
Assumptions 
 
Definition 

Assumption:  Something taken for granted or accepted as true without proof; a supposition, ie. an 
opinion or belief without sufficient evidence. 
 
Assumptions are circumstances and events that need to occur for the project to be successful, but 
are outside the total control of the project team.  Assumptions are accepted as true, often without 
proof or demonstration. 
 
Constraints are things that might restrict, limit, or regulate the project.  Generally constraints are 
outside the total control of the project team. 
 
Why is This Important? 

Assumptions that prove to be incorrect can have a significant impact on a project.  It is important 
that project participants, stakeholders and executives understand and agree with the assumptions 
before the project begins.  This way, it is more likely that an incorrect assumption will be 
detected before it can impact the project. 
 
All projects have constraints, and these need to be defined from the outset.  If the project leader 
understands the limitations under which a project must be conducted, including the project 
environment or parameters (timeframes and deadlines, funding, skill levels, resource availability, 
etc.), they will do a better job of developing the project plan. 
 
Early project risk analysis often uses the assumptions and constraints as a starting point.  This 
provides a foundation for building mitigation strategies for the most significant assumptions that, 
if proven incorrect, could seriously impact the project.  Likewise, it provides for the evaluation 
of constraints and the opportunity to manage them to positively impact the project or prevent a 
negative impact.  
 
Steps 

1. Briefly and clearly describe any project assumptions related to business, technology, 
resources, scope, expectations, or schedules.  List the project assumptions based on the 
current knowledge today. 

 
2. Describe the principal constraints and limitations impacting the project.  Very often, these 

include timelines, resource availability or competence, funding and other important 
environmental issues within the organization. 

 
3. It is important to include any major dependencies the project relies on either as 

assumptions or constraints. 
 

4. If assumptions and constraints are invalidated or change at a later date, adjust the 
activities and estimates in the project plan accordingly. 
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List only major assumptions or consider listing everything in detail.  Assumptions and 
constraints tend to exist around resource availability issues.  Give extra consideration to cost, 
timing, and people issues surrounding the project.  Often during the Project Define phase, many 
aspects of a project may still be undetermined or unknown.  Identifying the unknowns in a 
project and making assumptions about them is one of the first steps in developing clarity. 
 
Checklists 

Have known assumptions about the following categories of factors been considered and 
documented: 

___  Scope 
___  Schedule 
___  Financing 
___  Resources 
___  Sponsorship 
___  Customers 
___  Technologies 
___  Vendors 
___  Partners & Business Relationships 
___  Other Assumptions 
 

 
Have constraints in the following categories been considered and documented: 
 

___  Timeframes & Deadlines 
___  Funding 
___  Resources 
___  Skill Levels 
___  Dependencies 
___  Legal 
___  Policy 
___  Technology 
___  Other Constraints 

 
Assumption Examples 

• There will be knowledgeable staff available from the internal customer department to 
define the vision/scope. 

• Existing data will be used as input data. 
• There will be no customization of existing systems. 
• Staff working hours occur on an 8:00 am – 5:00 pm schedule. 
• Dedicated staff will remain in their current roles. 
• Replacement parts will be on the site within four hours of notification. 
• New hardware is functional. 
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Project Assumptions and Risks 

Assumptions are very much related to risk, and, in fact, are simply low-level risks.  Let’s take an 
example of a common statement that is included in many Project Definitions – that “the 
resources needed for this project will be available when needed.”  What kind of a statement is 
this?  Most people would say it is an assumption.  After all, when a project starts, you always 
assume you will get the resources you need. 
 
However, it is really an assumption?  Can you imagine starting a project where the people and 
equipment were not available and there was a realistic possibility that they would not be ready 
when you need them – perhaps because another project needed to finish first.  It is not too 
difficult to imagine.  In that case, the same statement would definitely be a risk – not an 
assumption. 
 
The key point is that the same statement might be an assumption or a risk depending on the 
circumstances of the project.  There is some degree of uncertainty to an assumption.  The 
difference between an assumption and risk is whether you think there is a high or low likelihood 
the event will happen.  
 

• If the event is negative and there is a low probability that it will happen, it can be stated 
as an assumption.  

• If the event is positive and there is a high likelihood it will happen, it is also an 
assumption.   

 
One way to identify important assumptions is to perform a risk assessment and look at all the 
low risk items.  Most of these low risks are not worth mentioning, but some will have significant 
implications if events do not turn out as you think.  These are the ones that you can document as 
assumptions. 
 
There are two key characteristics of risks and assumptions.   
 

1. There must be some uncertainty to the event.  If there is 100% chance of an event 
occurring, it is simply a fact.  If there is a 0% chance of the event occurring, it is fiction.  
Neither are risks or assumptions. 

2. Assumptions and risks are also outside the control of the project team.  If the event is 
within your control it is neither an assumption nor a risk.  It should simply go into your 
project plan.   
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Review the following examples for more clarity.   
 

Statement Assumption, Risk or Other? 
We will have strong support for this initiative 
from our executive sponsor. 

Can’t tell if it is a risk or an assumption.  
Depending on the project, there could be a high 
degree of risk in this statement (risk) or very 
little (assumption). 
 

The production and test servers will be 
installed before we are ready for integration 
testing. 

Can’t tell if it is a risk or an assumption.  
Depending on the project, there could be a high 
degree of risk in the statement (risk) or very 
little (assumption).  Maybe restate it. 
 

The concrete floor is 12 inches deep. This statement is a fact or a requirement, and 
not a risk or assumption.  It describes a 
deliverable. 
 

We will complete requirements before we 
begin design work. 

This is a part of the project approach or project 
plan.  It is not a risk or assumption because it is 
within the control of the project team. 
 

Our vendors will be ready to interface with our 
application by October 1. 

Can’t tell if it is a risk or an assumption.  
Depending on the project, there could be a high 
degree of risk in this statement (risk) or very 
little (assumption). 
 

We must go to the moon to get the supply of 
meteor fragments that this project requires. 

This is not a risk or assumption because there 
is no risk involved.  It is a fiction (0% true). 
 

The car must be able to withstand the force of a 
collision at 40 miles per hour. 

This statement is a requirement, and not a risk 
or assumption.  It describes a deliverable. 
 

It is 60 miles from one project team location to 
the other. 

This is not a risk or assumption because there 
is no risk involved.  It is a fact (100% true). 
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