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Welcome from the Founder

If you're reading this, you're preparing for the CAPM® exam — and you've probably already figured out
that it's different from what you expected. The CAPM is not a test of project management experience.
What you need is precise, organized knowledge of how PMI defines things.

Every CAPM candidate who struggles has the same issue: they understand project management
conceptually, but they're fuzzy on the exact PMI definitions. The CAPM exploits that gap with precision.
This book was built to close it.

"The CAPM doesn't reward experience. It rewards precise, organized
knowledge of how PMI defines things."

What the CAPM Actually Tests

PMI gives you four answer choices that all sound reasonable. The difference between the right answer
and the wrong one comes down to how precisely you know PMI's definitions, processes, and frameworks.
That's exactly what every chapter in this book is built to sharpen.
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How to Use This Guide

This is a concept-first study guide organized by the three official PMI source guides — PMBOK® Guide
7th Edition, the PMI Agile Practice Guide, and the Business Analysis for Practitioners guide. Work through

each section in order.

How Each Chapter Is Structured

Introduction — Coach-written explanation giving you the mental model before the detalils.
Key Concepts — Bullet-point summaries of the most testable definitions and rules.
Concept Tip (teal box) — The mental pattern PMI is really testing — makes the idea stick.

Exam Trap (red box) — How PMI exploits fuzzy knowledge — the wrong answer most candidates
pick.

Rapid Cheat Sheet (dark box) — Arrow-point reminders you can scan the night before exam day.

CAPM Exam Domain Weights

Domain Description Weight
Domain 1 Project Management Fundamentals and Core Concepts 36%
Domain 2 Predictive, Plan-Based Methodologies 17%
Domain 3 Agile Frameworks / Methodologies 20%
Domain 4 Business Analysis Frameworks 27%
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SECTION 1 OF 3

PMBOK® Guide

The PMBOK® Guide 7th Edition is built around twelve Project Management Principles and
eight Performance Domains — a shift from 'what to do' to ‘how to think." Chapters 1-19 cover
every CAPM-tested concept from the project charter through project closure.

Each chapter: Intro - Key Concepts - Concept Tip - Exam Trap - Cheat Sheet
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CHAPTER 1

The Project Charter

CAPM® Ultimate Secret Weapon - PMLearning.org

Before a single task is assigned or a dollar is spent, every legitimate project begins with one document:
the project charter. It officially authorizes the project to exist, grants the PM authority to make decisions
and assign resources, and captures the business justification, high-level objectives, key constraints, key
stakeholders, and overall approach. The charter is created during Initiating and serves as a reference
throughout. A new PM joining mid-project always reviews the charter first — it answers why the project
exists, what it delivers, and who the key players are.

Key Concepts

@ Formal Authorization: Only document that officially authorizes the project and grants PM authority.
Issued by Sponsor: Signed by sponsor or senior leadership — PM helps develop but doesn't issue it.

High-Level Only: Captures the what and why. Detailed planning belongs in the project management

)

plan.

[
[
-

CONCEPT TIP

Charter = Always First

The charter is the ONLY document that formally authorizes a project and grants PM
authority. Everything else — PM plan, schedule, budget — comes after. When a question
mentions a new PM needing the 'big picture,’ 'business justification," or their 'official authority,’

the answer is always the charter. No exceptions.
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EXAM TRAP

Charter vs. Project Management Plan

Students confuse the charter with the PM plan constantly. Charter = what and why
(high-level, authorizing, written first). PM Plan = how (detailed, operational, written during
planning). PMI will describe a situation that sounds like it needs detailed documents, then ask
what was reviewed ‘first' or 'initially." If the scenario involves a new PM or the start of the

project, the charter wins every time.

m RAPID CHEAT SHEET

The Project Charter

— Charter = Authorizes the project + grants PM formal authority.

- Created in: Initiating phase — before any planning begins.

- Signed by: Project sponsor or senior leadership.

- New PM joined? — First document to review = the project charter.

— Charter vs. PM Plan: Charter = what/why. PM Plan = how.

CHAPTER 2

The Project Kick-Off Meeting

CAPM® Ultimate Secret Weapon - PMLearning.org

The kick-off meeting is not a planning session. It is not a budget review. Its one job is to bring key
stakeholders together, introduce the project officially, and create shared understanding about what is
being delivered and why. Alignment at the start prevents confusion, conflict, and expensive rework later. In
a predictive project, the kick-off happens at the end of Initiating — after the charter is signed — marking
the formal transition into planning. In agile, a similar alignment event happens at the start of the first

© 2026 PMLearning - All Rights Reserved —9— pmlearning.org
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iteration. Regardless of approach, the purpose is the same: get everyone on the same page before work
starts.

(& N )
CONCEPT TIP

Purpose = Alignment and Introduction

The kick-off meeting is about alignment and introduction — nothing more. Its primary output
is shared understanding among stakeholders about the project's purpose, scope boundaries,
and expectations. No detailed plans come out of kick-off. The meeting happens after the

charter is signed and before planning begins in earnest.

e

N

EXAM TRAP

_J
o

Kick-Off Is Not a Planning Meeting

PMI questions about kick-off often list very reasonable-sounding activities as choices —
finalizing the schedule, reviewing the budget, assigning resources. All of those happen during
planning, which comes after kick-off. The kick-off is a communication and alignment event,
not a planning or decision-making event. If an answer choice involves detailed project work, it

is wrong for kick-off.

m RAPID CHEAT SHEET
The Project Kick-Off Meeting

- Purpose: Introduce the project and align stakeholder expectations.

- Timing: After charter signed, before detailed planning begins.

— Output: Shared understanding — not a plan, not a schedule, not a budget.

- Wrong answers: Assign resources / finalize schedule / review budget.
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CHAPTER 3

Project Life Cycles and Development
Approaches

CAPM® Ultimate Secret Weapon - PMLearning.org

Not every project should be managed the same way. The development approach — how you organize
and deliver the project's work — should match the nature of what you're building and what you know at the
start. In a predictive (waterfall) approach, scope, schedule, and cost are defined upfront and executed in
sequential phases. This works when requirements are well-understood, change is unlikely or costly, and a
fixed contract is involved. In an adaptive (agile) approach, requirements emerge through collaboration.
Work is delivered in short iterations with frequent feedback. This works when requirements are expected
to change, the solution is complex or novel, or early value delivery matters. A hybrid approach combines
elements of both — agile development inside a predictive governance structure, for example.

Key Concepts

@ Predictive: High certainty + low change + fixed scope = predictive.
@ Adaptive: High uncertainty + evolving requirements + frequent feedback = adaptive.

@ Hybrid: Mixed certainty — blends predictive governance with adaptive delivery.

(s N )
CONCEPT TIP

Match Approach to Uncertainty

The key question when choosing an approach: how well-defined are the requirements, and
how much change is expected? High certainty + low change = predictive. High uncertainty +
high change = adaptive. Mixed = hybrid. Watch for exam clues: ‘one-time offer," ‘fixed price,’
fixed scope' - predictive. 'Evolving requirements,' ‘frequent feedback,' 'innovative solution'

- adaptive.
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EXAM TRAP

The One-Time Vendor Offer Trap

A classic trap: a project has a one-time vendor price break or a locked contract — then asks
which approach to use. Students choose agile because it sounds flexible. But agile's evolving
scope makes it impossible to lock in a fixed-price contract. Predictive is right because it
defines scope upfront, enabling a firm commitment. Flexibility is a liability when a vendor

needs a clear scope commitment today.

m RAPID CHEAT SHEET

Project Life Cycles and Development Approaches

- Predictive: Fixed scope upfront. Sequential phases. Fixed price contracts.
- Adaptive: Evolving scope. Iterative. Frequent customer feedback.

- Hybrid: Blends both. Agile delivery + predictive governance.

- Fixed contract / one-time offer - Predictive (scope must be defined first).

- Changing requirements / novel solution - Adaptive.

CHAPTER 4

Stakeholder Identification and Engagement

CAPM® Ultimate Secret Weapon - PMLearning.org

A stakeholder is anyone who can affect or be affected by the project's outcome. Missing a key stakeholder
early is one of the most costly mistakes — their requirements don't get captured and their opposition
doesn't get managed. Stakeholder identification happens during Initiating and continues throughout the
project. Once identified, stakeholders are documented in the Stakeholder Register. The Stakeholder
Engagement Assessment Matrix maps their current vs. desired engagement levels: Unaware, Resistant,

© 2026 PMLearning - All Rights Reserved — 12— pmlearning.org



CAPM® ULTIMATE SECRET WEAPON PMLearning.org

Neutral, Supportive, or Leading.

Key Concepts

@ Stakeholder Register: Captures who stakeholders are and their key information.
Engagement Assessment Matrix: Maps current vs. desired engagement level for each stakeholder.

Communications Management Plan: Defines how each stakeholder will be reached.

e

a

s N )
CONCEPT TIP

Four Tools in Sequence

Stakeholder identification — Stakeholder Register (who they are) -~ Engagement
Assessment Matrix (current vs. desired level) -~ Communications Management Plan (how to
reach them). These four elements work in sequence. Identification happens first in Initiating.
The Register captures them. The Matrix assesses their engagement. The Plan

communicates.

N )
EXAM TRAP

Resistance Requires Understanding, Not More Reports

N

PMI often presents a stakeholder who is unhappy or resistant. Students reach for ‘hold a
meeting' or 'send a status report.' The correct approach starts with understanding why the
stakeholder is disengaged — not broadcasting more information at them. Engagement is a
two-way activity. Also: the Stakeholder Register and Engagement Assessment Matrix are two

different documents. Do not confuse them.
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