Chapter 1: DEFINING PROJECT GOALS AND
OBJECTIVES

Key Learning Points

e Projects are temporary, goal-driven efforts that differ from ongoing operational
work.

e The PMBOK® Guide provides a framework of process groups and knowledge
areas to guide projects to success.

e Understanding the history of project management and the role of the Project
Management Institute (PMI) helps place today’s methods in context.

e Successful project managers integrate planning, execution, monitoring, and
closing into a unified process.

Why Projects Matter in Organizations

In every organization, two types of work coexist: operational work and project work.
Understanding the difference between these is key to understanding why project management
matters.

Operational work refers to the routine, day-to-day activities that keep the organization running.
This includes processing payroll, producing goods, answering customer service calls, or
managing IT systems. Operations are ongoing and repetitive. They aim to maintain the status
quo and deliver consistent value.

Projects, on the other hand, are temporary and unique. According to the PMBOK® Guide
(Project Management Body of Knowledge), a project is “a temporary endeavor undertaken to
create a unique product, service, or result.” Projects exist to drive change, solve problems, or
capitalize on opportunities. They may involve launching a new app, building a facility,
conducting research, or implementing a new policy. Projects begin and end, they have a defined
start and finish, and their outcomes are not part of routine work.

Organizations invest in projects to stay competitive, improve operations, innovate, comply with
regulations, or meet evolving customer needs. In this way, projects are the engines of progress,
while operations are the systems of continuity. Managing them well requires a structured
approach: project management.
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A Brief History of Project Management

While humans have coordinated complex projects for centuries—consider the pyramids of Egypt
or the Roman aqueducts—the modern field of project management formalized in the mid-20th
century. As industrial and technological challenges grew more complex, businesses and
governments needed better systems to plan, execute, and control their initiatives.

In 1969, the Project Management Institute (PMI) was founded to professionalize the discipline
and offer standards, training, and certification. In 1996, PMI published the first edition of the
PMBOK® Guide, which remains the global standard for project management practices. Over
time, PMI has refined the guide to reflect evolving methodologies, from traditional Waterfall to
Agile and Hybrid approaches.

Today, PMI serves over 3 million professionals across the globe. Its core framework helps
project managers deliver results by focusing on ten knowledge areas and five process groups,
which together structure the entire project lifecycle.
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The Project Management Process Overview

The project management process is a systematic approach that enables project teams to plan,
execute, and deliver results effectively. According to the PMBOK Guide, this process includes
five core process groups:

1. Initiating — This phase defines the project at a high level. It includes identifying
stakeholders, developing the project charter, and ensuring alignment with organizational
goals.

2. Planning — Planning is about charting the path forward. It involves defining the
scope, creating the work breakdown structure (WBS), estimating resources and time,
budgeting, identifying risks, and selecting a methodology.

3. Executing — In this phase, the actual work is performed. Resources are coordinated,
teams are led, and deliverables are produced. Good execution relies on effective
communication, leadership, and stakeholder engagement.

4. Monitoring and Controlling — These activities happen throughout the project to
ensure progress stays on track. It includes tracking performance, managing changes,
controlling quality, and resolving issues.

5. Closing — This final phase ensures the project is formally finished. Deliverables are
handed over, teams are released, documentation is archived, and lessons are captured
for future projects.

Each of these phases is supported by knowledge areas such as Integration, Scope, Time, Cost,
Quality, Risk, and Stakeholder Management, among others.

Defining Project Goals and Objectives

At the very beginning of the project lifecycle—within the Initiating phase—the most important
task is defining the project’s goal and its supporting objectives. These elements act as the
project’s North Star, shaping every decision and activity.

A goal is a broad, high-level statement about what the project aims to achieve. It reflects the
overall purpose or benefit and answers the question: “Why are we doing this?”

Objectives are narrower and more specific. They break the goal into actionable parts and must
be clear enough to measure and manage. For example, if a company’s goal is to improve
customer service, one objective might be to reduce response times from 48 hours to 24 hours
within 60 days.

CLEARY.EDU




To ensure clarity and effectiveness, project objectives should follow the SMART criteria:

e Specific — Clearly state what is to be accomplished.

e Measurable — Quantify the outcome or success criteria.

e Achievable — Ensure it is realistic with available resources.

e Relevant — Align with organizational goals and stakeholder needs.

e Time-bound — Include a clear deadline or timeframe.

Without clear goals and objectives, a project may lack focus, experience stakeholder
misalignment, or fail to deliver meaningful results.

How Projects Get to Initiating

Projects typically move through a clear progression from ideation to the point where a
project manager is formally engaged. The process often begins with idea generation,
where opportunities, problems, or strategic initiatives are identified by leadership, department
heads, or frontline staff. These ideas may come from market demands, customer feedback,
competitive pressures, regulatory changes, or innovations within the organization (PMI, 2021).
Once an idea is proposed, it is usually documented in a business case or project proposal
that outlines the potential benefits, alignment with organizational strategy, estimated costs,
risks, and resource requirements (Meredith, Shafer, & Mantel, 2017).

From there, the proposed project enters an evaluation and prioritization phase,
where it is reviewed alongside other initiatives. Organizations may use formal scoring models,
return-on-investment (ROI) calculations, or strategic alignment frameworks to determine which
projects will deliver the greatest value (PMI, 2021). At this stage, some projects are approved,
some are deferred for further analysis, and others are rejected if they do not meet business
priorities or resource constraints.

Approved projects typically move into a feasibility and pre-planning phase, where
high-level objectives, timelines, and budget ranges are refined. This is also when preliminary
stakeholder identification takes place, and potential constraints or dependencies are noted
(Kerzner, 2022). Once leadership gives the official green light, funding is secured, and a
project charter or equivalent authorization document is created (PMI, 2021).

It is at this point that a project manager is assigned or engaged. The project manager
takes ownership of planning, execution, and delivery, using the project charter as the foundation
for building a detailed project plan. Their early involvement is critical because they help
translate strategic intent into a clear, actionable roadmap—ensuring that the project is
structured for success from the start. This selection process not only ensures that resources are
invested in the most impactful initiatives but also creates alignment between leadership vision
and practical execution.

The feasibility and pre-planning phase is a critical bridge between approving a
project in principle and committing to full-scale execution. Its purpose is to determine whether
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the project is truly viable, achievable, and aligned with organizational strategy before
significant resources are invested. During this stage, the project’s high-level objectives are
revisited and refined to ensure clarity, and early assumptions about scope, cost, and schedule
are validated (Kerzner, 2017). This is also the point where organizations evaluate potential
constraints—such as available resources, regulatory compliance requirements, or competing
initiatives—that could impact the project’s success.

A major activity in this phase is conducting a feasibility study, which examines
technical, operational, and financial factors to answer the question: Can this project realistically
be delivered as intended? This may include market research, cost-benefit analysis, preliminary
risk assessment, and evaluation of technology or vendor options (Meredith, Shafer, & Mantel,
2017). In for-profit organizations, the business case is often updated during this phase with
more accurate cost estimates, potential return on investment (ROI), and projected timelines.

Methodologies for Selecting a Project

Before moving into full pre-planning, many organizations apply structured selection
methodologies to ensure they choose the right projects from the start. Common approaches
include:

o Benefit—Cost Ratio (BCR): Compares the projected benefits of a project to its
expected costs to determine financial viability.

e Net Present Value (NPV): Calculates the present value of expected future cash flows,
factoring in the time value of money.

o Internal Rate of Return (IRR): Identifies the interest rate at which the project
breaks even, allowing for comparison with other investment opportunities.

e Payback Period: Determines how long it will take for the project to recover its initial
investment.

e Weighted Scoring Models: Assigns scores to various criteria (e.g., strategic
alignment, market impact, feasibility, ROI) and ranks projects accordingly.

e MoSCoW Prioritization: Categorizes deliverables or projects as “Must have”, “Should
have”, “Could have”, or “Won’t have this time”, helping to prioritize based on business
urgency.

These methodologies are often applied during the project evaluation and
prioritization stage, but their results flow directly into the feasibility and pre-planning work.
For example, a high NPV or strong weighted score can justify deeper investment in a feasibility
study, while a poor financial or strategic alignment score may lead to rejection before significant
resources are committed.

Pre-planning also involves early stakeholder identification and engagement.
Understanding who will be impacted by the project—and their expectations—helps anticipate
risks and communication needs later in the lifecycle (PMI, 2021). At this stage, organizations
may also define the initial scope boundaries, identify key deliverables, and outline a high-
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level schedule or milestone chart. Early risk identification is paired with mitigation ideas, which,
while preliminary, can help decision-makers determine whether the risks are acceptable.

This phase concludes with a go/no-go decision, where leadership reviews the findings
from the feasibility study, validates alignment with strategic priorities, and confirms that
resources are available. If approved, a project charter is drafted to formally authorize the
project and appoint a project manager. This ensures that when the project moves into the
detailed planning phase, it is already supported by realistic expectations, committed
stakeholders, and a clear understanding of how it will deliver value

Solving for the Triple Constraints of Project Management

One of the foundational concepts in project management is the Triple Constraint,
sometimes referred to as the Project Management Triangle. This model identifies scope,
time, and cost as the three core elements that define a project’s success. In the PMBOK®
Guide, quality is often positioned at the center of the triangle, representing the outcome that
results from balancing these constraints (PMI, 2021).

e Scope defines what the project will deliver—the features, functions, and outputs.

e Time refers to the schedule for completing the work, including deadlines and
milestones.

e Cost encompasses the budget, including labor, materials, equipment, and overhead.

Changing one of these constraints inevitably impacts the others. For example, if the scope
expands without adjusting the time or cost, quality may suffer, deadlines may slip, or budgets
may be exceeded. This interdependence means project managers must constantly make trade-
offs to keep the project viable.

How Projects Solve for the Triple Constraints

1. Proactive Planning:
Successful projects begin with thorough planning—using tools such as the Work
Breakdown Structure (WBS), Gantt charts, and cost estimation models—to ensure scope,
schedule, and budget are realistic from the start (Kerzner, 2017).

2. Change Control Processes:
A formal change management process ensures that any adjustment to scope, time,
or cost is reviewed, approved, and documented before implementation. This prevents
uncontrolled scope creep and maintains alignment with stakeholder expectations.

3. Risk Management:
Identifying risks early allows project managers to plan contingencies. For example, if a
critical supplier has a history of delays, building extra time into the schedule helps
protect the project’s timeline without inflating costs unexpectedly (Meredith, Shafer, &
Mantel, 2017).

4. Resource Optimization:
Allocating resources effectively—matching skills to tasks, balancing workloads, and
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managing overtime—helps maintain both schedule and cost control while delivering
quality outputs.

5. Communication and Stakeholder Engagement:
Regular updates to stakeholders ensure that trade-offs between constraints are visible,
understood, and approved. This transparency helps maintain trust and alignment
throughout the project lifecycle.

6. Agile and Iterative Approaches:
In fast-changing environments, Agile methodologies allow scope to evolve in controlled
increments while keeping delivery within agreed time frames and budgets. This is
especially effective for software development and other innovation-driven projects.

Example:

A marketing department commissions a digital campaign with a fixed launch date tied to
a seasonal promotion. Midway through the project, leadership requests additional campaign
features. The project manager identifies that meeting the expanded scope would either push the
launch date or increase the budget. After reviewing options with the sponsor, the team opts to
add two extra designers temporarily, increasing cost but maintaining the deadline—an
intentional trade-off to preserve the project’s market impact.

By continually monitoring and balancing scope, time, and cost, project managers
navigate the triple constraint in a way that delivers quality results while honoring the project’s
strategic intent.
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