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3.2 Step Two: Activity Definition 

The activity definition step is the process of identifying all the tasks that define the project 
schedule.  The activities in the project schedule are the actual tasks in Microsoft Project.  A 
formal definition from the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) framework, defines 
the activity definition phase as “the actual schedule activities that need to be performed to 
produce the project deliverables”.  Before entering tasks in the project plan, the project manager 
needs to understand the project scope. 
 
Brainstorm the project scope 
 
The project scope is derived from a variety of sources including a project charter, scope 
statement, high-level work breakdown structure (WBS) or a defined project management plan.  
Depending on the organization’s project management maturity, these deliverables may or may 
not exist. If the project scope is undefined, the project manager can facilitate a brainstorming 
session to further develop the scope. 
 
Brainstorming Tips 
 
A brainstorming session is an effective approach to identifying potential deliverables and 
supporting tasks in a project plan.  The brainstorming activity simply identifies potential tasks to 
solve a problem.  Follow these tips to maximize a brainstorming session. 
 

1. Record as many ideas as possible within the allotted time limit. 
2. Avoid criticism and focus on the number of ideas and not the quality. 
3. Don’t discuss the ideas, simply record it for later discussion. 
4. Let one idea build on other ideas. 
5. After brainstorming session, group and filter out the ideas as appropriate. 

 
Once ideas have been identified, discussed, and filtered, work with the project sponsor and other 
stakeholders to prioritize the project’s scope.  The sponsors will hold the executive decision 
making on the scope since scope also determines the cost and timing. 
 
Tactical Tip: An excellent tool to record the results of a brainstorming session is a mind 
map also known as a brainstorm map.   
 
A mind map is a network diagram with nodes, branches, colors, and icons to help convey an idea.  
Figure 11 depicts a mind map of the project “Plan A School Fundraiser”.  You can create a mind 
maps for free using one of the following solutions: 
 

x Mindjet’s Connect – Mindjet’s free web-based mind mapping tool 
o http://connect.mindjet.com 

x Mindmeister – Another free web-based mind mapping tool 
o http://www.mindmeister.com 

x Xmind – A free mind mapping software package for your PC, Mac or Linux 
o http://www.xmind.net 
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Figure 11: School Fundraiser Project Scope Mind Map 
 
With any of these mind mapping tools, you can easily convert from a brainstorm mind map into a 
formal project work breakdown structure with a click of a button.  Figure 12 depicts the formal 
work breakdown structure for the project. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 12.  School Fundraiser Work Breakdown Structure 
 
Project scope and brainstorming sessions can be capture with whiteboards, flip charts and sticky 
notes.  I prefer to use mind mapping software tools since they are free and easy to distribute with 
project team members.  If you are new to mind mapping, I highly recommend you read the article: 
 
Mind Mapping Your Project Schedule 

x http://www.gantthead.com/content/articles/249260.cfm.   
 
You can also download my presentation on Mind Mapping Project Management Across the 
Project Lifecycle. 
 

x http://www.tacticalprojectmanagement.com/mind-mapping-project-management/mind-
mapping-across-the-project-lifecycle.html 
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Define Phases First 
 
Once the scope is sufficiently defined, enter the major project phases before adding individual 
tasks.  Phases are simply a set of related project activities in the project schedule that identify the 
completion of a significant deliverable or milestone.  The project phases identify the high level 
segments of the project and help communicate major sections of the project schedule.  Phases 
will also help the project manager communicate the project’s status as it progresses across the 
project lifecycle.  
 
The project phases can differ by the type of project, organization or methodology.  A construction 
project will have significantly different phases than a software development project.  Phases can 
be further decomposed into other subsections that help group project activities.  In some projects, 
the phases are sequential and on other projects the phases will overlap.  The project manager is 
responsible for managing the schedule execution and the performance in each phase.  
 
Entering Tasks and Phases 
 
Assume you’ve been anointed the project manager for an upcoming school fundraiser.  The 
committee decided to hold a Casino Night fundraiser to raise funds for the school’s alternative 
spring break trip.  Instead of basking in the sun off foreign beaches with minimal parental 
supervision, the students will travel to Las Vegas to attend a project management training 
seminar.  The committee provided the mind map from Figure 12 as a summary of the project’s 
scope.  
 
To add project phases:  
 

1. If the Gantt Chart view isn’t displayed, click on the Gantt Chart icon in the View Bar or 
select View ĺ Gantt Chart. 

2. Click on the Task Name cell and enter the name of your first phase. 
3. Press Enter to move to the next line 
4. The Tactical Approach recommends entering phases first and adding additional tasks as 

subtasks. 
 
Enter the projects phases that are specific to your organization.  In the tactical example, we’ll use 
the PMBOK phases of Initiate, Plan, Execute, Control, and Close (Figure 13). 
 

 
 

Figure 13: Project Phases 
 
 
 
 
 


