does not imply a complete rupture from project management practice, but rather a reweighting of priorities and decision criteria. Project managers may initially rely on established project knowledge, governance arrangements, and organisational capabilities, but must increasingly engage with emergency management logics that prioritise safety, public legitimacy, and ethical responsibility over delivery performance.
This shift in decision logic is also reflected in how knowledge is structured and mobilised within each domain. Project management frameworks, such as PMBOK (Project Management Institute, 2021), organise knowledge into defined knowledge areas that support planning, execution, and control within a relatively stable system . In contrast, emergency and disaster management frameworks, as outlined by institutional sources such as Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience (2023) and (Federal Emergency Management Agency [FEMA] (2020) structure knowledge around functional capabilities associated with preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation. The comparison in Table 1 highlights how these knowledge structures align at a superficial level, but diverge significantly in orientation and application under conditions of disruption.
Figure 1: Comparative mapping of knowledge areas in project management and emergency/disaster management
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While these domains exhibit structural parallels, important differences emerge in how knowledge and uncertainty are operationalised across the two contexts. Project management frameworks remain largely oriented toward codified planning, control, and optimisation mechanisms within relatively stable delivery systems. In contrast, emergency and disaster management emphasises situational assessment, dynamic coordination, and response-oriented action under evolving conditions of disruption. Although similar coordination functions exist across both domains, the underlying assumptions regarding uncertainty, professional action, and decision priorities differ substantially.
This distinction is also reflected in how disruptive situations are framed and managed. Emergency and disaster conditions within projects are not simply operational deviations requiring recovery to baseline performance, but situations in which priorities, authority structures, and acceptable decision trade-offs may shift rapidly. In such contexts, project decision-making increasingly intersects with broader concerns relating to safety, legitimacy, continuity, and stabilisation under uncertainty.
This definitional tension is central to the study. Emergency and disaster situations in projects are not simply realised risks; rather, they represent qualitative shifts in the decision environment that challenge how project managers interpret objectives, authority, and success under disruptive conditions.
Research Methodology
This study adopts a conceptual and exploratory research approach based on a structured comparative analysis of project management and emergency/disaster management standards, frameworks, and relevant scholarly literature. Conceptual research is particularly valuable when the objective is not to establish causal relationships through empirical testing, but rather to clarify assumptions, examine conceptual boundaries, and develop a more integrated understanding of phenomena across different domains of knowledge (Jaakkola, 2020). Given that the present study seeks to examine how project management and emergency/disaster management conceptualise uncertainty, knowledge, competencies, and decision-making under conditions of disruption, a comparative conceptual approach was considered appropriate.
The analysis draws upon established project management standards, including the PMBOK® Guide (Project Management Institute, 2021), ISO 21502 (ISO21502, 2021), and guidance from the Association for Project Management (2025), alongside recognised emergency and disaster management frameworks such as Emergency Management Australia (2017), Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience (2023), and Federal Emergency Management Agency guidance (FEMA, 2020). These sources were selected because they represent widely recognised institutional and professional frameworks that shape contemporary understandings of management practice and competency expectations within their respective domains (Crawford, 2005; Project Management Institute, 2021). Supporting scholarly literature on emergency management, resilience, crisis decision-making, and project studies was also incorporated to provide broader theoretical grounding and contextual interpretation.
The selection of sources followed a purposive approach commonly adopted in conceptual studies, where documents are selected based on their theoretical relevance and ability to contribute to the development of conceptual understanding (Jaakkola, 2020). Particular emphasis was placed on standards and literature that provided explicit definitions of project management, emergency management, and disaster management, as well as discussions relating to knowledge structures, competency expectations, uncertainty, disruption, and decision-making processes. Sources addressing response mechanisms, professional responsibilities, and coordination practices under conditions of disruption were also prioritised. This approach enabled the analysis to remain focused on literature directly relevant to the study aim while avoiding a broader descriptive review of project management and disaster literature.
The comparative analysis was undertaken through an iterative process involving the identification, examination, and synthesis of recurring concepts across the selected documents and literature. Initially, the selected standards and studies were reviewed to identify how each domain conceptualised core ideas related to projects, emergency conditions, uncertainty, professional competence, and organisational action. Subsequently, patterns of convergence and divergence across the two domains were examined. Attention was directed toward understanding how perspectives regarding uncertainty, knowledge, and professional action differed between project management and emergency/disaster management contexts. From this process, a set of analytical dimensions gradually emerged from recurring patterns within the literature. 
The resulting comparative framework was subsequently used to organise and interpret the findings of the study. Four principal areas of misalignment were identified across the domains, namely uncertainty, knowledge, competencies, and decision logic. By making explicit the process through which sources were selected, analytical dimensions emerged, and findings were synthesised, the study aims to enhance the transparency and methodological rigor of the conceptual analysis.
Findings: Misalignments Between Project Management and Emergency/Disaster Management
The comparative analysis of project management and emergency/disaster management definitions, knowledge structures, and competency frameworks reveals a set of systematic misalignments that shape how disruptive events are understood and managed within project contexts. These misalignments are not merely operational gaps but reflect deeper differences in assumptions regarding uncertainty, decision-making, knowledge, and organisational control. The findings are organised around four interrelated dimensions: (1) conceptualisation of uncertainty, (2) knowledge forms and prioritisation, (3) competency requirements, and (4) structural alignment of management processes.
Misalignment in the Conceptualisation of Uncertainty
The first and most fundamental finding concerns how uncertainty is conceptualised across the two domains. Project management frameworks primarily conceptualise uncertainty through risk management processes, where uncertainty is treated as something that can be identified, analysed, and mitigated through planning and control mechanisms. In contrast, emergency and disaster management frameworks treat uncertainty as an evolving and partially irreducible condition of action, where priorities, information, and operational conditions may shift dynamically during events.
The comparative analysis suggests that emergency conditions challenge a foundational assumption embedded within dominant project management approaches namely, that uncertainty can be sufficiently stabilised through anticipatory planning and predefined governance structures. Under disruptive conditions, uncertainty does not simply increase quantitatively but changes qualitatively, reshaping how legitimacy, prioritisation, and professional responsibility are enacted in practice. This became evident in large-scale infrastructure and emergency contexts such as bushfire recovery operations and pandemic-related project disruptions, where evolving conditions and shifting public safety priorities frequently required rapid reprioritisation beyond conventional project baselines (Infrastructure Australia, 2020). This reveals that emergency and disaster situations are not adequately captured as mere “risk realisations,” because they destabilise the decision environment itself rather than simply interrupting planned delivery processes.
Knowledge Forms: Codified Planning vs Situational Sensemaking
A second key finding relates to the nature and role of knowledge. Project management frameworks privilege codified knowledge (Heinrichs et al., 2003), embedded in formal artefacts such as schedules, baselines, risk registers, and procedures. This knowledge is typically developed during planning phases and serves as the basis for monitoring and control during execution.
Emergency and disaster management, however, relies heavily on situational and emergent knowledge, which evolves in real time as events unfold. Information is often incomplete, ambiguous, or rapidly changing, requiring continuous interpretation and adaptation. Knowledge is therefore not only stored in formal systems but also distributed across actors, embedded in experience, and shaped through interaction.
The significance of this distinction extends beyond operational differences in information use. Rather, the findings suggest an underlying epistemological tension regarding what forms of knowledge are considered legitimate for decision-making under disruptive conditions. While project management frameworks tend to privilege predefined and formally validated information, emergency and disaster contexts require greater reliance on contextual interpretation and emergent situational awareness. For example, emergency infrastructure responses following extreme weather events often require operational decisions to be made using incomplete field information and evolving situational assessments rather than fully validated project reporting structures (Australian Research Data Commons, 2020). As a result, emergency conditions may destabilise the authority of established project artefacts and formal governance assumptions when they no longer adequately reflect unfolding realities.
Competency Gaps
A third finding concerns the nature of competencies required under emergency and disaster conditions. Project management competency frameworks emphasise planning, coordination, communication, and control, typically within stable or moderately uncertain environments. These competencies assume that objectives are defined, roles are clear, and decision-making can proceed through structured processes.
Emergency and disaster conditions place greater emphasis on competencies associated with judgement, prioritisation, coordination across organisational boundaries, and decision-making under ambiguity. While several of these competencies are partially recognised within project management frameworks (e.g., leadership and communication, risk management), they are typically embedded within comparatively stable assumptions regarding objectives, authority structures, and governance processes.
In particular, ethical judgement emerges as a critical but underdeveloped competency in project management. Emergency situations often involve trade-offs between safety, cost, contractual obligations, and public accountability, yet existing project management frameworks provide limited guidance on how such trade-offs should be navigated in real time. On the other hand, ethical judgement cannot be treated merely as a discrete competency, but rather as a cross-cutting requirement that shapes both competencies and decision priorities in emergency and disaster management contexts.
The findings therefore suggest that the distinction is not simply a matter of adding new competencies to existing project management frameworks. Rather, emergency conditions alter the basis upon which professional competence is enacted and evaluated. Under destabilised conditions, competence becomes less associated with procedural optimisation and control, and increasingly associated with stabilisation, negotiation of competing priorities, and ethically consequential judgement under uncertainty. In practice, such conditions may emerge during infrastructure emergencies where project actors must negotiate competing priorities between schedule recovery, public safety, regulatory requirements, and continuity of essential services (Ravazzi et al., 2025).
Structural Gaps in Knowledge Areas and Management Processes
The findings highlight the structural alignment between project management knowledge areas and emergency management phases. While certain project management knowledge areas such as communication, stakeholder management, and resource management and risk management align reasonably well with aspects of emergency response, others exhibit significant limitations.
For example, project risk management provides mechanisms for identifying and mitigating potential threats but offers limited guidance for managing realised disruptions that require immediate response. Similarly, schedule and cost management frameworks are oriented toward maintaining baseline performance, but may become less relevant when priorities shift toward safety, continuity, and damage control.
Notably, project management frameworks lack an explicit equivalent to the “response” phase central to emergency management. While elements of response are implicitly distributed across knowledge areas, they are not conceptualised as a distinct domain requiring specific capabilities and decision logics. This indicates that project management frameworks are structurally oriented toward pre-event and post-event control, rather than in-event response, creating a gap in managing unfolding disruptions.
Framing Effects and Decision Priorities
A final cross-cutting finding concerns how situations are framed within projects. When disruptive events are framed as deviations from plan, decision-making tends to prioritise recovery of schedule, cost, and scope. When the same events are framed as emergencies, priorities shift toward safety, harm minimisation, and legitimacy. This framing effect is not neutral; it shapes what knowledge is considered relevant, which actors are empowered to decide, and what outcomes are prioritised. The analysis suggests that project management frameworks implicitly encourage a “recovery-to-plan” mindset, where disruptions are treated as deviations to be corrected to restore baseline performance. In contrast, emergency and disaster management prioritises situational response, focusing on stabilisation, harm minimisation, and ethical responsibility, even if this requires abandoning or redefining original project objectives. This divergence creates tension between organisational performance metrics and the ethical and safety imperatives that dominate under emergency conditions.
Building on the preceding findings, Figure 1 presents a comparative conceptual framework illustrating the key differences and overlaps between project management and emergency/disaster management across four dimensions: uncertainty, knowledge, competencies, and decision logic. The framework synthesises the literature-based analysis by positioning these domains as distinct but partially overlapping systems of practice, each characterised by different approaches to managing disruption.
As shown in the figure, project management is associated with an anticipatory approach to uncertainty, reliance on codified knowledge (e.g., plans, schedules, baselines), and competencies oriented toward planning, control, and optimisation. In contrast, emergency and disaster management is characterised by inherently dynamic uncertainty, situational and emergent knowledge, and competencies centred on sensemaking, coordination, and ethical judgement. The overlap between the two domains highlights shared capabilities such as decision-making under constraints, stakeholder coordination, and resource management, which remain relevant across both stable and disrupted conditions.
Importantly, the framework reflects a deeper distinction in the underlying decision logics that shape action in each domain, particularly in how target states are defined and operationalised. In project management, decision-making is guided by an optimisation-oriented imperative focused on achieving predefined objectives within constraints of scope, time, and cost. This results in a stable reference point, the project baseline against which performance is evaluated and recovery actions are directed, reinforcing a “recovery-to-plan” orientation under disruption. In contrast, emergency and disaster management is guided by a stabilisation-oriented imperative, where priorities shift toward safety, harm minimisation, and restoration of critical functions. Rather than operating against a fixed baseline, decision-making is oriented toward adaptive and evolving target states, which are continuously reassessed as conditions unfold. These differing imperatives provide a coherent explanation for the variations observed across uncertainty, knowledge, and competencies, and highlight why conventional project management approaches may be insufficient under emergency conditions.
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Figure 2: Comparison between Project Management and Emergency Management/ Disaster Management concept interpretations
Discussion and Conclusion
The findings of this study suggest that emergency and disaster conditions expose structural limitations in how project management conceptualises uncertainty, knowledge, and professional competence. While project management has progressively evolved to incorporate uncertainty through risk management and governance frameworks (PMI, 2021; APM, 2025), these mechanisms remain largely anticipatory and control-oriented. In contrast, the characteristics of emergency contexts uncertainty, time pressure, and dynamic conditions align with broader discussions in the literature on extreme events and non-linear project environments (Bearman et al., 2023; Taleb et al., 2017). This indicates that existing project management approaches may be insufficient not because they lack tools, but because they are grounded in a different underlying logic of managing uncertainty.
Importantly, the findings should not be interpreted as an argument for simply making project management more adaptive through the incorporation of emergency management techniques. Rather, the analysis highlights deeper conceptual differences in how project management and emergency/disaster management understand uncertainty, knowledge, and decision-making under disruptive conditions. Emergency and disaster management therefore functions in this study primarily as a comparative analytical lens through which the underlying assumptions of project management can be critically examined.
A key implication concerns the need to reconsider how knowledge is treated within project environments. The dominance of codified knowledge in project management embedded in plans, baselines, and formal systems has been widely recognised as both a strength and a limitation (Coners & Matthies, 2018). The findings reinforce this duality by suggesting that, under emergency conditions, over-reliance on predefined knowledge structures may constrain responsiveness. This aligns with sensemaking literature, which emphasises the importance of interpreting evolving situations through interaction and experience (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). The issue therefore extends beyond the need for additional tools or adaptive practices, instead raising broader questions regarding what forms of knowledge are considered legitimate and actionable under destabilised conditions.
The analysis also has implications for how competencies in project management are defined and developed. Existing frameworks recognise leadership, communication, and stakeholder management, but often within relatively stable contexts (Đajić et al., 2024). The findings suggest that emergency and disaster conditions place greater emphasis on competencies associated with rapid prioritisation, ethical judgement, cross-boundary coordination, and decision-making under ambiguity. However, the significance of these findings lies not merely in identifying additional competencies, but in revealing how emergency conditions alter the underlying expectations of professional action itself. In this context, competence becomes less associated with optimisation and procedural control, and more associated with stabilisation, negotiation of competing priorities, and ethically consequential judgement under uncertainty.  This supports broader calls within project studies to move beyond purely technical conceptions of competence toward more reflexive and socially embedded capabilities (Blomquist et al., 2008; Geraldi & Söderlund, 2016).
Structurally, the absence of an explicit “response” logic within project management frameworks highlights a gap in how disruption is addressed. While elements of response are present across knowledge areas, they are not conceptualised as a distinct domain of action, in contrast to emergency management frameworks that explicitly define response as a core phase. This observation contributes to ongoing discussions on the limitations of linear lifecycle models in project management (Gupta et al., 2025), suggesting that greater emphasis is needed on in-event decision-making processes rather than solely on planning and recovery mechanisms.
Another important implication relates to how disruptions are framed within projects. The persistence of a “recovery-to-plan” mindset reflects an optimisation-oriented logic, where success is defined by alignment with predefined objectives. However, crisis management literature highlights that decision-making under extreme conditions often shifts toward stabilisation and harm minimisation (Ravazzi et al., 2025). The findings therefore suggest that emergency conditions do not simply intensify conventional project uncertainty, but instead reshape the criteria through which appropriate action, responsibility, and success are understood. Recognising this divergence is critical for understanding how decision priorities are negotiated in practice.
Taken together, the contribution of this study lies not primarily in advocating greater adaptability within project management, but in critically examining the underlying assumptions through which project management conceptualises uncertainty, disruption, knowledge, and professional action. By comparatively analysing project management and emergency/disaster management domains, the study demonstrates that the two fields operate according to different decision logics and organisational priorities under disruptive conditions. In this sense, emergency and disaster management is used not as a model to be directly transferred into project environments, but as a comparative perspective through which limitations in dominant project management assumptions become more visible.
From a practical perspective, these insights highlight a gap in current project management training approaches, which remain largely focused on planning, control, and risk mitigation, with limited emphasis on decision-making under dynamic and high-stakes conditions. The contribution of this study lies in systematically identifying and conceptualising the misalignments between project management and emergency/disaster management in terms of uncertainty, knowledge, competencies, and decision logics, thereby providing a clearer foundation for extending project management practice in disruption contexts. Rather than proposing a direct incorporation of emergency/disaster management practices into project management curricula, the findings suggest the need for greater engagement with how project actors interpret uncertainty, negotiate competing priorities, and exercise judgement under conditions where predefined plans and structures may become unstable. For example, project management training may benefit from greater engagement with disruption-oriented decision-making scenarios involving incomplete information, shifting priorities, and ethically consequential trade-offs under time pressure. Similarly, competency frameworks could place greater emphasis on situational judgement, cross-boundary coordination, and decision-making under destabilised conditions, rather than focusing predominantly on optimisation and procedural control within stable delivery environments. From a standards perspective, there may also be value in more explicitly recognising “response” as a distinct mode of project action requiring different governance assumptions, decision priorities, and coordination mechanisms during disruptive events.
The findings also raise a broader question regarding the future evolution of project management theory and practice. On one hand, many emergency-relevant capabilities including communication, coordination, and leadership are already present within project management frameworks. On the other hand, the depth of the conceptual differences identified in this study particularly regarding uncertainty, knowledge, and decision-making suggests that emergency conditions may challenge more foundational assumptions embedded within dominant project management approaches.
Rather than positioning this as a binary distinction between traditional and adaptive project management, this study suggests that emergency and disaster conditions expose deeper tensions between competing logics of organising, control, and response under disruption. These tensions remain insufficiently conceptualised within mainstream project management literature and therefore warrant further theoretical and empirical investigation.
The study also contributes to discussions in engineering project organisation and governance by drawing attention to how disruptive conditions may challenge established assumptions embedded within project delivery systems, particularly regarding coordination, authority structures, and decision-making processes under conditions of uncertainty.
Acknowledgements

This research was supported by the Department of Infrastructure Engineering, The University of Melbourne.

AI Use Declaration

The authors used ChatGPT for limited language editing to improve clarity and readability. No AI tools were used for the generation of substantive content, analysis, or interpretation. All intellectual contributions, arguments, and conclusions are the sole responsibility of the authors.

References

Association for Project Management. (2025). What is project management? Association for Project Management. https://www.apm.org.uk/resources/what-is-project-management/
Atkinson, C. L. (2023). Local government emergency management. 3(1), 1–14. https://www.mdpi.com/2673-8392/3/1/1
Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience. (2023). Australian emergency management arrangements handbook. https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/10162/handbook_aema_web_2023.pdf
Australian Research Data Commons. (2020). Bushfire data challenges. Australian Research Data Commons. https://ardc.edu.au/case-study/bushfire-data-challenges/
Ayyub, B. M. (2014). Systems resilience for multihazard environments: Definition, metrics, and valuation for decision making. Risk Analysis, 34(2), 340–355. https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.12093
Bearman, C., Hayes, P., & Thomason, M. (2023). Facilitating teamwork in emergency management: The team process checklist. International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 94(June), 103775. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2023.103775
Blomquist, T., Nilsson, A., & Söderholm, A. (2008). Project-as-practice: In search of project management research that matters. Project Management Journal, 39(March), 28–42. https://doi.org/10.1002/pmj
Butler, P. C., Flin, R., Bearman, C., Hayes, P., Penney, G., & McLennan, J. (2024). Emergency management decision-making in a changing world: 3 key challenges. Australian Journal of Emergency Management, 39(4), 23–32. https://doi.org/10.47389/39.4.23
Coners, A., & Matthies, B. (2018). Perspectives on reusing codified project knowledge: A structured literature review. International Journal of Information Systems and Project Management, 6(2), 25–43. https://doi.org/10.12821/ijispm060202
Crawford, L. (2005). Senior management perceptions of project management competence. International Journal of Project Management, 23(1), 7–16. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2004.06.005
Cuthbertson, J., & Penney, G. (2023). Ethical decision making in disaster and emergency management: A systematic review of the literature. Prehospital and Disaster Medicine, 38(5), 622–627. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049023X23006325
D’Alessio, I., Quaglieri, A., Burrai, J., Pizzo, A., Mari, E., Aitella, U., Lausi, G., Tagliaferri, G., Cordellieri, P., Giannini, A. M., & Cricenti, C. (2024). “Leading through Crisis”: A systematic review of institutional decision-makers in emergency contexts. Behavioral Sciences, 14(6). https://doi.org/10.3390/bs14060481
Đajić, M. J., Ciric Lalic, D., Vujičić, M. D., Stankov, U., Petrovic, M., & Đurić, Ž. (2024). Development and validation of the project manager skills scale (PMSS): An empirical approach. Heliyon, 10(3), e25055. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e25055
Emergency Management Australia. (2017). Australian disaster resilience handbook collection. https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/1974/manual-3-australian-emergency-glossary.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
Federal Emergency Management Agency. (2020). Mission areas and core capabilities. FEMA. https://www.fema.gov/emergency-managers/national-preparedness/mission-core-capabilities
Geraldi, J., & Söderlund, J. (2016). Project studies and engaged scholarship: Directions towards contextualized and reflexive research on projects. International Journal of Managing Projects in Business, 9(4), 767–797. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMPB-02-2016-0016
Gupta, H., Mishra, M., & Chourasia, R. (2025). Integrating project management with supply chain engineering using AI methodologies for enhanced sustainability. In AI-Enabled Sustainable Innovations in Education and Business. https://www.igi-global.com/chapter/integrating-project-management-with-supply-chain-and-big-data-engineering-using-ai-methodologies-for-enhanced-sustainability/377332
Heinrichs, J. H., Hudspeth, L. J., & Lim, J. S. (2003). Knowledge management. Computer Sciences, 3. https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/computer-science/codified-knowledge#:~:text=Codified vs Uncodified,categories meaningful to organizational members
Infrastructure Australia. (2020). COVID-19 impacts on infrastructure sectors. Infrastructure Australia. https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au
ISO21502. (2021). ISO21502. https://www.iso.org/obp/ui/en/#iso:std:iso:21500:ed-2:v1:en
Jaakkola, E. (2020). Designing conceptual articles: Four approaches. AMS Review, 10(1), 18–26. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13162-020-00161-0
Khan, S. M., Shafi, I., Butt, W. H., Diez, I. de la T., Flores, M. A. L., Galán, J. C., & Ashraf, I. (2023). A systematic review of disaster management systems: Approaches, challenges, and future directions. Land, 12(8), 1–37. https://doi.org/10.3390/land12081514
Maitlis, S., & Sonenshein, S. (2010). Sensemaking in crisis and change: Inspiration and insights from Weick. Journal of Management Studies, 47(3), 551–580. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2010.00908.x
Miller, T., Dé, L. Le, & Hore, K. (2025). The adaptive shift: Embracing complexity in disaster and emergency management. International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 119, 105323. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2025.105323
Naderpajouh, N., Matinheikki, J., Keeys, L. A., Aldrich, D. P., & Linkov, I. (2020). Resilience and projects: An interdisciplinary crossroad. Project Leadership and Society, 1, 100001. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.plas.2020.100001
Project Management Institute. (2021). A guide to the project management body of knowledge (PMBOK® Guide) (7th ed.). Project Management Institute.
Ravazzi, S., Nielsen, R. Ø., & Pina, V. (2025). Stability or instability in crisis policymaking? From the emergency management perspective to the robustness perspective. International Journal of Public Sector Management, 39(1), 45–61. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-06-2024-0176
Stefano Ravazzi, Michela Volpi, & Filippo Bellè. (2025). Decision-making and governance under crisis conditions: Managing competing priorities during emergencies. Public Management Review, 27(2), 311–329. https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2024.2301125
Taleb, H., Ismail, S., Wahab, M. H., Mardiah, W. N., Rani, W. M., & Amat, R. C. (2017). An overview of project communication management in construction industry projects. Journal of Management, Economics and Industrial Organization, December, 1–9. https://doi.org/10.31039/jomeino.2017.1.1.1
Williams, T., Klakegg, O., Walker, D., & Magnussen, O. (2017). Identifying and acting on early warning signs in complex projects. Project Management Journal, 39(April), 28–42. https://doi.org/10.1002/pmj

     


      


