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An introduction to
project management

1.0
CONTACT HOUR

O
rganizations implement projects ranging from massive long-
term initiatives such as building a new hospital, to smaller, 
department-specific efforts such as installing new equipment. 
Some of these projects go smoothly and others, not so 

smoothly. Much of this is due to how you conceive of and plan a new 
project, initiative, or improvement in your organization.

Often, individuals are identified to lead projects despite having little 
or no experience in effective project management. They likely have 
subject matter expertise, but they may still lack the knowledge or sup-
port needed to succeed. Successful project managers have knowledge 
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of project management concepts, 
tools, and techniques; the skills 
needed to lead teams, remove 
barriers, and communicate with 
stakeholders; and the ability to 
develop detailed plans, accurate 
budgets, and project work 
schedules.1 Project managers 
must also be authentic leaders 
with a positive attitude and 
excellent communication skills. 
Keep in mind that successful 
project managers may or may 
not be formal leaders.

In this article, we provide an 
overview of the formal project 
management process, with tips 
you can apply to the next project 
you manage.

Moving pieces

You’ve just been assigned to lead 
an initiative in your organization. 
Would you sit down with a small 
group of people and discuss 
where you are currently, where 
you want to go, and how you 
want to get there? Would you talk 
about complexity or who should 
have a say in what this initiative 
will look like when it’s done? 
Would you discuss who has 
responsibilities, authority, and 
accountabilities within the project? 
If you’re asking yourself questions 
like these, you’ve already been 
engaging in the formal phases of 
project management.

What grew out of scientific 
management theory in the early 
20th century and began to be for-
malized in the 1950s by DuPont 
and the US Department of 
Defense has evolved into the cur-
rent project management body of 
knowledge (PMBOK). The Project 
Management Institute (PMI) 
defines project management as “a 
temporary endeavor undertaken 
to create a unique product, ser-

vice, or result.”1 Simply put, proj-
ect management is a series of 
principles, tools, and techniques 
that takes valuable inputs (time, 
talent, resources) and creates 
valuable outputs (increased qual-
ity, safety, satisfaction, and so on).

A Guide to the Project Manage-
ment Body of Knowledge (PMBOK 
Guide) introduces the formal 
process groups of project 
management: initiating, plan-
ning, executing (the authors 
have replaced this term with 
“implementing” to avoid lan-
guage that may condone vio-
lence), monitoring/controlling, 
and closing.1 Table 1 provides 
a brief outline of the common 
phases found in many success-
ful projects.

There are many things and 
people to keep track of in proj-
ect management, but you’ll be 
happy to see that all the phases 
and their related processes are 
inherently practical and easy to 
understand. Although formal 
project management has largely 
been found in industrial, con-
struction, and high-tech sectors, 
the principles and practices 
work in healthcare settings 
and are becoming standard for 
large-scale projects.

Healthcare project management

Let’s look at an example of 
implementing organization-wide 
shared governance using the for-
mal phases of project manage-
ment. First, we need to define the 
project by deciding what key 
outputs we want. Do we want 
organization-wide interprofes-
sional shared governance or 
nursing department shared gov-
ernance? Do we want only unit-
specific shared governance or 
perhaps a mix of options? 

Whichever type of shared gover-
nance we pick becomes the proj-
ect’s output. For example, if we 
choose for the organization to 
implement the councilor model 
of shared governance, our 
desired output may be to suc-
cessfully implement this model 
in a certain number of depart-
ments by a certain date.

Initiating
Once we’ve selected our 
output(s), a project charter/scope 
document can be drafted. This 
document is typically created 
through the collaboration of the 
project manager and the executive 
sponsor. The project’s charter/
scope document contains every 
high-level aspect of the project, 
such as how the work will get 
done, how much time it will take, 
how much it will cost, and who 
will be impacted by the results of 
the project (key stakeholders).

The charter/scope document 
also identifies the key performance 
indicators of the project.2 Another 
important part of the project char-
ter/scope document is a complete 
understanding of the current state. 
This requires gathering existing 
data and collecting new data that 
are salient to successful implemen-
tation. Does shared governance 
exist already in the organization in 
some form? Do some units or 
departments already demonstrate 
the characteristics of good shared 
governance? If so, you’ll have a 
source for project team members. 
Assembling a project team is criti-
cal for the next project phase.

Planning
A project is usually led by an 
individual who’s accountable 
for its overall success or failure. 
The project plan is the key 
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Initiating

Closing

Table 1: The project management process1

•  Project charter is developed (scope, budget, timeline)
•  Key stakeholders are documented
•  Project requirements are gathered
•  Deliverable: Project charter/scope document is signed by executive sponsor
•  KEY QUESTIONS: What will this look and feel like when it’s done? Who will have a say in what 

this should be? Who will approve the project and who will lead it?

• Project manager creates the plan
• Project team is created and resources (people) are assigned
• Schedule, communication plan, and change management process are created
• Project team meets to break down a comprehensive task into manageable chunks
• Deliverable: Project plan
•  KEY QUESTIONS: Who will be on the project team? How fast and cheaply can we get it done? How will we 

communicate, how often, and with whom? What tools will we use to complete the work and what training 
will be required for the team?

•  Project work is completed by the team within the parameters of scope, budget, and timeline
•  Achievements and milestones are celebrated
•  KEY QUESTIONS: How will we invest in the team? What obstacles can we remove? 

Can we improve our processes and capture our lessons along the way?

• Communicate, communicate, communicate
• Change requests are received and either excepted or rejected
• Risks are monitored and mitigation strategies are deployed
• Deliverable: All tasks are completed within scope, budget, and timeline
•  KEY QUESTIONS: Where are we, where should we be, and how do we get back on track?

• All resources are released
• Project deliverables are confirmed and accepted
•  Lessons learned are documented and incorporated into future iterations and new initiatives
• Success is celebrated
•  KEY QUESTIONS: Is the executive sponsor satisfied with the outputs or deliverables from the project? 

Did the lessons learned and process improvement get captured so the next project team will be even 
more successful?

Monitoring/controlling

Implementing

Planning
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deliverable from the planning 
process. Ample time should 
always be taken in the plan-
ning process to ensure that all 
aspects of project implementa-
tion are considered. The project 
plan contains everything that’s 
known about the scope, bud-
get, and schedule. It also con-
tains a description of all the 
work of the project, broken 
down by the project team into 
manageable chunks or work 
efforts. This breakdown 
becomes the task list for the 
project team, and it’s used to 
build the schedule.2 Remember, 
if you want to go deep with 
sustainment, such as with 
shared governance, you should 
go slow with the implementa-
tion. In addition, it’s vital to 
include representation from 
end-user groups in the forma-
tion of the project plan.

Scheduling in project manage-
ment accounts for assigned tasks 
and resources. There’s a specific 
focus on work efforts that can be 
completed concurrently and 
those that are dependent on 
each other. It’s important for the 
project manager to see sched-
uled workflows throughout the 

project. The project timeline is 
often displayed as a Gantt chart 
that shows dependences across a 
horizontal axis. Table 2 is an 
example of a project timeline for 
the first 5 months of a shared 
governance implementation.

Monitoring/controlling
Communication is one of the proj-
ect manager’s greatest roles. How 
will we communicate with all 
stakeholders and how often? Who 
needs to have what information 
to be able to do their job and keep 
up with progress and challenges? 
At this stage, developing and 
sharing a communication plan is 
crucial for project success.

Risk is a formal concept in 
project management that’s often 
ignored. It can have both positive 
or negative impacts on the proj-
ect scope, budget, and timeline. 
The key is to be able to assess 
risk potential and create proac-
tive responses to avoid, mitigate, 
and/or accept the impacts of 
risk. In our example of shared 
governance implementation, 
some identified risks may be past 
negative experience with shared 
governance, lack of leadership 
knowledge related to leading in a 

shared governance culture, and 
lack of staff buy-in.

Because we know change is 
constant in healthcare, project 
plans need to anticipate change 
and develop a process for formal 
change requests. The goal in 
change management is to control 
what’s often referred to as “scope 
creep.” This is the tendency of 
key stakeholders to change the 
intended output—usually by 
adding features—after the project 
scope has been developed and 
planned. One of the biggest 
threats that unmanaged change 
presents is a change in project 
scope (the outputs). Scope 
changes that aren’t managed can 
cause the project to be delayed or 
go over budget. In the worst-case 
scenario, the project fails and all 
our efforts are for nothing.

An example of scope creep can 
be seen in the organization that 
decides to implement organization-
wide shared governance in a 
phased approach, identifying 
implementation in the nursing 
department as phase one. Then, 1 
month into the implementation, a 
new decision is made to roll out 
shared governance to all the 
departments in the organization at 

Table 2: Shared governance implementation Gantt chart

Shared governance implementation plan Month 1
Week 1

Project charter developed (scope, budget, timeline)
Key stakeholders documented
Project requirements gathered
Deliverable: Project charter/scope document signed by executive sponsor (milestone)

Key achievements and milestones celebrated 
Project work completed by team within parameters of scope, budget, and timeline
Deliverable: Project plan (milestone)

Project manager creates the plan

Project team meets to break down a comprehensive task into manageable chunks

= Initiating
= Planning
= Implementing

Schedule, communication plan, change management process created
Project team created and resources (people) assigned

2 3 4 5 6

X

X

7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
Month 2 Month 3 Month 4 Month 5
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the same time. It would be far bet-
ter to decide on the large scope of 
implementation at the outset 
rather than charting a course for a 
narrower output. This decision 
has significant impact on resources 
and requires changes to the project 
management plan. A formal 
change management process that’s 
developed during the planning 
phase will help protect project 
scope, costs, and schedules, as 
well as mitigate scope creep.

Implementing
Now that the intense work is done, 
the project plan is typically pre-
sented to the broad project team 

and executive sponsor during a 
kickoff meeting, which signals the 
beginning of the implementation 
phase. During this phase, the proj-
ect team is busy completing tasks 
and getting the work done while, 
at the same time, the project man-
ager is keeping an eye on progress 
and monitoring for risk.

During the implementation 
phase, the project manager moni-
tors and controls all aspects of the 
project. It’s here that communica-
tion systems are activated and 
key performance indicators are 
monitored. This is also when con-
tingency plans (risk management, 
change controls) developed dur-
ing the planning phase kick into 
high gear. Contingency plans are 
used during implementation to 
keep the project on track, specifi-

cally as it pertains to what’s often 
called the “triple constraint” of 
time (schedule), cost (budget), 
and scope (project goals).1 When 
any one of these constraints is 
exceeded, it causes problems with 
the other two. If a project goes off 
track, such as an unplanned 
change in scope, costs will rise 
and the final project deliverables 
will be delayed. However, if 
unplanned scope changes were 
anticipated, there will be sufficient 
budget and schedule reserves to 
accommodate the changes.

Anyone who’s participated in 
projects of any size knows that 
despite the best planning, work 

can become messy and unclear. 
The project manager’s hardest 
job is trying to respond to these 
challenges and adhere to the 
goals of the project charter/scope 
document. Change management 
and communication are the 
essential tools that the project 
manager and all team members 
use to keep things on track. Built 
in the planning phase, a formal 
system to submit, review, and 
approve or deny changes is 
invaluable. The communication 
plan, also created in the planning 
phase, is in frequent use during 
the implementation phase. One 
of the best parts of the communi-
cation plan is when and how to 
celebrate the achievement of 
milestones and other important 
work. How will you uplift your 

project team for the excellent 
work they do? In our example, 
shared governance milestones 
may include the recruitment of 
new council members, develop-
ment of specific data-driven 
shared governance goals, and 
achievement of those goals. Just 
as we plan for changes, it’s 
important to plan for the celebra-
tion of major achievements and 
the project’s completion.

Closing
Successful projects have a defini-
tive beginning and end, so the 
closing phase of project manage-
ment is just as significant as the 

initiating phase. It’s in the closing 
phase that we formally sign off 
on the objectives (outputs) in the 
project charter/scope document. 
The executive sponsor accepts the 
deliverables and signs the project 
deliverables over to ongoing 
operations. The final closing task 
is to document lessons learned 
and save these for the next itera-
tion or project on the horizon.

In our example, it may seem 
like the project would never close 
because a shared governance cul-
ture can only thrive if it’s continu-
ously nurtured, monitored, 
tweaked, and celebrated. How-
ever, it’s imperative that you close 
the project of implementing 
shared governance once your goal 
of successfully implementing the 
chosen model in a certain number 

Anyone who’s participated in projects of any size knows that despite the best 
planning, work can become messy and unclear.
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of departments by a certain date 
is met rather than letting the proj-
ect go on indefinitely. After clos-
ing the current project, you would 
begin a new project for the ongo-
ing nurturing, monitoring, tweak-
ing, and celebrating of your 
shared governance structure.

Moving forward with confidence

No matter what sort of project you 
find yourself managing, there are 
resources that can help. The 
PMBOK Guide is the authoritative 
project management resource that 
presents a detailed how-to on all 
aspects of project management 
philosophy and practice.1 Curtis 
Cook’s Just Enough Project Manage-
ment: The Indispensable Four-step 
Process for Managing Any Project 
Better, Faster, Cheaper offers a lean 
process for project managers, 
executive sponsors, and project 
team members.2 The nonprofit 
professional membership associa-
tion for the project, program, and 
portfolio management profession, 
PMI maintains the global standards 
for project management, develop-

ing process standards for “agile 
methods” and business analysis 
and certifying project, program, 
and portfolio managers, as well 
as business analysts. Its website, 
ProjectManagement.com, provides 
resources for project managers 
and leaders from white papers and 
webinars to project templates.3

There are also many software 
platforms that can aid in plan-
ning, tracking, and communicat-
ing about projects. The goal is to 
use just the right amount of 
structure without adding unnec-
essary complexity. If a platform is 
too complex, people will resist 
using it. Many of these platforms 
exist only in the cloud, and your 
organization may or may not 
allow access. It’s a good idea to 
consult with your information 
technology department before 
deciding on a platform. Also, 
keep in mind that more than one 
platform may be necessary.

Organizational success

As you move into your next proj-
ect, we hope you’ll feel a little more 

prepared. The satisfaction that 
comes with a project well managed 
can’t be overstated. The work we 
do matters and the more efficiently 
every project goes, the better off 
everyone in our organizations—
and by extension, our patients and 
families—will be. NM

REFERENCES
1.  Project Management Institute. A 

Guide to the Project Management 
Body of Knowledge (PMBOK Guide). 
6th ed. Newtown Square, PA: Project 
Management Institute; 2017.

2.  Cook C. Just Enough Project Man-
agement: The Indispensable Four-
step Process for Managing Any Proj-
ect Better, Faster, Cheaper. New York, 
NY: McGraw-Hill Companies; 2011.

3.  Project Management Institute. www.
projectmanagement.com.

At Creative Health Care Management 
in Minneapolis, Minn., Gen Guanci is a 
consultant and Chris Bjork is the direc-
tor of products and resources. Gen 
Guanci is also a Nursing Management 
editorial board member.

The authors and planners have dis-
closed no potential conflicts of interest, 
financial or otherwise.

DOI-10.1097/01.NUMA.0000580584.07510.9b

INSTRUCTIONS
An introduction to project management

TEST INSTRUCTIONS
• Read the article. The test for this CE activity is to be taken online at 
http://nursing.ceconnection.com.
• You’ll need to create (it’s free!) and login to your personal CE Planner 
account before taking online tests. Your planner will keep track of all your 
Lippincott Professional Development online CE activities for you.
• There’s only one correct answer for each question. A passing score for 
this test is 13 correct answers. If you pass, you can print your certificate of 
earned contact hours and access the answer key. If you fail, you have the 
option of taking the test again at no additional cost.
• For questions, contact Lippincott Professional Development: 1-800-787-8985.
• Registration deadline is September 3, 2021.

PROVIDER ACCREDITATION
Lippincott Professional Development will award 1.0 contact hour for this 
continuing nursing education activity.

Lippincott Professional Development is accredited as a provider of 
continuing nursing education by the American Nurses Credentialing 
 Center’s Commission on Accreditation.

This activity is also provider approved by the California Board of 
Registered Nursing, Provider Number CEP 11749 for 1.0 contact hour, 
and the District of Columbia, Georgia, and Florida CE Broker #50-1223. 

Payment: The registration fee for this test is $12.95.

Earn CE credit online: 
Go to http://nursing.ceconnection.com and receive 
a certificate within minutes.

For more than 135 additional continuing-education articles related 

to management topics, go to NursingCenter.com/CE. ▲
▲

Copyright © 2019 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.




