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67 

Project Objectives 
and Approach 
Know Which Star to Navigate By

One of the keys to a good project is to start the team 

out with clear project objectives and a well-understood 

approach. Ideally, the project leadership will have this 

defined for you—but how do you know if they don’t?

This chapter talks about forming project objectives 

and offers some questions that will help you solidify 

those goals. We’ll also discuss some common project 

approaches (or methodologies) and how they may influ-

ence the way you work.

Carolyn Chandler
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CHAPTER 4: PROjECT ObjECTIvEs And APPROACH 68

You’re in the project kickoff, with the full team for the first time. The  

project manager hands out some materials and gives you an overview 

of the project. by the end of the meeting, ideally, you should have the  

following information:

 Why is the project important to the company?

 How will stakeholders determine if the project was a success?

 What approach or methodology will the project follow?

 What are the major dates or milestones for key points, such as getting 

approval from business stakeholders?

All of these questions concern the expectations that stakeholders have for 

the project: what the project will accomplish and how they will be involved 

in it. The first two questions pertain to the project’s objectives and the last 

two to the project’s approach.

A project objective is a statement of a measurable goal for the project. Let’s 

talk about objectives in more detail.

Solidify Project Objectives
Objectives are an important focusing lens that you’ll use throughout the 

project. They should spring from the client company’s overall business strat-

egy, so the project objectives should be in line with the strategic initiatives 

within the company. For example, if there is a strategic initiative to appeal to 

a new group of prospective customers (called a market), the site or appli-

cation you’re creating may be an effort to provide that market with online 

access to products and services relevant to them. The objective for that 

 project would then be focused on reaching and engaging that market.

A clear objective resonates throughout a project. It helps you:

 Ask the right questions as you gather ideas from business stakeholders

 Plan research with users and focus your analysis of the results

 detail the ideas gathered from stakeholders and users and convert them 

into a consolidated list of project requirements

 Prioritize those project requirements based on their value to the company
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 Create effective interaction designs

 Manage requests for changes to the design once development begins

 Focus efforts during deployment activities (such as training and com-

munications to users about the new site or application before and during 

its launch)

 determine whether you’ve met the needs of the client company, once 

the project is launched

When you start a new project, you probably have project objectives from the 

project’s sponsor (the business stakeholder who has direct responsibility for 

the success of the project), as well as a set of project-related requests com-

ing from business stakeholders and from customers, but they all may be a bit 

fuzzy (Figure 4.1). your goal is to clarify these into solid statements that you 

can use as a yardstick for the project’s success.

Fuzzy
Objective

Company
Strategy

Project-Related
Requests

Fuzzy
Objective

Stakeholder
Idea

User
Need

User
Complaint

Stakeholder
Idea

Figure 4.1 Fuzzy objectives, ideas, and needs

A solid objective has the following characteristics:

 Easy to understand. Avoid insider terminology

 Distinct. Avoid vague statements; instead, use wording that seems like it 

will be useful when you’re prioritizing requirements 

 Measurable. Make concrete statements that you can set an independent 

measurement against to determine your success

As you define a fuzzy objective, making it clear and measurable, it becomes a 

solid objective that you can base decisions on (Figure 4.2 on the next page).
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Company
Strategy

Project
Objectives

you’ll hear many statements that could be considered objectives. Analyzing 

fuzzy ones such as those below will help you solidify your objectives and 

communicate more effectively within the project team.

“Our objective is to become the
market leader in industry x.”B

Business
Advocate

This is an objective for the entire company, but is too broad for a specific 

project. Multiple initiatives at the company need to come together to make 

this happen; any one site or application may help with this but will be very 

unlikely to be able to handle the entire burden—unless the entire company 

is about this one site or application and it ends up being wildly successful.

“Our objective is to generate excitement
among our customer base.”B

Business
Advocate

This one is better, because a site or application could have an impact on this, 

but it’s still too vague. Why is it important to generate excitement? How does 

that excitement translate into meeting a business need? And how can you 

tell if you’ve been successful?

“Our objective is to increase the amount
of tra�c on our website.”B

Business
Advocate

now we’re getting there. This one is easy to measure, but it’s too focused on 

an intermediate step. suppose you do generate more traffic: It may not help 

you if people don’t perform the actions you want once they get there.

Figure 4.2 Objectives being solidified
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Fuzzy objectives can give you a sense of a client’s desires and larger goals. 

From these you can craft more solid project objectives, such as

 Increase the revenue from online sales by 10 percent

 Increase the revenue from online advertising by 20 percent

 Increase the number of current and potential customers in our customer 

database to at least 20,000

 deliver highly rated and highly referenced content to our primary users 

(note that this one requires some work to decide how to measure “highly 

rated” and “highly referenced,” but the elements are there to build from)

Each of these can be measured and affected by your project. They can also map 

pretty closely to your designs and the features offered. For example, it’s very 

common to offer an online newsletter as a way to meet an objective of growing 

the customer database: To deliver the newsletter you’ll need to capture cus-

tomer e-mail addresses, which will be added to the database. Objectives may 

also bring out new requirements. For example, if you’re measuring success by 

the average rating given to articles on your site, you’ll need a feature that allows 

users to give ratings. In these ways, objectives help you focus as you gather 

ideas for the site, and these may later become project requirements. 

If there are multiple objectives, be sure to create a prioritized list with your 

business sponsor and project team. Objectives sometimes conflict with each 

other during design, and the team will need to know what takes precedence. 

The final prioritized list of objectives should come from your project sponsor, 

but you can be a key part of the discussion. Let’s talk about how.

How Can a UX Designer Help?
If you find the project objectives are unclear at the beginning of a project, 

you can bring your facilitation skills to bear. Help the project team under-

stand the business-related context of the project by holding a workshop 

with key stakeholders (see the next chapter for more on identifying the 

right stakeholders). your goal in this session, which usually lasts two to four 
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hours, is to bring out information on the company’s strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats. Called a SWOT analysis, this is a common busi-

ness analysis technique and one way to discuss a company’s position in the 

market. you can also use this time to discuss the company’s competition.

Understand Strengths and Weaknesses

The SW in a sWOT analysis are the company’s current strengths and weak-

nesses as they pertain to the project. strengths and weaknesses could 

include internal processes as well as external perceptions—and often they 

influence each other. For example, a company with a large research and 

development (R&d) department could have access to a large source of 

original research that is published (a strength), but there may be no one to 

help make that content more accessible to the average user, leading to the 

perception that the company is “too academic” (a weakness).

Identify Opportunities and Threats

The OT is the future-facing half of the sWOT. Considering the things that 

differentiate the company from its competitors, what future initiatives could 

it pursue that will open up a new niche or strengthen a current one? What 

situations could threaten those plans? 

For example, our R&d company may decide to hire writers to publish more 

accessible feature articles around its original research (an opportunity), but if 

the current site toolset doesn’t have robust content-management features, 

the publishing process may be prohibitively slow. That could give competi-

tors a chance to respond more quickly (a threat).

Compare Competitors

What is the company’s main competition? Who are the competitors for the 

site being developed? They can be different, especially for large companies 

or brand new sites.

Are there sites that aren’t necessarily direct competitors but that represent 

interesting models to consider? you can learn a lot from reviewing other 

e-commerce sites to see whether and how they sell what you’re selling.
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Pull It Together

sWOT and competitors are good topics to discuss at the same time because 

they interact with each other. It’s hard to talk about future threats without 

knowing who your competitors are—and once you start talking about future 

opportunities, new competitors may come to mind. 

Once you have a full picture here of the company’s competitors and sWOT, 

your project objectives—as well as the overall fit of your project within 

the company strategy—should become easier to define, and the priorities 

among them should become clear.

solidifying project objectives helps you understand expectations of what the 

project is going to accomplish. next, let’s talk about expectations concern-

ing how the project will be run. Understanding the project approach will help 

you collaborate effectively and involve the right people at the right time.

Understand the Project Approach
Knowing the overall approach, or methodology, of a project is an important 

part of understanding when and how you’ll be involved and how you should 

be involving others, such as your project team and business stakeholders.

sometimes there seem to be as many project approaches as there are 

projects. How to choose the right approach for a project is a large topic in 

itself. The methodology you choose can depend on many things, including 

the structure and location of the project team, the technologies being used 

on the project, and the degree to which collaboration is a part of the com-

pany’s culture. For the purposes of this book, we’re assuming that you’ve 

joined a project where the approach has largely been determined by those 

responsible for the project’s success, such as the project sponsor and project 

manager. In this situation, your main goal will be to understand the approach 

and help make it effective for the business stakeholders and your users.

Here we’ll focus on two of the most common types of approach, as well as 

a third that shows a possible variation you might encounter on a project. The 

important thing to note is that most approaches involve the same steps: 

 Plan the overall strategy, approach, and team structure

 Define the project requirements
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 Design interaction and visual concepts and evolve them into detailed 

specifications

 Develop, test, and refine the solution

 Deploy the solution via messaging, training, and a planned launch

 Extend the project by making recommendations for improvements

The names for these steps may vary, as may the degree to which they over-

lap and the way information is documented. but the general activities in each 

step are common to most projects and to all three models presented here.

Waterfall Approach
A waterfall approach (Figure 4.3) involves treating the steps of a project as 

separate, distinct phases, where approval of one phase is needed before the 

next phase begins. For example, the design phase does not begin in earnest 

until requirements have been approved by business stakeholders, who sign 

off on one or more requirements documents at the end of the define phase. 

Plan Define

Approval Approval Approval

Extend

Design

Develop

Deploy

Figure 4.3 Example of a waterfall approach, where each phase “falls” into the next

The problem with a pure waterfall approach is that it assumes that each 

phase can be completed with minimal changes to the phase before it. so if 

you come up with new requirements in the design phase, which is common, 

you must suggest changes to documents that were approved at the end of 

the define phase, which can throw off the plan and the schedule. 
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Agile Approaches 
because change is constant, project teams are continually looking for more 

flexible approaches than the waterfall model. Many methodologies follow 

a more fluid approach, with some steps happening alongside each other; 

for example, versions of the website could be released on a rapid, iterative 

schedule using an agile or rapid development approach (Figure 4.4). An agile 

approach generally has a greater focus on rapid collaboration and a reduced 

focus on detailed documentation and formal sign-off. 

Plan

Iteration 1 Iteration 2 Iteration 3

Extend

Deploy
Release

Approval

Develop

Define

Deploy Design

Develop

Define

Deploy Design

Develop

Define

Deploy Design

Figure 4.4 Example of an agile approach

A true agile approach (following the best practices developed by members 

of the Agile Alliance, for example) calls for small teams whose members are 

located next to each other physically, with little focus on defining formal roles 

between team members. Working this way allows a very high degree of col-

laboration, which reduces the need for heavy documentation between the 

stages of design, development, and testing. A team member can pose a ques-

tion, come to the answer together with other team members during a quick 

whiteboarding session, and implement a solution without the delay of detailed 

documentation and approval. stakeholder reviews occur with a fully function-

ing system when one of the many iterations is released, and the resulting input 

is taken into account as the next iteration is planned. (Iterations are draft ver-

sions of a particular site or application and may also be called sprints.)

designers moving to an agile approach for the first time often face a conun-

drum. How do you go from a waterfall approach (which favors detailed 

documentation and sign off, taking weeks or months per phase), to an agile 
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approach (which favors conversations and quick decision making over the 

course of days or weeks) and still make time for design thinking and user 

research? To see how some designers have made the transition, let’s dive 

deeper into a particular kind of approach called Lean UX.

Lean UX

Lean UX is an agile project approach that’s well-suited to products being 

developed in the face of great uncertainty (as most products for startups 

are). It reduces waste in the project’s process by removing effort spent on 

features that don’t really matter at the time of each iteration. For example, 

spending time designing an entire set of categories and subcategories of 

products may be wasteful if the team has not yet proven that they’re offering 

products that their target users are willing to purchase. 

some of the principles of Lean UX include:

 A focus on validated learning. Iterations of the product are not seen 

as simply working versions of the product, but as the presentation of a 

hypothesis that can be tested with users. The goal is to learn as quickly 

as possible, by validating design decisions with customers and incor-

porating the subsequent changes that will help the team learn the next 

important lesson. 

The Origins of Lean UX
Eric Ries developed an approach called the Lean startup after studying Toyota’s 

lean manufacturing processes, and steve blank’s Customer development model, 

which emphasizes the need for startups to have an early focus on customers. A 

Lean UX approach builds on this direction with its customer inclusion, its reduction 

of waste in the process, and its definition of product iterations as experiments.

Entrepreneurs can find out how experimentation and a focus on learning can 

help startup teams in the face of uncertainty, in The Lean Startup by Eric Ries 

(Crown business, 2011).
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 A continuous loop of Build—Measure—Learn. Lean processes prioritize the 

building of a testable iteration of the product as quickly as possible, in order 

to test assumptions that the team is making about how users will react to 

the product. Tests fail or succeed based on qualitative user feedback during 

research, and on quantitative measures that are put in place to track suc-

cess. These measures should pull from actual user behavior—for example, 

the number of registrations for a site, the number of products purchased, 

and so on. Care should be taken that the measures put in place really test 

the assumptions of that iteration. For example, if people are registering for 

your site, but not taking any important actions in it afterwards, you’ve just 

learned that your post-registration experience needs to be more compel-

ling! Incorporate that learning into your decisions on what goes into the 

next build, and complete the loop (Figure 4.5).

Ideas

ProductData

BUILD

MEASURE

LEARN

 The importance of developing the Minimum Viable Product (MVP) at 

each iteration. In a lean process, the focus is on testing a hypothesis 

about user behavior, rather than building a fully functioning product at 

each iteration. Teams don’t need to create a fully functioning digital ver-

sion of their product to test a hypothesis (although a more robust digital 

version will eventually exist after several cycles, if things are going well 

on the validation front). Especially in beginning stages teams can focus 

on developing a Minimum viable Product, which Eric Ries defines as “that 

version of product that enables a full turn of the build—Measure—Learn 

Figure 4.5 Lean approaches focus on a 
loop of Build—Measure—Learn. The process 
is meant to increase the speed by which 
teams cycle through the loop, maximizing 
learning and allowing for quicker adjust-
ments in strategy based on customer 
response.
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loop with a minimum amount of effort and the least amount of develop-

ment time.” For example, elements of the experience that should eventu-

ally become automated—like confirmation emails when a purchase has 

been made—may be completed more manually by a team member while 

the test is being run in an earlier iteration.

 A move away from formal deliverables and detailed documentation. 

This is consistent with the overall agile approach. deliverables like detailed 

wireframes and use cases, which may become replacements for direct 

communication and fast implementation of ideas, are removed from the 

process in favor of faster methods like sketching. Conceptual wireframes 

Ask the Experts: jeff Gothelf
Jeff Gothelf is the founder of Proof, a product innovation and design 

studio, and is the author of Lean UX: Getting Out of the deliverables 

business (O’Reilly, 2012.)

You’ve said that Lean UX is an approach that gets designers out of 

the deliverables business. But many UX designers use deliverables—documenta-

tion like detailed wireframes—in order to communicate design recommenda-

tions to their teams. Does Lean UX skip this step?  

deliverables aren’t skipped in Lean UX. They’re still used, to the extent necessary, 

to communicate to target audiences like stakeholders, developers, and customers. 

but they’re not the focus of the project, and they don’t create the bottleneck they 

would in waterfall where the team sits back and waits for the design to be “done” 

and then signed off before anyone else begins working. Also, there’s still a large 

amount of work that you’re doing as a designer outside of the actual documenta-

tion, because the goal is to validate your design hypotheses as soon as possible—

so the more tests you’re running with customers, the more right you’ll be in the 

product you’re building. The trick to getting to a level of efficiency with it is to build 

a shared understanding across your entire cross-functional team. The more you’re 

out there with your team having conversations with them, discussing what you’re 

seeing and why you think that is, the more they get a clear sense of why you’re 

making the design decisions you’re making and what direction the design is head-

ing in. When they have a clear sense of that, they need less documentation in order 
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are often still used, but are meant to illustrate quickly as an aid to com-

munication, and do not “live on” as records of design decisions.

When an agile approach is working as it’s designed to, it’s a beautiful thing. 

At most companies and within most consulting engagements, however, 

teams rarely follow a pure agile approach. In part, this is because companies 

often have distributed teams and remote workers, which makes it difficult to 

maintain the high degree of collaboration needed to take best advantage of 

the pure agile approach. However, a greater prevalence of virtual collabora-

tion tools and digital sketching tools makes this distributed agile approach 

increasingly possible, as long as teams commit to clear communication, high 

availability, and effective decision-making.

to start building those experiences because they have the foundation and shared 

understanding from which to work. 

How does a Lean UX approach affect the role of a UX designer on the project?

It assumes a leadership quality to the UX role on the team. The Lean UX process 

forces you to constantly communicate out to the team and solicit feedback from 

them. but it’s not design by committee, either. yes, you’re out there soliciting feed-

back from your team early and often, but it isn’t your job to take all their feedback 

and make sure it all makes it into the next iteration of the design. It’s your job to 

prioritize the feedback based on what’s needed to get to the next level of learning 

with your customers. Then you incorporate that and communicate the result out 

to the team so they’re aware of what design decisions are being made, and why.

Is there anything the team should have from the beginning to ensure a Lean UX 

approach is successful?

There needs to be a freedom to fail in the organization. If people feel they have to 

get it right the first time, right out of the gate, than the whole process fails. This is a 

hypothesis validation process, and by the very nature of it you’re going to come up 

with some wrong answers. The idea is to figure out what those wrong answers are 

as quickly as possible and minimize the wasted effort going down those paths. If 

you don’t have the freedom to be wrong in your organization, then you will not be 

able to execute this process with any kind of success. 
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Surfing
LUXr is a company founded on Lean UX practices. you can see an intro-

duction to Lean UX and more detail on its principles on their site at http://luxr.

co/lean-ux/9-principles-for-lean-ux/.

All UX designers should be focused on reducing waste in the process, and  

prioritizing communication over documentation regardless of the specific 

approach of the team, as Whitney Hess points out here:  

http://whitneyhess.com/blog/2011/02/27/why-i-detest-the-term-lean-ux/ 

Modified Approaches
Many projects try to follow an approach that marries elements of waterfall 

and agile approaches, with enough structure and documentation to reduce 

the risks posed by distributed teams and turnover of team members, but 

enough collaboration and iteration to respond to changes in a relatively 

nimble way. For example, a project may follow a waterfall model but include 

an overlap in phases so that there are key collaboration points from team 

to team. This allows potential changes to surface earlier in each phase. This 

may also include an early release (such as a beta release to a particular user 

group) with a shorter iteration cycle. Feedback from that release can then be 

incorporated before the full deployment of the new site. (Figure 4.6)

Plan Define

Extend

Develop

Design

DefineDesign

Develop

Deploy Beta
Deploy
Release

Figure 4.6 Modified waterfall with beta release
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notice the smaller iterations within the design phase in Figure 4.5. That’s one 

of the greatest values you bring to your team as a UX designer. Tools such as 

wireframes (Chapter 12) and prototypes (Chapter 13) can allow you to gather 

feedback on quick iterations of ideas, before a lot of development time has 

been put in. 

This book loosely follows a modified waterfall approach like the one shown 

in Figure 4.6. However, many of the topics covered here will apply to your 

project regardless of the specifics of your approach, because the basic activ-

ities behind them—defining and designing, for example—are still necessary.

Deep Diving
If your project is using an agile approach, you’ll have unique needs 

during requirements gathering, such as the writing of “user stories” as a way to 

capture requirements. We recommend User Stories Applied: For Agile Software 

Development by Mike Cohn (Addison-Wesley Professional, 2004).

How Does the Approach Affect Me?
Knowing your approach helps you understand a number of things:

 What questions you should be asking, and when. For example, if you’re 

working with a pure waterfall approach, you’ll need to put in extra effort 

to make sure the requirements captured in the define phase contain 

all the information you need for the design phase. (We’ll be discussing 

requirements in the next chapter.)

 Expectations on how project team members will collaborate and how 

close that collaboration will be. For example, an agile approach requires 

very close collaboration. A waterfall approach may involve individual work 

most of the time, with touchpoints once or several times per week.

 The level of detail needed in your documentation and the level of 

formality. documents submitted at sign-off points need to be formal, 

almost like legal contracts. Typically, you’ll need more formal documents 
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in a waterfall approach, where sign-off is required before you move on 

to the next phase. However, you may also have some formal sign-off 

documents when using an agile approach—for example, to capture 

information at major decision points, such as when a particular iteration 

is prepared for full release and deployment.

 Important milestones that involve approval from stakeholders and 

deployment to different groups. The approach will determine what 

 different audiences need to provide at various points in the project, 

including approvals from stakeholders at sign-off points and feedback 

from potential users during a beta release.

now that you’ve solidified your project objectives and gained an understand-

ing of the project approach, in the next chapter we’ll start with the primary 

work in the define phase: gathering requirements.
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