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Introduction

The Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) is a fundamental project management tool
that visually decomposes a project into manageable sections. It facilitates
clear communication, scope management, and resource planning. One of the
critical aspects of creating an effective WBS is determining how to label the
top-level categories. The choice between using numbered verbs, numbered
nouns, numbered activities, or none significantly impacts the clarity and
usability of the WBS. This article explores the best practices for naming
top-level categories in a WBS and the rationale behind these choices.

Understanding the Options for Top-Level
Categorization

Before delving into the preferred approach, it’s essential to understand the
options available for labeling top-level categories in a WBS.

Numbered Verbs

— Definition: Using action-oriented words, typically in the infinitive form
(e.g., "Develop," "Design," "Implement").

— Example: 1. Develop Software, 2. Conduct Testing.

— Advantages: Emphasizes activities and deliverables as actions.

- Disadvantages: Can be ambiguous if not clearly aligned with specific
outputs; may lead to confusion about scope.

Numbered Nouns

— Definition: Using nouns that describe the main deliverables or components
(e.g., "Software Development," "User Documentation").

- Example: 1. Software Development, 2. User Documentation.

- Advantages: Clear and straightforward; aligns with project outputs.

- Disadvantages: Less focus on the activities involved; may not immediately
convey the scope or sequence.

Numbered Activities

— Definition: Similar to numbered verbs but emphasizing discrete tasks or
steps.
- Example: 1. Write Code, 2. Perform Testing.



— Advantages: Useful in detailed task planning.
- Disadvantages: Usually more appropriate for lower levels rather than top-
level categories.

None

— Definition: No numbering or specific naming convention; categories are
labeled with descriptive titles.

— Advantages: Simplicity and flexibility.

- Disadvantages: Can lead to disorganization or lack of clarity if not
carefully structured.

Why Nouns Are Preferred for Top-Level
Categories

Clarity and Focus on Deliverables

Using nouns to name top-level categories emphasizes the project’s final
outputs or major components rather than the actions involved. This approach
aligns with the fundamental purpose of a WBS—to define what deliverables are
to be produced.

Consistency with WBS Best Practices

Project management standards, including the PMI’'s PMBOK Guide, recommend that
WBS elements be defined as deliverables or tangible outputs. Nouns naturally
represent these deliverables, making the structure intuitive.

Simplicity and Readability

Noun-based labels are straightforward and easy to understand for all
stakeholders, including clients, team members, and sponsors. This clarity
facilitates effective communication and scope verification.

Facilitation of Scope Management

When top-level categories are named with nouns, it becomes easier to verify
that all project components are accounted for and that nothing is overlooked
or misinterpreted.

Supporting Evidence from Project Management
Literature

Standards and Guidelines

The PMI's Practice Standard for Work Breakdown Structures explicitly



recommends that WBS elements be named after the deliverables they represent,
which are inherently nouns.

Industry Practices

Most organizations and project management methodologies adopt noun-based
naming conventions for top-level categories, reinforcing their effectiveness
in organizing complex projects.

Potential Drawbacks of Other Approaches

Numbered Verbs

While action-oriented labels can be useful for detailed planning, they may
lead to ambiguity at the top level. For example, "Develop" could refer to
multiple activities or phases, making the structure less immediately clear.

Numbered Activities

Using specific activities as top-level categories can clutter the WBS and
obscure the overarching deliverables. It is more appropriate at lower levels
where detailed tasks are outlined.

None

Lack of a consistent naming convention can result in a disorganized WBS that
is difficult to interpret, especially in large or complex projects.

Conclusion

Given the considerations above, the best practice is to write top-level
categories in a WBS as numbered nouns. This approach emphasizes tangible
deliverables, aligns with industry standards, and ensures clarity for all
stakeholders. By naming top-level categories as nouns, project managers can
establish a clear, logical structure that facilitates effective scope
management, communication, and project control. Therefore, the correct answer
to the question is:

Top—level Categories In A WBS Should Be Written As .numbered Nouns.

Frequently Asked Questions

What should top-level categories in a WBS be written
as?

None



Are numbered verbs appropriate for top-level
categories in a WBS?

No, numbered verbs are not recommended for top-level categories.

Should top-level categories in a WBS be written as
numbered nouns?

No, numbered nouns are not suitable for top-level categories.

Can top-level categories in a WBS be written as
numbered activities?

No, numbered activities are not the proper format for top-level categories.

What is the recommended way to write top-level
categories in a WBS?

They should be written as none (i.e., descriptive, noun-based labels without
numbering or verbs).

Why should top-level categories in a WBS avoid
numbered verbs or activities?

Because top-level categories should clearly represent major deliverables or
components, typically using nouns, not actions or numbered items.

Is numbering used at the top level of a WBS?

Usually, no; numbering is often used for detailed levels below the top, but
top-level categories are generally labeled descriptively without numbers.

Additional Resources

Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) Top-Level Categories: Numbered Verbs, Numbered
Nouns, Numbered Activities, or None? An Expert Analysis

In project management, the Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) is a foundational
tool that helps teams organize, plan, and control complex projects by
breaking them down into manageable components. A critical aspect often
debated among project managers and practitioners is how to best name the top-
level categories within a WBS. Should these categories be written as numbered
verbs, numbered nouns, numbered activities, or simply none? This question
might seem minor at first glance but carries significant implications for
clarity, scope definition, communication, and overall project success.

In this comprehensive review, we will explore each approach's nuances,
evaluate their advantages and disadvantages, and ultimately provide guidance
grounded in industry best practices and expert insights. Whether you're a
seasoned project manager or Jjust starting out, understanding the optimal way
to structure your WBS's top-tier categories can dramatically enhance your
project's effectiveness.



Understanding the Purpose of a WBS

Before delving into naming conventions, it’s crucial to understand the
fundamental purpose of a WBS. A WBS:

- Breaks down the entire project scope into manageable sections.

— Clarifies scope boundaries and deliverables.

- Facilitates planning, scheduling, resource allocation, and risk management.
— Enhances communication among stakeholders by providing a clear visual
structure.

Because the WBS serves as the backbone of project planning and execution, the
way 1ts top-level categories are named influences how everyone interprets and
interacts with the project data.

Common Approaches to Naming Top-Level WBS
Categories

The three primary approaches to naming top-level WBS categories are:

Numbered Verbs

Numbered Nouns

Numbered Activities

None (Unnumbered or Descriptive Titles)
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Let's analyze each method in depth.

Numbered Verbs: Action-Oriented Approach

Definition:

Using numbered verbs involves naming top-level categories with action verbs,
often in the imperative or infinitive form, accompanied by a number for
sequencing. Example:

- 1. Develop

- 2. Test
- 3. Deploy
Advantages:

— Focus on Deliverables and Outcomes: Action-oriented names emphasize what
needs to be done, aligning with a results-driven mindset.

— Clear Scope of Work: Verbs clarify the specific activities or processes
involved.

- Facilitates Sequential Planning: Numbering combined with verbs can suggest
the order of tasks or phases.

Disadvantages:



— Potential Ambiguity: Without context, action verbs alone may lack clarity.
For example, "Develop" could refer to many things—software, hardware,
documentation.

— Less Descriptive of Scope: Verbs don't inherently describe the scope or the
tangible deliverables.

- Can Lead to Overly Generic Categories: If not carefully defined, categories
may become too broad or vague.

Best Use Cases:

— When the project emphasizes process phases or activities that are
sequential.

- In agile or iterative projects where actions are central.

Example Top-Level Categories as Verbs:

1. Planning
2. Designing
3. Building
4. Testing
5. Deployment

Numbered Nouns: Object-Oriented Approach

Definition:

This approach employs nouns to name top-level categories, often with
numbering. Example:

- 1. Software Development

- 2. Hardware Procurement

- 3. Quality Assurance

Advantages:

- Clarity of Scope: Nouns explicitly state what the category encompasses,
reducing ambiguity.

— Alignment with Deliverables: Many projects are structured around tangible
deliverables or components.

- Ease of Communication: Stakeholders easily understand the scope areas.

Disadvantages:

- Potential Lack of Process Orientation: Nouns focus on "what" rather than
"how, " which may obscure the steps involved.

- Less emphasis on actions or responsibilities: It might not highlight the
activities needed within each category.

Best Use Cases:
— When the project is organized around deliverables, components, or products.
— In projects where scope clarity is paramount over process sequencing.

Example Top-Level Categories as Nouns:
1. Software Modules

2. Hardware Components

3. User Documentation

4. Testing Phases



Numbered Activities: Process or Task-Focused Approach

Definition:

This approach names top-level categories with specific activities or tasks,
often in verb form but used as titles. Example:

- 1. Requirements Gathering

- 2. System Design

- 3. System Implementation

Advantages:

— Detailed Process Clarity: Emphasizes specific activities, making it easier
to assign responsibilities and track progress.

— Facilitates Process-Oriented Planning: Ideal for projects with well-defined
workflows or methodology-driven approaches.

Disadvantages:

— Potential Redundancy: May lead to overlapping categories if activities are
not well delineated.

— Less Focus on Deliverables: Could focus too much on activities rather than
tangible outputs.

Best Use Cases:

- Projects with a defined process flow, such as software development or
engineering projects.

— When process control and monitoring are priorities.

Example Top-Level Categories as Activities:
Define Requirements

Design System Architecture

Develop Software

Conduct Testing

Deploy System
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None: Descriptive Titles without Numbering or Action
Orientation

Definition:

Some organizations prefer to use straightforward, descriptive names without
numbers or verbs, such as "Project Management," "Design Phase," or simply
"Deliverables."

Advantages:

- Flexibility: Allows for more natural, narrative descriptions.
— Clarity: Focuses on what the category is rather than how or what to do.

Disadvantages:

- Lack of Structure: May reduce clarity on scope and sequence.

— Potential for Ambiguity: Without numbering or action, it might be harder to
communicate priorities or phases.

Best Use Cases:

— In high-level presentations or executive summaries.

— When the WBS is used more as a visual or conceptual map rather than a
detailed planning tool.



Industry Best Practices and Expert
Recommendations

Based on project management standards—such as PMI's PMBOK Guide—and expert
experiences, the consensus leans towards a structured, clear, and universally
understandable approach to naming top-level WBS categories. Here are key
recommendations:

— Use Nouns for Clarity: Generally, nouns are preferred for top-level
categories since they clearly define scope areas or components. This approach
provides a straightforward understanding of what each section encompasses.

— Incorporate Numbering for Readability: Numbering helps organize categories
logically, especially for large projects. It facilitates navigation,
referencing, and structured planning.

— Avoid Overly Action-Oriented Names at Top Level: While actions are
essential within categories, naming the top-level categories as verbs may
lead to confusion about scope boundaries and deliverables. Action words are
better suited for subordinate levels or detailed task lists.

— Balance Clarity and Flexibility: Combining numbered nouns (e.g., 1.
Software Development) offers clarity and structure without sacrificing
comprehensibility.

— Align with Project Methodology: For process-driven projects, incorporating
activities or phases as categories makes sense. For product-oriented
projects, nouns are typically more appropriate.

Summary of Recommended Approach:

> Numbered Nouns for top-level categories provide a clear, organized, and
scalable structure that aligns well with industry standards and practical
project management needs.

Conclusion: Which Approach is Best?

While each approach has its merits, the prevailing best practice in most
project management contexts is to write top-level categories in a WBS as
numbered nouns. This method strikes a balance between clarity, structure, and
ease of communication.

Final Takeaways:

— Use numbered nouns such as "Design," "Development," "Testing," and
"Deployment" for top-level categories.

— Number these categories sequentially to maintain order and facilitate
reference.

— Subdivide these categories further into activities or specific tasks as
needed in lower levels of the WBS.

— Avoid solely action-oriented labels at the top unless your project
methodology explicitly emphasizes process phases.



Adopting this approach ensures your WBS remains an effective, comprehensible,
and practical tool that supports successful project execution. Whether
managing a software development project or constructing a new infrastructure,
clear and well-structured top-level categories set a solid foundation for all
subsequent planning and control activities.

In summary:

Top-level categories in a WBS should be written as numbered nouns to promote
clarity, consistency, and alignment with best practices in project
management. This approach simplifies communication, enhances scope clarity,
and supports effective project control, ultimately contributing to project
success.
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