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Why the PMBOK is not a Methodology

One of the more common discussions on the web and in
other places is focused on arguing the merits of, or
comparing, the PRINCE2 Methodology with the PMBOK
Methodology. The problem with the proposition is basic
premise is completely wrong! The PMBOK® Guide 6th
Edition is not and never has been a methodology.
Methodologies define the processes, responsibilities and
workflows needed to achieve an objective. PRINCE2 is a
good project methodology for managing projects with a
large internal component. Agile and Waterfall are two
different software development methodologies that
incorporate elements of project management.
The PMBOK® Guide is a combined ‘guide’ and an ANSI standard. To give it its full name, it is A Guide to the
Project Management Body of Knowledge. The processes described in the PMBOK® Guide are generally
accepted good practices that apply to most project most of the time. This may be the foundation for a good
project management methodology but of itself, the PMBOK® Guide is not, and cannot ever be a
methodology without adaptation.
The step between the PMBOK® Guide and a methodology is determining what should be done by who,
when and how:
•

What of the processes should be applied in your organization, to what extent and with how much
rigor?

•

Who is responsible for the implementation of the processes, including; generic roles and
responsibilities, project organisation structures, and governance committees?

•

How the processes will be applied, including templates, guidelines and workflows.

These are critically important issues.
•

If a PMO1 sets out to ‘implement the PMBOK’ you are heading for disaster

•

If the same PMO sets out to develop a tailored methodology based on the good practices described
in the PMBOK you are potentially on the right road.

Certainly, in my business, if someone does not know the difference between a standard and a
methodology, I tend to start asking a lot more questions about their competence. Having been involved in
the last three upgrades of the PMBOK® Guide I consider it to be a very valuable resource to underpin the
development of any project management methodology but you still need to do the hard work of
determining the what, who, when, how and ‘how much’. The gaps in the PMBOK and consequently the
information you need to develop and incorporate in ‘your methodology’ include:
1. Knowing precisely what is to be done. The PMBOK only provides general guidance and states this
specifically.
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2. Defining precise input, output and performance criteria to apply to each process included in the
methodology. The PMBOK is largely silent on these. For one simple example: Risk Identification
uses a ‘probability and impact matrix’, but what represents a very high, 0.80 impact on your
projects, $5000, $50,000, $500,000? Additionally, the ‘impact’ can apply to quality, safety, and
time, as well as cost, which one’s matter and need including in the methodology, which can be left
out?? The methodology has to either define these values or describe how they will be derived for
each project.
A major risk assessment I helped run was for a US$1 billion tank farm, the team decided anything
over US$250,000 would be considered a very high risk, on other projects $250,000 is more than
their total budget.
3. Defining the people responsible for performing the processes by roles. The PMBOK only provides
general guidance. A methodology defines roles, responsibilities and authority levels.
4. Developing user-friendly templates and guidance documents to implement the processes
consistently2. The PMBOK is largely silent on these.
5. Defining the work flows. The PMBOK is well laid out in this respect but only deals with a single pass
– methodologies need to deal with iterative builds.
6. Then you get to the questions of how often the processes are used, how intensely they are applied,
who oversees the processes, how performance is measured, how the processes are improved and
what happens if there is an identified problem or issue.
The above is an elementary description of the contents of any well-designed business methodology, is
consistent with concepts such as Six Sigma, is well defined in the PRINCE2 methodology and is assessable in
part through the PMI OPM3 construct.
In short, all the PMBOK® Guide offers, is precisely what it says it offers: ‘a generally accepted set of good
practices that may be used on most projects most of the time’. A methodology expands on this start by
defining the, what, how, who, when and how much! Even the PRINCE2 authors expect organisation to
constructively adapt the methodology to their needs – one size does not fit all! Real hard work is needed.
The PMBOK is certainly a great starting point (as is PRINCE2), and having a good foundation is crucial, but
foundations are only ever the beginning point – once the foundations are right, the real work of building a
useful methodology (or adapting a published methodology) begins. The real skill is to make sure the
methodology is as simple, quick and easy to use as possible whilst applying sufficient rigour to optimise
project outcomes.
For more thoughts on what’s needed to develop an effective methodology, see:
https://www.mosaicprojects.com.au/WhitePapers/WP1045_Methodologies.pdf.
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Downloaded from Mosaic’s PMKI
Free Library.
For more papers focused on Project Success see:
https://mosaicprojects.com.au/PMKI-ORG-050.php
Or visit our PMKI home page at:
https://mosaicprojects.com.au/PMKI.php
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