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Executive Summary 

For Irish Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and Charities, the transition from strategy to 

execution is often where the most significant value is lost. In resource-constrained 

environments, the choice of methodology and the management of risk are not merely 

technical decisions but strategic ones. This guide explores the dual necessity of selecting an 

appropriate delivery framework—Agile, Waterfall, or Hybrid—and addressing the "human 

factor" in risk management. By integrating the principle-based approach of PMBOK 7th 

Edition and the governance-heavy guidance of ISO 21502, this document provides a 

roadmap for resilient project delivery. Furthermore, it introduces the behavioral science of 

risk, referencing the seminal work of Bent Flyvbjerg (2021), to help project leads mitigate 

the cognitive biases that frequently derail small-scale projects in the Irish context. 

 

 

 

Methodological Selection: Agile vs. Waterfall for Small Teams 

The debate between Agile and Waterfall is often presented as a binary choice, yet for small 

Irish organizations, the reality is more nuanced. The selection must be driven by the project's 

complexity, stakeholder availability, and regulatory requirements. 

 



Comparative Analysis of Delivery Frameworks 

Feature Waterfall (Predictive) Agile (Adaptive) 

Best For 
Fixed-scope projects with high regulatory 

oversight (e.g., Irish charity compliance). 

Innovation-led projects with evolving 

requirements (e.g., SME digital 

transformation). 

Team 

Dynamics 

Clear roles and hierarchical decision-

making. 

Cross-functional, self-organizing teams with 

high autonomy. 

Risk Profile 
Risks are identified upfront; changes are 

costly. 

Risks are managed iteratively; changes are 

welcomed. 

Stakeholder 

Role 

Involved at major milestones and sign-

offs. 
Continuous engagement and feedback loops. 

For many Irish SMEs, a Hybrid Approach is the most pragmatic solution. This involves 

using Waterfall for high-level governance and budgeting—satisfying the requirements of 

boards and funders—while employing Agile "Sprints" for operational execution to maintain 

momentum and flexibility [1] [2]. 

 

 

 

The Behavioral Science of Risk: Beyond the Spreadsheet 

Traditional risk management focuses on identifying external threats, yet academic research 

suggests that the greatest risk to a project is often the project team itself. Bent Flyvbjerg 

(2021) identifies "Top Ten Behavioral Biases" that systematically lead to project failure. 

 

The Impact of Cognitive Bias on Project Outcomes 

The most pervasive bias in project management is Optimism Bias—the cognitive tendency 

to underestimate costs, durations, and risks while overestimating benefits. In the Irish charity 

sector, this is often compounded by Strategic Misrepresentation, where costs are 

deliberately underestimated to secure competitive funding or board approval [3]. 

 

"Behavioral science convincingly shows we're our own biggest risk. The causal chain that 

drives downside and underperformance in decisions starts with human bias." — Bent 

Flyvbjerg (2021) 

 

To counter these biases, project leads must move beyond simple risk identification and adopt 

Reference Class Forecasting or "Outside View" thinking—comparing the current project to 

similar past projects rather than relying solely on internal estimates [3]. 

 



 

 

Actionable Strategies for Monitoring Progress 

In environments where dedicated project management software or full-time PMOs are 

unavailable, monitoring must be "lean" yet effective. 

 

1. Milestone Trend Analysis (MTA) 

Instead of complex Gantt charts, small teams should use MTA to track the movement of key 

milestone dates over time. If a milestone date is consistently pushed back in successive 

reports, it provides a clear, visual early warning sign of slippage that is easily understood by 

non-technical stakeholders, such as charity trustees. 

 

2. Value-Based Progress Reporting 

Aligning with the PMBOK 7th Edition focus on "Value Delivery," progress should be 

reported in terms of outcomes achieved rather than tasks completed. For an SME, this might 

mean reporting on "Customer Onboarding Capability" rather than "Database Schema 

Finalized." This keeps the team and stakeholders focused on the project's strategic intent [1]. 

 

3. Time-Boxing and "Definition of Done" 

To prevent "Gold Plating" (adding unnecessary features) and scope creep, teams should use 

fixed time-boxes for work packages. Establishing a clear "Definition of Done" for each task 

ensures that progress is real and measurable, preventing the "90% complete" syndrome where 

tasks linger indefinitely without reaching finality. 
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