12-Step Project Planning Process

1. Collect Requirements from Key Stakeholders

Once you’ve created a project charter and identified key project stakeholders, it’s essential to gather requirements. Collect requirements from stakeholders and, with this, define the scope of the project and determine exactly what you need to deliver to your stakeholders.

Strong communication skills are critical at this stage in the planning process. Without effective communication, it’s possible to miss important details that could be detrimental to the project’s overall success.

2. Define the Scope of the Project

Ask yourself: “What is it the team needs to produce or deliver?” and “What problems are the stakeholders trying to solve?” Then, work with your stakeholders to develop a comprehensive description of the project and the product deliverables in the form of a project scope statement. You must have a clear understanding of the boundaries of the project.

For example, if you are building a software app for a customer, you must know what will be included in the app and what won’t. Who will use the application? What is it intended to do? What are the critical functions and features it needs to have?

3. Create a Work Breakdown Structure

Break down the project’s scope into smaller, more manageable deliverables and groups of related tasks, also known as “work packages.” This will allow you to assign resources to different parts of the project based on the skills needed. The work breakdown structure facilitates planning and coordination, which are two important functions of project management.

4. Define Project Activities

Break down work packages into a list of project activities. Consider this an action plan. It can help to ask yourself: “What are the activities that must be performed to create the deliverables of the project?”

5. Sequence Project Activities

Almost everything happens in a sequence, but the trick is to do as many things in parallel as possible—if you have the resources to do so. One of the key reasons for adopting formal project management methodologies is to reduce time-to-market. In dynamic and hyper-competitive industries, the ability to reduce cycle time is a competitive advantage.

6. Estimate Activity Duration, Costs, and Resources

The cost, duration, and resources required to complete the project activities depend on the scope of the project. Proper estimating is important for any project, as it helps determine if the plan is viable, set expectations, and keep costs under control.

7. Assign Resources to Work Packages and Activities According to Skills and Interests

Resources include not only labor but also materials, equipment, space, and technology. After identifying which resources you’ll need, identify the skill level needed for each activity.

The scope and level of complexity of the project will help you determine in what areas you need to bring in high, mid-level, or entry-level skills. This step allows you to determine the sequence of events that need to take place. To establish a realistic timeline, you’ll need to know how long each activity will take, how much each will cost, what resources (team members) you’ll need, and when those resources are available (e.g., check into vacation schedules to avoid unexpected delays).

8. Build in Contingencies

A plan without contingency is a bad plan since projects rarely go as planned.  Therefore, you will need to build some bit of backup into your plan. The contingencies can be determined by looking at historical data to identify risks that occurred on similar projects in the past.  Contingencies should be built into those places where you find the greatest amount of risk.

For example, if a vendor you’re relying on to deliver a key component of your project has had performance issues in the past, this could impact your schedule. If so, a contingency plan—such as identifying alternative vendors and estimating the costs if this risk should occur—is necessary. The key here is to consider both internal and external factors that may impact your project’s objectives. There are many factors outside of the organization that could add risk to the project, including the consumer price index, the economy, government issues (e.g., emerging regulations), and competitors’ actions.

Also, consider organizational culture when formulating your contingencies. The culture of the organization can impact certain elements of a project plan. For example, in some organizations, it’s common to pad estimates, while in others, there is an expectation that a project will have exact numbers.

9. Create a Performance Measurement Baseline

Develop an integrated scope-schedule-cost (Iron Triangle/Triple Contingency) baseline for the project work, which will serve as a control tool for your project. Then, compare the execution of the project to your baseline to measure and manage performance. These baselines can be established through status reports within project management software applications.

Performance should be measured throughout the project’s lifecycle.  This way, you can identify issues and take corrective action before it’s too late. It’s equally important to measure performance upon completion of the project. This allows you to compare actual results to their baselines to evaluate overall and individual performance.

10. Develop All Subsidiary Plans

Developing a comprehensive and realistic project plan requires time and effort.  However, planning can make your life easier during the execution phase of the project by preventing nasty surprises and misunderstandings.

It is often good to incorporate into your project plan the following subsidiary plans:

· Scope management plan    
· Schedule management plan   
· Cost management plan
· Quality management plan      
· Resource management plan
· Communications management plan   
· Risk management plan
· Procurement management plan         
· Stakeholder engagement plan
· Requirements management plan
· Change management plan    
· Configuration management plan       

11. Document Everything

Document a project plan that outlines the scope, schedule, and cost of the project. Typically, plans should cover cost management, quality management, resource management, communication management, risk management, procurement processes, as well as ongoing stakeholder engagement (i.e., how to continually engage stakeholders through the lifecycle of the project.)

12. Build a Knowledge Base and Put in Place an MIS Up to the Task

Some organizations have a learning culture where project managers are expected to document and share their plans. This can be a valuable way to learn from the mistakes and successes of others. In other companies where this historical knowledge isn’t documented, this could be more challenging, and it may be necessary to reach out directly to other project managers to gain insights.
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