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Planning
For Large Projects

Over the last 15 years or so, the information systems industry has gradually 
become aware that good project management does not happen by accident.  
There is an entire management discipline devoted to project management, and 
this discipline has become known as “professional project management.”

Professional project management is a management science in which it has 
been proven that a controlled, repeatable process significantly increases the 
chances of project success, and that a continuous cycle of plan-do-check-act 
is the best template.

Recognition and application of professional project management 
techniques has dropped the IT project failure rate significantly since the 
Standish Group first started tracking it in their “CHAOS” report nearly 20 
years ago.  Admittedly, the IT project failure rate is still very, very high – 
over 50 percent for large projects.  But it is down considerably from earlier 
highs near 90 percent, due primarily to the application of professional project 
management.

The Project Management Institute (PMI) is currently the leading industry 
organization related to professional project management.  The PMI’s Body 
of Knowledge publication is typically referred to as the “industry standards” 
for project management. The PMI publication is hundreds of pages long, but 
for purposes of planning a large project, it can be drastically simplified into 
two steps:

Start the project with a charter and define a set of criteria that will determine if the project is successful.1.	
Continually focus on nine key disciplines of professional project management to meet these success criteria.2.	

Plan

Analyze

Design

Test

Implement

Build

Certify

Project management helps complete projects on time and within budget while meeting quality standards.

Define the desired outcome
The first step in a project is defining the desired results – what does the sponsor want 

the project to accomplish? Properly documenting the desired outcome requires a brief 
description of the project and the objectives it is supposed to meet.  This information 
is memorialized in the project charter and success criteria.  These two items are the 
“guiding directives” for the project – those management policies upon which everything 
else is based.

The project charter is a general description of what will be accomplished on the 
project.  Ideally, this description would be a page or two that describes what will be 

done from an executive management level – it’s a general description of the results that the executive sponsor is 
authorizing the project team to pursue.  The level of detail required for the charter varies tremendously based upon 
the project, but a good rule of thumb is that an outsider should be able to read the charter in a minute or two and 

What makes a project 
“large”?

There are no universal criteria 
for what constitutes a large project, 
but a good dividing line might be 
a project that requires more than 
ten people more than six months 
to complete.

The approach in this paper 
can be used on any size project, 
but there are certain things that 
have proven successful on large 
projects that are not necessarily 
required for smaller projects. 
The smaller the project, the more 
success depends upon one or two 
key individuals. The larger the 
project, the more success depends 
upon approach and process.
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Address the Project Management Disciplines
Documenting the guiding directives as described above is step one of the two-step planning approach.  The 

second step is to describe how the project team will address the PMI’s nine project management disciplines that are 
part of professional project management:

Scope management, which is managing what will and will not be done on the project.1.	
Schedule management, which is managing the timeline on which each portion of the scope will be 2.	
accomplished.
Staffing management, which is managing the project organization and the portions of the scope that each 3.	
organizational unit is responsible for.
Cost management, which is managing the project’s resource consumption.4.	
Risk management, which is managing the uncertainties that could influence the project outcome.5.	
Quality management, which is managing the process that will be used to ensure the sponsors’ needs, 6.	
expectations, and requirements are met.
Communication management, which is managing the interaction between project stakeholders.7.	
Procurement management, which is managing how important goods and outside services are purchased.8.	
Integration management, which is ensuring each of the other eight disciplines is considered in its proper 9.	
relationship to the others.

know what the project is trying to accomplish.
The project success criteria describe what will be accomplished in specific terms, and some criteria may also 

address how and when the results must be accomplished in order to be considered successful.  Example criteria include 
“implement the Member Enrollment application by July 1, 2008”, or “train 100 users on the Member Enrollment 
application before go-live”.

A key facet of success criteria is that they must be measurable. “Train users on the Member Enrollment application” 
is not measurable, because “users” is an ambiguous term.  Success criteria should be answerable with yes/no or should 
be related to some quantity or percentage of a known total so that it can definitively be stated whether or not they 
have been accomplished.

Again, the level of detail required for success criteria varies based upon the project.  The planner has completed 
the success criteria if the project sponsor will consider the project a success if all the documented criteria are met and 
will not consider the project 100 percent successful if they are not.

Establishing these guiding directives is often overlooked when planning a project because people often believe that 
they are self-evident.  Writing them down and including them in the Project Plan, however, ensures that everything 
else in the plan can be traced back to meeting success criteria and that when the success criteria are met, stakeholders 
are assured that project should be complete.
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