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Preface

This Standard was prepared by the Standards Australia Committee MB-012, Project, programme and 
portfolio management.

The objective of this document is to provide guidance for work breakdown structures for organizations 
undertaking project or programme management. It is applicable to any type of organization, including 
public or private, and any size of organization or sector, as well as any type of project or programme in 
terms of complexity, size, or duration.

This document provides relevant terms and definitions, concepts, characteristics, benefits, uses, 
integration and relationships related to work breakdown structures. It does not provide guidance on the 
use of processes, methods, or tools in the practice of developing and using a work breakdown structure.

Annexes  A and B provide examples of work breakdown structures and relationships to other 
breakdown structures.

This document is identical with, and has been reproduced from, ISO  21511:2018, Work breakdown 
structures for project and programme management.

As this document has been reproduced from an international document, a full point substitutes for a 
comma when referring to a decimal marker.

Australian or Australian/New Zealand Standards that are identical adoptions of international 
normative references may be used interchangeably. Refer to the online catalogue for information on 
specific Standards.

The terms “normative” and “informative” are used in Standards to define the application of the 
appendices or annexes to which they apply. A “normative” appendix or annex is an integral part of a 
Standard, whereas an “informative” appendix or annex is only for information and guidance.
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Foreword

ISO (the International Organization for Standardization) is a worldwide federation of national standards 
bodies (ISO member bodies). The work of preparing International Standards is normally carried out 
through ISO technical committees. Each member body interested in a subject for which a technical 
committee has been established has the right to be represented on that committee. International 
organizations, governmental and non-governmental, in liaison with ISO, also take part in the work. 
ISO collaborates closely with the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC) on all matters of 
electrotechnical standardization.

The procedures used to develop this document and those intended for its further maintenance are 
described in the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 1. In particular the different approval criteria needed for the 
different types of ISO documents should be noted. This document was drafted in accordance with the 
editorial rules of the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 2 (see www​.iso​.org/​directives).

Attention is drawn to the possibility that some of the elements of this document may be the subject of 
patent rights. ISO shall not be held responsible for identifying any or all such patent rights. Details of 
any patent rights identified during the development of the document will be in the Introduction and/or 
on the ISO list of patent declarations received (see www​.iso​.org/​patents).

Any trade name used in this document is information given for the convenience of users and does not 
constitute an endorsement.

For an explanation on the voluntary nature of standards, the meaning of ISO specific terms and 
expressions related to conformity assessment, as well as information about ISO's adherence to the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) principles in the Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) see the following 
URL: www​.iso​.org/​iso/​foreword​.html.

This document was prepared by Technical Committee ISO/TC  258, Project, programme and 
portfolio management.
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Introduction

The purpose of this document is to provide guidance on work breakdown structure for those individuals 
working in project and programme management, and who are involved in developing and using a 
work breakdown structure. This document incorporates practices to provide benefits for project or 
programme planning and control, and provides guidance on work breakdown structure concepts, 
composition and relationships with other structures.

It complements ISO 21500 and ISO 21504.

The target audience of this document includes, but is not limited to, the following:

a)	 managers and those individuals involved in sponsoring projects or programmes;

b)	 individuals managing projects or programmes and work breakdown structure practises;

c)	 individuals involved in the management of or performance of project management offices of project 
or programme control staff;

d)	 developers of national or organizational standards.

The application of this document may be tailored to meet the needs of any organization or individual, 
so they may better apply the concepts, requirements and practice of developing and using work 
breakdown structures.
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Australian Standard®

Work breakdown structures for project and programme management

Section 1	 Scope

This document provides guidance for work breakdown structures for organizations undertaking 
project or programme management. It is applicable to any type of organization including public or 
private and any size of organization or sector, as well as any type of project and programme in terms of 
complexity, size or duration.

This document provides relevant terms and definitions, concepts, characteristics, benefits, uses, 
integration and relationships related to work breakdown structures. It does not provide guidance on the 
use of processes, methods or tools in the practice of developing and using a work breakdown structure.

Annexes  A and B provide examples of work breakdown structures and relationships to other 
breakdown structures.

Section 2	 Normative references

There are no normative references in this document.

Section 3	 Terms and definitions

For the purposes of this document, the following terms and definitions apply.

ISO and IEC maintain terminological databases for use in standardization at the following addresses:

—	 IEC Electropedia: available at https://​www​.electropedia​.org/​

—	 ISO Online browsing platform: available at https://​www​.iso​.org/​obp

3.1
100 % rule
concept concerning the entire work required to be accomplished to achieve the project or programme 
scope captured in the work breakdown structure (3.13)

Note 1 to entry: The 100 % rule applies to the parent and child elements. The child level of decomposition of a 
work breakdown structure element represents 100 % of the work applicable to the parent level.

3.2
functional breakdown structure
decomposition of the functions necessary to perform the work elements of a project or programme

3.3
hierarchical decomposition
process of dividing project or programme scope into successively smaller work breakdown structure 
elements (3.15)

3.4
management information system
hardware and software used to support the compilation of information, analysis and reporting of 
project and programme metrics
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3.5
organizational breakdown structure
decomposition of the management team of an organization, or decomposition of the management team 
that performs the work of a project or programme

Note 1 to entry: The organizational breakdown structure can include partnering or subcontracting. It is used 
to illustrate the relationship between project and programme activities and the organizational units that will 
manage or perform the work activities.

3.6
parent element
work that is decomposed into two or more lower level elements of work

Note 1 to entry: The lower elements of work are called child elements.

3.7
product breakdown structure
decomposition of the product into its components

3.8
progressive elaboration
iterative process to incorporate increased level of details identified during the life cycle of a project or 
programme

Note 1 to entry: Also known as progressive decomposition.

3.9
resource breakdown structure
decomposition of personnel, equipment, material or other assets

3.10
responsibility assignment matrix
documented structure that shows the allocation of delegated work responsibilities designated for 
delivery of scope or benefits

3.11
risk breakdown structure
decomposition of threats and opportunities for project or programme

3.12
rolling wave planning
form of progressive elaboration (3.8) where planning is accomplished in phases or time periods

3.13
work breakdown structure
decomposition of the defined scope of the project or programme into progressively lower levels 
consisting of elements of work

3.14
work breakdown structure dictionary
document that describes each element in the work breakdown structure (3.13)

3.15
work breakdown structure element
work at a designated level that is either a parent or a child
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Section 4	 Work breakdown structure concepts

4.1 General

A work breakdown structure is a decomposition of the entire scope of work that should be completed 
in order to achieve the project or programme objectives. The work breakdown structure is used 
throughout the project or programme, to establish the framework for the management of the work. 
The structure should provide a logical framework for decomposing 100 % of the work defined by the 
project or programme scope.

NOTE Currently, most work breakdown structures are hierarchical, and this document will focus on this type 
of structure. New software models are presenting options to the hierarchical decomposition structure. See 
Annex C.

Each descending level of the work breakdown structure should provide a more detailed definition of 
the work. Work may be product-oriented, deliverable-oriented or result-oriented; and, additionally, 
may be focused on project or programme phases, disciplines or locations. The entire scope of work of 
the project or programme should include work to be done by the project or programme management 
team or team members; subcontractors; and other stakeholders.

4.2 Purpose

The purpose of using a work breakdown structure should be to enhance and support the management 
of a project or a programme by enabling, but not limited to, the following:

a)	 planning of the project or programme;

b)	 decomposition of the scope of the project or programme into smaller elements of work to enable 
the management and control of the project or programme scope, resources and time;

c)	 enhancement of project or programme communication by providing a common framework for 
stakeholders to use when describing and analysing the scope and performance of the project or 
programme;

d)	 communication on the benefits resulting from various project or programme elements;

e)	 summarization of project performance data for strategic level reporting;

f)	 performance analysis across projects or programmes for particular work breakdown structure 
elements with common identifiable characteristics, such as codes, to allow identification of areas of 
concern and opportunities for improvement; and,

g)	 alignment of tasks and activities of the schedule to the work breakdown structure elements.

NOTE A work breakdown structure can in some cases be referred to as product breakdown structure, which 
can have additional restrictions in its use. A product breakdown structure generally describes the resulting 
output of a project, but can also refer to an existing product and its hierarchal breakdown of elements. The use of 
the term can vary from one organization to another organization.

4.3 Context

The work breakdown structure is a flexible concept, and its design and overall structure should be 
adapted to the requirements of the project or programme. The work breakdown structure should be 
dependent on the industry, type of project or programme, and other factors such as project phases, 
major deliverables, scope, organization performing the work, and location of resources. The work 
breakdown structure should be flexible enough to accommodate alternative ways of organizing and 
representing the work.
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