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ISO 21500, offi cially published in September 2012, is the fi rst 

overarching guideline for project management. It  presents a common 

frame of reference and a process standard. This international guideline 

fi rmly positions projects within the context of programs and project 

portfolios and is the basis for further development of the project 

management profession.

The book explains the background, the value and the application of ISO 

21500 for each type of organization. It describes what you, either 

customer, supplier, manager or member of project staff, can do or 

maybe should do with the guideline. The book also supplies answers to 

the 100 most common questions about ISO 21500 with the focus on 

the value of the guideline for the project management practice.
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Foreword

Th e international guideline for project management, ISO 21500, was released 

in 2012 and has since been much talked about by the international community. 

Individuals and companies have been considering the subject matter in order 

to embrace, incorporate and/or adapt to the guidelines in ISO 21500 and much 

experience has been gained as a result.

Th is book is a revision of  a publication in Dutch that was written at a time when 

ISO 21500 was still “new”. Th is revised version, in English, therefore contains 

much of the solid practical content of its predecessor, but it also incorporates 

the complementary knowledge and experience gained since ISO 21500’s release. 

It not only features many tips on how to practically apply ISO 21500 in projects 

but it also takes a step backward and looks at the process of implementing 

ISO 21500 in an organization from the very beginning of interest at the bottom 

of the project management maturity scale to the point where benefi ts are being 

measured and continued improvement has become a sustainable process. In 

other words you see how to get the most value out of the guideline and how to 

make it work for you and your organization.

Th e arrival of ISO 21500 was a major milestone for the project management 

profession. It is the fi rst real broad-based guideline for project management, 

and as such it will form the basis for current and future project management 

standards – in essence, a document that acts as a starting point for the further 

development of the project management profession. Th is was one of the key 

reasons for writing this book.

“Copyright protected. Use is for Single Users only via a VHP Approved License.
For information and printed versions please see www.vanharen.net”



VIII ISO 21500 in Practice – A Management Guide

Th is book gives an answer to the most commonly asked questions about 

ISO 21500, with the central question: What is the importance of this guideline 

for the practice of project management?

Th e authors trust to give you, the project management professional, many tools 

and tips to get started with using the guideline and improving your project 

management skills and competences. Of course, now you have to take it from 

here, so we wish you the best of success and many new insights!

Th e translation team:

André Legerman

Anton Zandhuis

Gilbert Silvius

Rochelle Röber

Rommert Stellingwerf
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Introduction

ISO 21500, offi  cially published by the International Organization for 

Standardization (ISO) in September 2012, is a guideline for project management. 

It presents a common frame of reference and a process standard, that is intended 

to be overarching for all standards and concepts of project management. Th is 

international standard fi rmly positions projects within the context of programs 

and project portfolios, without extensively discussing the management of 

programs and project portfolios in depth.

1.1 WHY THIS BOOK 

Th e objective of this book is to clarify ISO 21500. Guidance on project 

management is provided to show that it can be applied in virtually every type 

of organization, for both profi t as well as non-profi t organizations, and for every 

type of project, independent of complexity, size or duration.

1.2 WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?

Th is book is aimed at everyone working in projects, sponsoring projects or those 

who will be using the outcomes of projects. In practice this logically includes 

everyone working in an organization. Projects are not limited to a specifi c branch 

or domain. A project is the most commonly applied organizational structure for 

realizing changes within, on behalf of, or between organizations.

Th e target audience of this book is, therefore, not limited to project managers 

and project team members. Of course, they form the primary audience for a 

1
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2 ISO 21500 in Practice – A Management Guide

guideline on project management. But the guideline is also relevant for line 

managers and other management functions in an organization. Especially since 

these functions are heavily impacted by projects and they can strongly infl uence 

and play an important part in the successful realization of a project. Th erefore 

they can benefi t from a generally accepted guideline on project management.

1.3 HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Th is book describes the What, Why and How of ISO 21500 Guidance on project 

management, and it covers these aspects in that order.

Chapter 2 provides an introduction to the content of ISO 21500. It describes 

the background and the process that led to the creation of this standard. It also 

provides an overview of its structure and content, without literally copying its 

detailed contents. For the full unabridged version of the ISO Guideline for Project 

Management please go to (www.iso.org/iso/home/store.htm) or the website of 

your national ISO representative. 

Chapter 3 explains the value of ISO 21500. In this chapter the Why of the 

standard is explained in more depth for the diff erent roles in the organization 

and in the project environment. 

Chapter 4 then continues by positioning the standard within the overall 

landscape of ISO standards and project management techniques, models and 

best practices. In this chapter we also highlight the views on this standard by 

the largest professional associations for the project management professions: 

PMI and IPMA. It will clarify how ISO 21500 relates to their publications, PMI’s 

A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide) and the 

IPMA Competence Baseline (ICB).

Chapter 5 deals with the implementation of ISO 21500 and its practical use in 

and by organizations. 

In chapter 6 a roadmap is presented for the application of ISO 21500 to a project. 

Th is chapter also contains a case study, where a fi ctitious implementation 

scenario is presented as a practical example of how ISO 21500 can be applied.
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1. Introduction 3

Chapter 7 describes the expected future developments of the ISO standards in 

the domain of project, program and portfolio management and the impact on 

other standards and guides on project management. Is ISO 21500 the fi rst step to 

a truly global standard on project management?

Th is book also aims to provide answers to the most important questions that 

the authors themselves had wondered about in relation to ISO 21500. Chapter 8 

lists these questions, including clear references (where possible) to the applicable 

section in the book where this question is answered and discussed in more detail.

Th e Annexes contain information on the ISO organization and the international 

standardization process, as well as a list of specifi c terms and defi nitions as 

defi ned in the ISO 21500, together with various references. Finally, details of the 

authors of this book are provided.

In case you have any questions aft er reading this book, then please contact one 

of the authors. Based on this we can make improvements and add additional 

questions and answers and experiences to the next publication!
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2 Origin and structure 

Th is chapter describes the rationale for the creation of an ISO 21500 and the 

economic importance thereof. Subsequently, the history and the structure of the 

standard are briefl y explained.

2.1 THE MOTIVATION FOR ISO 21500 

In 2010, 18.6% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), or €15.9 trillion, was 

invested by the advanced economies (Australia, Belgium, Canada, Cyprus, Czech 

Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Hong Kong, 

Iceland, Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, 

San Marino, Taiwan, Sweden, Switzerland and United States). Th e expectation 

is that this will grow to 20.7% of the GDP, or €22.3 trillion, in 2016. To put these 

massive amounts in perspective: €8,600 is invested each year for each person 

from the newborns to senior citizens in the advanced economies. [1] 

Th is is a huge amount. Certainly, with an investment of such a large sum of 

money, everyone would wish to see a return. Achieving a return on an investment 

indicates growth, and since the advent of the industrial revolution it is commonly 

accepted that a key condition for growth is standardization at the micro, middle 

and macro levels.

Many investments are managed in a project-based manner. Many of these 

projects and programs are staff ed by various disciplines and externally hired 

co-workers. One expects that they all should cooperate eff ectively, that everyone 

should be able to perform their tasks well and at the same time, that all of this 

should be coordinated and implemented in a process-driven way.
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For information and printed versions please see www.vanharen.net”



6 ISO 21500 in Practice – A Management Guide

For Information technology (IT) projects alone, there are at least seventeen 

diff erent project management methods currently being used. One wonders 

who is capable of applying all of these methods correctly? What if the project 

is more complex than simply a pure IT project? How do you communicate with 

other stakeholders? Is anyone capable of understanding the whole picture? It is, 

therefore, time for a global guideline on how we can work together successfully 

in projects. ISO 21500 is a fi rst step towards an overarching standard for the 

management of projects [2]. 

Although the role of ISO 21500 is limited in its reach, this guideline provides a 

good platform for the creation or further development of the project management 

methods in organizations. Proper control of the project management processes 

will increase the chances of project success.

An important feature of ISO 21500 is the introduction of a global standard and 

language for the fi eld of project management. ISO 21500 is an overarching project 

management framework and reference point for the project practice of your 

own organization. If your practice conforms to the requirements and criteria 

of ISO 21500, then you have a sound basis for competent project managers to 

deliver good project results. In addition, you can show both internally in your 

organization, and externally, that you are able to deliver quality in your projects, 

because your project practice is based on the independent, internationally 

recognized benchmark for project management practice, namely ISO 21500. 

Th is guideline can have a direct, positive infl uence on the way that the projects 

are executed, and thereby indirectly enhance the quality of the project result.

2.2 TARGET AUDIENCE OF ISO 21500 

Th e target audience of ISO 21500 includes:

■ Senior managers and project sponsors, so that they gain a better understanding 

of the principles and practice of project management and therefore provide 

appropriate support and guidance to their project managers, project manage-

ment teams, and the project teams;

■ Project managers, project management teams, and project team members, so 

that they have a common base of comparison of their project standards and 

practices with those of others; 

“Copyright protected. Use is for Single Users only via a VHP Approved License.
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2. Origin and structure 7

■ Developers of national or organizational standards, for use in developing 

project management standards, which are consistent at a core level with those 

of others.[15]

Not explicitly mentioned in the standard, but no less relevant, are consultants, 

educators, coaches and trainers in the project management discipline. Th ese also 

belong to the target audience, and they can therefore connect various generally 

known and bespoke project management methods, models and best practices to 

the ISO 21500 framework as a common frame of reference.

2.3 THE DEVELOPMENT OF ISO 21500 

In 2006, the British Standards Institute (BSI), a member of ISO, took the 

initiative for an ISO guideline on project management by submitting a proposal 

for the development of an international guideline. With the forthcoming London 

Olympics (2012) it was determined that the national standard of the BSI needed 

to be revised. 

Th e British proposal was supported by the U.S. representative within ISO and 

ANSI, aft er which it was sent out for ballot to the 164 countries that are connected 

to ISO to develop and publish standards. A majority of the ISO members voted 

positively on this proposal, and the development process was started.

2.3.1 Establishment of PC 236 and standards committees 
In 2007, the ISO Project Committee (PC) 236 was set-up to develop the guideline 

for project management. Under the leadership of the initiating countries, the 

United Kingdom and the United States, over 100 subject matter experts from 

the 37 participating countries worked for several years to reach consensus on the 

concepts and processes that defi ne project management. Th e experts represented 

national standards committees that were installed in the participating member 

countries to provide input from the professional communities in these countries. 

In addition to the professional opinions of the subject matter experts, PC 236 

also used market standards and references for project management as inputs to 

the development of the ISO 21500.
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8 ISO 21500 in Practice – A Management Guide

Th e two most important (international) professional associations for project 

management, the International Project Management Association (IPMA) 

and the Project Management Institute (PMI), both participated actively in 

the development of the project management guideline. IPMA was formally 

involved as a liaison to PC 236 and informally via IPMA representatives to 

the national standards committees. PMI acted as the secretary of PC 236 and 

was also informally involved via PMI representatives to the national standards 

committees. Th ere was no formal representation of the UK Cabinet Offi  ce 

(responsible for the development of PRINCE2 until 1st January 2014). 

2.3.2 Why this guideline? 
Th e guideline has been developed to focus on a single project. More complex 

situations such as multi-projects and subprojects, are disregarded, however 

the guideline can also be eff ectively applied in these situations. Th is makes the 

guideline clear for all of the project’s stakeholder groups. Th e members of that 

audience can easily relate their own role in projects to the guideline. ISO 21500 

puts a strong emphasis on the involvement of the project environment, as this 

increases the chance that the project yields its expected added value. 

ISO 21500 is a guideline for bridging diff erences and strengthening similarities 

in the way that people work together in projects. Oft en, many parties are 

involved in a project, including the project organization, the customer, fellow 

project managers, project co-workers, external providers, end users and/or the 

internal organization. ISO 21500 supports the communication between the 

parties involved by providing a uniform common language.

A common language is also essential in international and multi-disciplinary 

projects. In such projects the diff erent teams oft en use varying methods, while 

cooperation is necessary. ISO 21500 can be a binding factor by relating the 

processes and deliverables of each method or methodology to the processes and 

deliverables of ISO 21500. 

Existing sources that describe project management processes in more detail 

(such as PRINCE2 and the PMBOK Guide), provide more depth and support for 

the project manager when he runs a project. However, in order to involve parties 

that are not familiar with good project management methods, a compact and 

clear guideline is welcome. 
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2. Origin and structure 9

2.3.3 Sources for ISO 21500 
An international standard such as ISO 21500 has a broad target audience (see 

section 2.2) who use various references for project management. To ensure 

support for ISO 21500, it was imperative to defi ne the core of project management 

concepts that is relevant to everyone. So, at the beginning of the development of 

ISO 21500, all of the national standards committees were given the opportunity 

to propose all the relevant sources of project management knowledge and best 

practices. Th ese were general methods, national standards and existing ISO 

standards. A number of these sources were: 

■ Th e American ANSI standard (based on part of the PMBOK Guide, Th ird 

Edition); 

■ ICB version 3.0 (IPMA); 

■ PRINCE2 (UK Cabinet Offi  ce, from 1st January 2014 AXELOS, a Joint Venture 

between UK Government and Capita); 

■ Th e German DIN standard (DIN 69901 ‘Project Management: Project 

Management Systems’); 

■ Th e BSI British Standard (BS6079 - ‘BS ISO15188: 2001 – project management’); 

■ ISO 9001 ‘Quality Management’; 

■ ISO 10006 ‘Guidelines for quality management in projects’; 

■ ISO 31000 ‘Risk Management - Principles and guidelines’; 

■ IPMA: ‘IPMA Competence Baseline version 3.0’.

ISO 21500 incorporated the competences that project co-workers should have in 

order to be able to contribute to the project as were listed in the ICB version 3.0:

■ Technical: project management techniques;

■ Behavioral: professional behavior of project personnel;

■ Contextual: relations within the context of the project, i.e. both within and 

outside of the project environment. 

2.3.4 The development process 
ISO 21500 has been developed through a multi-stakeholder process involving 

experts from all over the world who have jointly determined what project 

management includes. During the development of an ISO standard, openness, 

transparency and consensus are key. It therefore takes some time to arrive at a 

common understanding of the content of a standard. Th is approach ensures that 

ISO guidelines can count on broad support.
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10 ISO 21500 in Practice – A Management Guide

Th e development process was mainly a repetition of a process that consists of 

two steps: 

1. International meetings: discussing and writing texts and processing 

comments; 

2. National standards committees: commenting on the texts and collecting 

feedback. 

Between October 2007 and January 2012 six international meetings took place. 

During the fi rst fi ve meetings of fi ve days, the participants worked on the text of 

ISO 21500. On the fi rst days of each meeting the comments were processed and 

in the fi nal days the text was updated. Aft er the fi ft h meeting the draft  of ISO 

21500 was made available to the general public for comment. Th e sixth and fi nal 

meeting lasted three days and was only focused on the processing of the fi nal 

comments. 

Hundreds of experts took part in the national standards committees, which 

together collected over a thousand comments per draft  version. A comment must 

be provided with a justifi cation for the proposed text change. Th e same eighty 

to a hundred delegates consistently attended these meetings and quickly became 

attuned to each other, resulting in an eff ective and dynamic international project 

team. As a result, the repetition of discussions was minimal and the guideline 

was completed within fi ve years. 

2.3.5  Involvement and contribution of the professional project 
management associations 

As stated earlier, the professional associations PMI and IPMA participated 

actively in the development of ISO 21500.

 

In the structure and content of the guideline, the contribution of PMI is clearly 

visible. Although formulated at a more ‘high level’, the project management 

processes that ISO 21500 identifi es, bear the signature of the process groups 

of the PMBOK Guide. In ISO 21500, the clause on processes is preceded by a 

clause on concepts that positions projects in the context of the value chain in 

organizations, where opportunities via the business case are converted into 

projects that create deliverables off ering benefi ts to the organisation. Th e central 

position of the business case in projects is also found in PRINCE2. And although 
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2. Origin and structure 11

the PRINCE2 standard was not formally represented in the development process, 

the subject matter experts obviously paid reference to it.

Th e contribution of IPMA in ISO 21500 can, most explicitly, be found in the 

identifi cation of project management competences that the guideline mentions: 

■ Technical: project management matters related to the deliverables of the 

project; 

■ Behavioral: the personal relationships in the project environment; 

■ Contextual: the relationship to management, both within and outside the 

project.

2.4 THE STRUCTURE

Th is section outlines the structure of ISO 21500. Aft er the scope the structure of 

the document is briefl y described.

2.4.1 The scope of ISO 21500 
Th is international guideline describes project management and can be used by 

any type of organization, both profi t and non-profi t based; and for any type of 

project, regardless of complexity, size or duration. 

 

It provides a high-level description of the concepts and processes that are generally 

accepted as constituting ‘sound project management practices.’ Although 

projects are viewed within the context of programs and project portfolios, this 

guideline does not go into the management of programs and project portfolios in 

any depth. Topics related to general management disciplines are only discussed 

if they have any bearing on the project management subject being discussed. 

2.4.2 The structure of ISO 21500 
Th e guideline is structured as follows: 

■ Clause 1 Scope;

■ Clause 2 Terms and Defi nitions; 

■ Clause 3 Project Management Concepts; 

■ Clause 4 Project Management Processes; 

■ Annex A (Informative) Process group processes mapped to subject groups. 
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