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Developing a Project Plan
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It All Starts With a Plan

What are some projects you have completed lately? Perhaps you just 
finished a biology presentation or successfully threw a surprise birthday 
party for your best friend. Before you began your project, you probably 
considered a number of different things—how long it would take, what 
resources you would need to complete it, how to keep in touch with others 
who were involved, what to do if something went wrong, etc. Even if you 
didn’t write everything down, you still had a project plan in mind.

Objectives
Discuss the components of a project plan.

 Demonstrate how to develop a project plan.

A
B

A

Businesses need plans when they undertake projects as well. Creating an effective project plan can mean 
the difference between victory and defeat. Learn more about the essential components of project plans and 
how successful project managers develop and use them. 

Businesses undertake projects for a variety of different reasons. Some projects are big (e.g., designing a new aircraft), and some are 
small (e.g., creating a new dessert for the menu). But, big or small, projects are essential; otherwise, businesses wouldn’t bother with 
them! Before we look at how to create an effective project plan, let’s review a few quick facts about projects themselves:

 • A project generates a specific deliverable, or measurable 
result. Its purpose is to create something new, outside the 
scope of the business’s normal, day-to-day operations. 

 • A project is short-term. It has a beginning date and an end date. 

 • A project manager might be anyone in the organization—not 
necessarily a supervisor or a member of upper management.

Project plans
Every successful project begins with a plan. When you planned your 
friend’s birthday party, for instance, you didn’t throw it together in one 
day. Most likely, you chose a date, sent out invitations, ordered food 
based on the number of guests who were coming, purchased decora-
tions, and made a cake. For each of these tasks, you had a deadline in 
mind, and you tracked your progress along the way to make sure you’d 
get it all done.

Business projects are very similar to personal or school projects 
when it comes to preparation. For a business project to succeed, it must 
be carefully planned from the outset. Effective project managers don’t 
“fly by the seat of their pants”; instead, they take the time and make the 
effort to create a project plan before digging into the work. 

A project plan is much more than just a “to-do” list or a calendar 
marked with deadlines. Rather, it’s a set of related, “living” documents 
that serve as a roadmap for the project, from beginning to end. When 
a document is said to be “living,” that means it’s dynamic, changeable. 
The documents included in a project plan will be updated and amended 
as necessary throughout the course of the project. Can you see the 
balance that’s at work here? Smart project managers acknowledge the 
importance of both planning and flexibility. 

Every successful project—no matter how big or  
small—starts with a plan. What was the last project  
that you planned? 
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Components of a project plan
Just as there are many different types of business projects, there are many different ways to create a project plan. Let’s take a look  
at the basic components included in most project plans. 

A definition of the project’s purpose and scope. A project manager needs to know the overall purpose of the project. Why is 
the business undertaking it in the first place? What is the main goal the business hopes to achieve?

Defining the project’s scope is also very important and can save project managers a lot of time, resources, and headaches. 
Simply put, the scope of the project is what it includes—and what it doesn’t   include. Keeping the work of a project within its defined 
scope is a critical task for project managers. 

Consider a home-improvement project. A homeowner may want to add a simple wooden deck to the back of her/his home. 
Without a defined scope, this project might turn into a multi-level deck with all-new landscaping and a built-in grill! It could bust the 
homeowner’s budget and turn into a never-ending job. The same can happen with business projects. That’s why successful project 

The project schedule is an essential component of a project plan. 
Throughout the project, as deadlines or deliverables change, the 
schedule should be revised accordingly.

A

managers define scope at the beginning of a project—and 
keep it closely in mind throughout the project’s life.

A project schedule. A project’s schedule may be the 
most changeable document within a project plan. Though 
deadlines may be pushed forward or backward, and priorities 
within the project may shift, it’s still important to maintain  
an updated schedule and calendar for everyone involved. 
Later in the LAP, we’ll go into greater detail about how proj- 
ect managers create project schedules.

An assessment of necessary resources. A project  
cannot be completed without the proper resources. Mone- 
tary funding is an important one, of course. Other resources  
are non-monetary, such as human resources, equipment,  
or materials. 

Think about a fund-raiser you might organize to benefit  
a local animal shelter. You decide to hold an auction. A local 
business might donate the monetary resources you need to 
rent a space for holding the auction. Other businesses and 
individuals might volunteer to work at the event, bring food 
or drinks, or donate items to be sold. To succeed, your project required a mix of resources from a number of different places.  
Business projects are no different! We’ll learn more about how project managers assess needed resources a little later on. 
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A quality-management plan. The idea of quality can often get shuffled out of a project plan 
due to more urgent concerns, such as pressing deadlines or tight budgets. However, success-

ful project managers know that they must keep quality as a primary concern. If a project 
doesn’t generate a quality deliverable, the project is a failure! 

A project manager should fully understand the level of quality the client desires be-
fore even beginning the project. This knowledge helps with the planning process, 
especially when it comes to assessing needed resources. It also helps team members to 
keep a common goal in mind throughout the project. 

Let’s say that a hotel initiates a project to design a new penthouse suite. The end 
product must be a suite that would be fit for the most “high-end” guest, such as a 

celebrity or a foreign dignitary. Knowing this, the project manager can plan appropriately 
for the quality the project requires. 

A project plan’s blueprint for quality management also includes the quality of the project 
itself, not just the deliverable(s). We’ll discuss this more in Objective B.
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A risk-management plan. Every project involves certain risks. An effective project plan includes an assessment of these 
risks as well as ideas for avoiding them or minimizing their potential impact. 

Let’s return to the example of the party you threw for your friend’s birthday. Your cousin agreed to be the DJ for the party, but 
you knew that his living 45 minutes away could be a risk due to potential winter weather. So, you made a party playlist on your 
iPod to use in case snow or ice kept him off the roads that night and left you without a DJ. Business project managers must also 
plan for these types of contingencies. 

A
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A communications plan. When it comes to a proj-
ect’s success, communication is key. Can you imagine  

Communication is key to project success. The project plan should detail how and when 
communication will take place.

A change-management plan. Almost all projects will face some sort of change before they’re completed. Change can happen 
for a number of reasons. Perhaps the project is more complex than it first appeared. When creating the luxury hotel suite, for example, 
the team might encounter an issue with getting some of the bigger building materials up the hotel’s freight elevator. They might have to 
adjust what they’re ordering. Another common reason for change is a shift in the client’s needs. Let’s say the hotel’s owners decide to 
expand the hotel suite from 1,800 square feet to 3,000 square feet. This change will certainly affect the project plan! Projects can also 
change due to unforeseen circumstances, some that even a risk-management plan can’t anticipate, like a natural disaster or the death 
of a team member. 

A project plan should include a strategy 
for managing change when it occurs. Keep 
reading to learn what project managers 
must consider when drafting a change-
management plan. 

Summary
Every project should begin with a project 
plan. A project plan is a set of living 
documents that serve as a roadmap for 
the project from beginning to end. Most 
project plans include a definition of the 
project’s purpose and scope, a project 
schedule, an assessment of necessary 
resources, a quality-management plan, a 
risk-management plan, a communications 
plan, and a change-management plan.

 1. What is a project plan?

 2. Briefly describe the following components of a project plan:

   a. Definition of the project’s  
  purpose and scope

   b. Project schedule
   c. Assessment of necessary  

  resources

   d. Quality-management plan
   e. Risk-management plan
   f. Communications plan
   g. Change-management plan

trying to complete a group project for your 
accounting class without good communi- 
cation among the team members? How 
would you know which parts you still 
needed to work on? How would you ask for 
help or be able to help others?

Project managers must plan for effective 
communication with the client as well as 
within the work team. A communications 
plan allows project managers to map out 
the flow of communication before a project 
even begins. They can prepare for the types 
of information they’ll be dealing with and 
can determine how and when communica-
tion will occur. 
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Imagine that you are responsible for planning and carrying out a 
restaurant opening. What would you put into your project plan? 

Step It Up
Now that you understand the basic components of 
a project plan, put yourself in the place of a project 
manager who has just been assigned a new project. 
The project is a restaurant opening. The client (your 
company) already owns and operates several restau-
rants, but this one will be different. It’s a diner that will 
specialize in gourmet burgers and offer 25 different 
varieties of milkshakes. Let’s go through the steps you 
would take to create a successful project plan.

Step One—Determine the project’s purpose 
and scope.
In this case, the purpose of the project is to successfully 
prepare and open the company’s new restaurant. The bus- 
iness is undertaking this project because market research 
indicates that it will be successful in the current market, 
and the company is interested in expanding. You could 
learn this information by meeting and discussing the 
project purpose with the managers who have assigned 
you this project. 

The scope of your project includes decorating the inside of the restaurant, hiring a staff, designing a menu, and creating a 
promotional campaign. It does not include any construction concerns for the interior of the restaurant, any exterior landscaping, 
or any assessment of the restaurant’s daily operational needs beyond the opening date. You could also learn this information  
from your meetings with management. 

Defining a project’s purpose and scope is the first step in the project-planning process. It provides a 
firm foundation for the entire project ahead. Staying within the project’s defined scope is a key element 
of successful planning and execution. However, client satisfaction is also essential. 

So, what happens when a difficult client keeps changing a project’s scope, and, therefore, the project 
plan? Let’s say the scope starts out as creating two presentations for the annual sales conference. As 
the project goes on, the client asks for two more presentations. However, the schedule and budget 
haven’t changed. If you try to expand the project’s scope at this point, the entire project plan you’ve 
developed is likely to fail. As a project manager, what should you do in this situation? Is your obligation 
to the project plan or to the client? Is there a right or wrong decision?

B
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Step Two—Identify project deliverables. 
Before you can plan, you must know exactly what your deliverables are. It’s important to get these in writing from the client. 
In this case, your deliverables are:

 •  A fully decorated restaurant
 • A fully staffed restaurant (25 servers, 5 hosts/hostesses, and 15 kitchen staff including a head chef)
 • A full menu (At least seven appetizers, five salads, 10 burgers, 10 additional entrees, four side dishes,  

and five desserts, not including the specialty milkshakes)
 • A promotional campaign that includes TV, radio, and print advertising

Step Three—Identify needed resources.
Now that you know exactly what your deliverables are, you can consider the resources you’ll need to complete them.  
You need to ask yourself some key questions such as:

 • What level of expertise is required to complete  
each deliverable?

 • How much effort will each deliverable take to complete?
 • How long will each deliverable take to complete?

Let’s consider one of your deliverables 
in the restaurant project—the promo-
tional campaign. You’ll need to hire an 
advertising consultant (expert) to help 
you strategize. You’ll want to meet with 
her/him over the course of a month or 
so to determine the best promotional 
plan. You’ll also hire a graphic designer 
to help with some of your advertise-
ments and a production company to 
create your radio and television ads. 
You estimate that the process will take 
about two months. After meeting with 
the experts, you can compile a list of  
associated costs. You’ll need to com-
plete this same process for your other 
three deliverables as well.

Step Four—Create a quality- 
management plan.
At this point, you must consider the 
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Your project team—your human resources—may include coworkers as well as outside 
consultants such as graphic designers.

quality of your deliverables as well as the quality of the project itself. What level of quality does your client expect for each deliverable? 
If you don’t know—ask! 

Take your staffing deliverable, for example. You know the number of employees you’re supposed to hire in each category, but sim-
ply filling the restaurant with workers isn’t enough. The servers should have experience. The hosts and hostesses should demonstrate 
a great deal of friendliness and courtesy. The kitchen staff—especially the head chef—should be experts in the field. Each of your 
deliverables should meet or exceed client expectations. If they don’t, you have not done your job as a project manager! 

The project itself should exhibit quality from beginning to end. When the project is over, you want to look back and say that:

 • Everything went smoothly and according to plan.
 • Communication was clear and effective.

 • What specific materials and equipment does each  
deliverable require?

 • How much funding does each deliverable require?

 • Risks and changes were  
managed successfully.

 • The project stayed on schedule.
 • The project stayed on budget.
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If you aren’t able to meet with your project team or clients in  
person, video-conferencing is a good alternative.
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To ensure that both the deliverables and the project itself meet quality standards, you need to create a document outlining your 
quality-management plans. It should include:
 • A detailed description of quality requirements

 • Assignments of responsibility for meeting those 
quality requirements—This list would probably  
include a number of different people, each 
responsible for some aspect of quality.

 • A plan for how quality standards will be implemented—With the 
staffing deliverable, for example, you might plan to interview only 
servers with at least two years of experience.

 • A standard for how quality will be measured—You might choose to 
measure quality in a number of different ways, but client satisfaction 
should always be a top indicator!

Step Five—Create a risk-management plan. 
The first task in creating a risk-management plan is to determine as many known risks to the project as you can. Some of the risks  
you might identify for the restaurant project include:

 • Difficulty finding some of the decorating items you want

 • The possibility of another restaurant opening in the empty building next door, taking away some of your potential employees

 • The possibility of not finding your head chef in time to create the full menu

Next, you have to make a plan for how you will avoid these risks or limit their impact. Be specific. You might plan to begin  
interviewing chefs right away, with a goal of hiring one within the next two weeks. Then, you can begin planning the menu  
immediately, leaving as much time as possible to get it completed. 

Step Six—Create a communications plan. 
Another important document in your project plan is the communications plan. You’ll need to spell out exactly how communication  
will take place within the work team and with the client. Your communications plan should answer key questions such as:

 • How will the project manager communicate with 
everyone involved? Will it be by e-mail, by phone, 
through collaborative groupware, through meetings? 
Most likely, you’ll use a combination of a number of 
different communication channels. 

 • What types of information will be communicated?  
This could be a long list—deadlines, updates, finan-
cial statements, various documents such as building 
plans, employment records, requisition forms, etc. 
Be thorough!

 • Who will receive the communication? Not everyone 
involved in the project will need to receive each and 
every communication—this could lead to information 
overload. Make a plan for who will receive what. You 
might want to group team members according to the 
type and level of information they’ll receive. Then, you 
could send a certain e-mail out to Group A or invite 
Group B to a certain meeting, instead of choosing 
individual recipients every time you communicate.

Step Seven—Create a change-management plan. 
As a project manager, you can plan for risk, but there are some changes that you can’t always foresee. Let’s say a tornado hits  
the town where you’re opening the new restaurant, knocking out power for nearly a week. This will no doubt affect your project.  
A change-management plan is a guide for what you’ll do if and when something like this occurs. 
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Before determining your project costs, you  
must identify all of the needed resources.

In your change-management plan, you’ll address issues  
such as:

 • How you’ll determine exactly what is changing within the 
project plan—Is it the schedule? The budget? The deliver-
able? Perhaps all three? In the case of the tornado, your 
entire schedule may be pushed back by a week, which 
could affect several different aspects of the project plan.

 • How you’ll handle the changes—Will you attempt to get 
the project back on course, or will you contact the client 
and ask for extra time, extra funding, etc.? 

 • Who is authorized to approve changes to the project plan?

Step Eight—Determine project costs. At this point in 
the planning process, you should have a good idea of what 
the project costs will be. Remember, you’ve already identified 
needed resources in Step Three. Now, you just need to translate 
those rough numbers and estimates into specific figures and 
create a realistic budget for your client. You and the client will 
review and adjust the budget together to make sure it works for 
both of you. 

Creating a project schedule can be a tough task. It isn’t always 
easy for project managers to determine how long a task will take. 
They often rely on previous experience as well as input from team 
members and experts in the field. Also, they must consider the 
nature of the work to be done. Creating a full restaurant menu, 
for instance, is a more involved task than conducting a quick 
background check on a potential kitchen employee.

To develop a project schedule, project managers often use a 
Gantt chart or a PERT chart. A Gantt chart is a visual represen-
tation of the elements in a project schedule and how they relate to 
and rely on each other. PERT stands for Program Evaluation and 
Review Technique. It’s a statistical tool that analyzes project tasks 
and aids in creating an appropriate project schedule. Gantt charts 
and PERT charts can be immensely helpful in project planning!

Step Ten—Share and review your project plan with  
the client and the project team.
The last step in the project-planning process is to share and re-
view your project plan with both your client and your work team. 
Get input and approval to make sure all the needed stakeholders 
are on board. Give everyone confidence that you’ve planned this 
project well and are ready to begin!

Summary
The steps in the project-planning process are determining the 
project’s purpose and scope, identifying deliverables, identifying 
resources, creating a quality-management plan, creating a risk-
management plan, creating a communications plan, creating a 
change-management plan, determining project costs, developing 
a project schedule, and sharing and reviewing your project plan 
with the client and the project team.

Step Nine—Develop a project schedule.
It may seem that this step should have come earlier in the plan-
ning process, but it can be difficult to map out a project sched-
ule until all the other pieces of the puzzle are in place. Start by 
breaking down each deliverable into a smaller set of tasks, and 
determine how long each task will take to complete. Then, go 
from there, creating a schedule that includes a deadline for each 
task and deliverable, including the final deadline.

 1. Briefly describe the steps of the project-planning 
process:

   a. Determine project’s purpose and scope.
   b. Identify project deliverables.
   c. Identify needed resources.
   d. Create a quality-management plan.
   e. Create a risk-management plan.
   f. Create a communications plan.
   g. Create a change-management plan.
   h. Determine project costs.
   i. Develop a project schedule.
   j. Share and review project plan with the 

  client and project team.
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