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An Introduction to Project Management – A Useful Tool for Non-Profits 

Non-profit organizations are challenged daily to be efficient and effective with the monies provided to 

them by their donors.  Industry studies indicate overhead costs in non-profit organizations typically 

range between 10% and 20% of the organizations available funding. While below that seen in typical for-

profit businesses, wouldn’t it be marvelous if some of those dollars could be applied instead to 

programs supporting the non-profit’s mission?  

The appropriate application of the knowledge and practices of the project management profession can 

contribute to that goal. A recent study conducted by the Center for Business Practices shows that 

organizations that acquire and apply these skills typically see a 20% increase in productivity, customer 

satisfaction, employee satisfaction – leading to an increase in overall performance1.  

What is project management? 

A project is defined as “a temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, service, or 

result.2” When you think about the types of activities in which a non-profit organization engages, you 

will realize they are all projects. Special events, appeals, fund-raising drives all meet this definition. Even 

a capital fund campaign can be considered a series of related projects with a common goal (a program 

as defined by the Project Management Institute). Therefore, learning and applying the practices of 

project initiation, planning – especially planning – monitoring, controlling and formally closing these 

activities would enhance a non-profit’s overall performance.   

The Project Management Institute defines project management as “the application of knowledge skills, 

tools and techniques to project activities in order to meet or exceed stakeholder needs and expectations 

from a project.”  In other words, project management is all about managing the schedule, budget and 

quality of deliverables generated by a project.  Project managers focus on these “triple constraints” 

when managing projects.  

Start it right!  

Project success often can be attributed to the appropriate initiation and planning activities. Often time 

there is the inclination to dive right into a project’s core activities as soon as we are asked to do 

something.  The gun has gone off; the race to the finish has started.  As spectators with a vested interest 

in the race, we forget that the runner has already run the race in his mind, he has planned his race. He 

knows the challenges he will face on that particular course and has developed approaches to overcome 

them. He knows where the watering stations and check-in points are located. He knows when he will 

sprint and when he will walk. This tendency to immediately start the race is no different for non-profit 
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 The Value of Project Management Research Report, Center for Business Practices, 2001  

2 A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge®, 3rd Edition 
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managers and those interested in the outcomes of the event. When managing a special event or an 

appeal, it is important to clearly understand the scope of the activity before starting, to ensure the right 

goal is indeed reached. The Event Manager or Direct Mail Manager or Campaign Manager should meet 

with the project’s sponsor (i.e. Board Trustee, Chief Development Officer) to obtain a clear 

understanding of the project’s objectives; how will success be measured – dollars raised, donors in 

attendance,  cost of dollar spent to raise a dollar.  

A well-managed project begins with the development of a project charter and a project scope statement 

(Figures 1 and 2)3.  This Project Guidance Document is used to identify the purpose of the project, why it 

is being undertaken and to determine the project’s stakeholders, that is, who will be affected by the 

project, and what their interests in the project are.  This will facilitate determining who has the authority 

to make what decisions relative to the project and its outcomes.  

 

Figure 1 - Project Guidance Document, Pages 1 and 2 

Next, the scope of the project is defined. The Project Manager and the project’s Sponsor meet with the 

project stakeholders, to discuss why the project is being undertaken (i.e., is its purpose to raise funds, to 

promote stewardship, to heighten community awareness) and to determine what its boundaries are. 

For instance, if the project is a community awareness event, is the follow-up appeal to be considered 

part of the event?   If the project is a golf tournament, is lunch with the non-profit’s executives that day 

                                                           
3
 Some project management methodologies use two separate documents: Project Charter and Project Scope 

Statement – to capture the information contained within the Project Guidance Document.   
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part of the tournament or is that a separate event?  They address who is empowered to make what 

decisions relative to the project’s deliverables, schedule and budget. These decisions are then captured 

in the Project Guidance Document, from which all other project management documents will be 

developed. This use of this formal Project Guidance Document ensures that the project team (including 

all staff and volunteers) and the project stakeholders have achieved a common understanding of the 

project’s expected outcomes, what is in scope and what is out of scope, and who can make what 

decisions.  It actually encourages “doing it right the first time” and assists in eliminating any confusion as 

the project progresses.   

 

Figure 2 - Project Guidance Document, Pages 3 and 4 

Plan It! 

When the Project Manager, Sponsor and stakeholders are satisfied with the Project Guidance Document 

and have signed off on it, the Project Manager can commence planning the project’s details.  These 

plans include developing the project’s Work Breakdown Structure, identifying the specific roles and 

responsibilities of staff, volunteers and beneficiaries (especially as they relate to budget and schedule), 

developing the project’s schedule, identifying milestones, doing the risk identification and mitigation, 

working up project budgets,  and planning for the project’s on-going communications .  It is in these 

activities that the Project Manager really has a chance to ensure the project’s success.  We will explore 

these activities in detail in subsequent articles. Suffice it to say that knowing who will perform what 

activities at what time, how much financial support is available for the event, and understanding the  
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risks associated with the plan, is critical to the eventual success of the event being planned. Equally 

crucial to that success is also understanding and implementing a communications plan to addresses the 

needs of those interested in the event.  

Monitor, Control and Communicate, Communicate, Communicate! 

As the project proceeds, the manager monitors and controls it, making timely decisions to ensure the 

project’s objectives are achieved.  The manager will periodically review the project scope statement 

with the volunteers and staff working on the project, to remind them of the scope and the project’s 

objectives. Should the project’s stakeholders change the project’s objectives (i.e., increases the financial 

goals of the event), the project team should be so apprised and the project plan reviewed to determine 

if other changes are needed to achieve the new objectives. The project team should understand what 

the changes mean in terms of resources, time commitments and budgets.  If increases in any of these 

items are needed, the manager should address them with the project stakeholders and obtain the 

project requestor’s approval before proceeding.  Any changes to the project’s original plan should be 

documented for use in the future.  

During the project’s execution (the planning of the event, the actual event itself, and the closing of the 

event), the manager will also implement the communications plan. This typically translates into 

receiving status reports from volunteers and staff on a regular basis, consolidating them, and generating 

the appropriate status reports to stakeholders. These reports could take the form of an internal memo, 

a letter to the community, an article in an employee newsletter. At a minimum, the status report should 

report against the various criteria identified as important to the project. 

Don’t Run to the Next Event!  

There is a tendency to celebrate the successful completion of an event or an appeal and then move on 

to the next one, overlooking a critical step of closing out the event project.   A proper close out would 

include not only closing the financial aspects of the event, but also conducting a final team meeting. The 

purpose of this meeting is to capture valuable information about the project and to initiate the 

volunteer stewardship desired to support future projects.  This meeting should include the extended 

project team, including the project’s requestor. All lessons learned should be captured, including those 

elements that worked well and should be repeated, as well as those that should not be repeated.  

Summary  

The application of project management does not need to be an exercise in the application of more 

overhead. Rather, it needs to be the practical application of those project management knowledge areas 

and skills required to ensure a special event, an appeal or other project achieves the desired goals. 

Careful attention upfront to defining and planning the project, and then exercising timely attention and 

communication efforts during the project, and capturing lessons learned for the future can assist in the 

prevention of costly and timely oversights and mistakes.   
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