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WBS – Work Breakdown Structure:  

Divide, See, and Conquer 

 

To all Agile Construction® practitioners and JPAC® users, 

When faced with a job having the typical complexity of 
a large construction job, it can be a daunting task to 
see the whole picture. But fortunately, there is a 
simple tool available to help: Work Breakdown 
Structure, or WBS. 

 Work: WBS is applicable to any kind of work, 
large, small, simple, or complex. Use it to see 
any kind of work that you have to do. 

 Breakdown: Divide work into progressively 
smaller units until each task meets the 
“Goldilocks Test”: not too big to easily 
understand, see, and track, and not too small 
to create excessive “paperwork” that provides 
no additional value. 

 Structure: Tasks do not exist in isolation; they relate to one another and are part of a structure. 
Some tasks progress in a sequence; others belong to the same physical subdivision of a building; 
still others may belong to a common subsystem, etc. In fact, usually tasks belong to several 
structures at the same time. 

Start with Sticky Notes 

It is not necessary to know the structure(s) that will 
frame your WBS to get started. Simply take a pad of 
sticky notes and a blank wall. Start by writing down 
the pieces of the job as you understand it. Use action 
verbs! Dig, demolish, set up, move, assemble, install, 
pull, connect, or test things. You can start with “big 
pieces” (a top-down approach) and stick them nearer 
the top of the wall. But you can also start with a 
bottom-up approach with “little pieces”, putting them 
near the bottom of the wall. Starting in the middle is 
okay, too. As you progress, you will find that groups of 
sticky notes will naturally seem to go together. Go 
ahead and move them around; that’s why the notes 
are “sticky.” As soon as you form a group, you are 
starting to see “structure”. Maybe your group needs a sticky note just above with a more general 
description. This is called a “summary task” or a “parent task.” Congratulations! You have just created 
your first piece of structure. 

As you progress, you will form more groupings and structure. However, you may find yourself re-thinking 
that structure. Perhaps you started grouping tasks by the subsystem they belong to, like switchgear, 
lighting, and fire alarms. But then you may feel that because of the way the sequence of work will occur  
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that re-grouping by building floors or areas might make more sense. No problem! Just move the sticky 
notes around. If you do not like the result, it can always be changed again later. 

Keep dividing and/or grouping until you feel that you can see the whole job in enough detail to see (this 
can be taken literally; if you have to report progress periodically, create tasks that you can assess easily). 
And avoid too much detail that will weigh you down. Again, this is the Goldilocks Test. 

 

 

A Place for Everything and Everything in its Place 

How do you know if your WBS is in good shape? Consider the following questions: 

 Any there any orphan sticky notes, those 
without a parent? Of course, the overall job 
sticky note at the top is the exception; but 
every other task needs to belong. 

 Is your sticky note “tree” extremely short-and-
wide, or tall-and-narrow? Short-and-wide 
suggests possibly too many categories; can 
some categories be combined? Tall-and-
narrow suggests perhaps too much detail; 
can parent and child tasks be combined 
naturally and still be visible? 

 Is it clear where every task belongs? If 
someone walked up to your WBS and looked 
for a particular part of the job, would it be 
obvious where to find it? 

 Is there more than one place that the same task would seem to fit? This may suggest that the 
categories overlap. What we want to achieve is referred to as “mutual exclusivity”, meaning each 
thing only goes in one place. 

 Are there “gaps” in your WBS? Did you allow for planning/meetings, supervision, 
mobilization/demobilization, demolition, temporary power install/removal, material handling, 
commissioning/testing, and/or safety? Once again, the fancy word for this is “all inclusivity” 

 

Once you have mastered the art of creating a WBS, you will have a tool that can be applied everywhere 
to ensure that the job to be done is fully understood, and progress toward completion is easily seen. 


