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“Discuss and critically evaluate project management processes and assess their suitability in the context of the workplace”
Introduction
Wysocki indicates how the project environment has changed, such that ‘the contemporary project environment is characterized by high speed, high change, lower costs, complexity, uncertainty, and a host of other factors’ (Wysocki, 2019, p.20). Consequently, in this essay I will explore a variety of project management approaches and assess their suitability in the context of my role and workplace, whilst also using the above factors to help remind me of the pressures in the project environment of today. 
Specifically, I will focus on a number of key project management methodologies and consider which, if any, could be applied to future projects within my specific context, by taking the most suitable elements of each approach and combining these to propose a bespoke version which fulfils the requirements within my working context. For this purpose, the following project management approaches have been selected: Waterfall, agile, PRINCE2.
Primarily, I will provide some context around my role and team. I will then conduct a high-level analysis of each project management approach, firstly by considering it’s key affordances and limitations, and then providing conclusions and recommendations based on the context of my workplace. 


Context
Digital Learning Team
I manage the Digital Learning Team within a Higher Education Institution (HEI) in South Wales. 
The Digital Learning Team sits within the Digital Creativity and Learning (DCL) unit, alongside two other teams: Graphics, Multimedia and Print, and the Web team (see Figure 1 below). 

Figure 1 - DCL Team Structure
The position of the Digital Learning Team within DCL is key to understanding the collaboration which frequently occurs within DCL to achieve specific outcomes; certain projects require us to draw on the expertise of colleagues within other DCL teams and these colleagues consequently become key stakeholders in our project plans. In such cases, it is necessary to consider the capacity of colleagues both within our team and the collaborating team(s) to fulfil the required task(s).
In my role as Digital Learning Manager, I oversee a team of five Learning Designers (one of whom is a Senior Learning Designer) and one Digital Learning Technologist (see Figure 2 below). 

Figure 2 - Digital Learning Team Structure
The team has two main functions: Learning Design and Digital Pedagogy.
Together we provide support to academic staff with the development of asynchronous and synchronous resources within different contexts and to suit different delivery methods.
Learning Design 
The Learning Design function of the team is to develop and build engaging, interactive, accessible, high quality eLearning materials. The Learning Designers largely deal with asynchronous content, which is presented to them by academic colleagues or content authors in a basic storyboard (often as in Microsoft PowerPoint or equivalent), which is then transformed using Articulate, dedicated eLearning software. 
The approach for the development of materials is standardized, such that we follow a dedicated learning design model and process (see Figure 3). Figure 3 - Typical Learning Design process

Within this process, there are certain expectations and best practices that guide us throughout every project, and these are captured in specific guidance documentation for exclusive use within the institution. The ‘Guide for Content Authors’ outlines what academic staff and other project stakeholders can expect from the Learning Design process and what is expected of them in terms of provision of content. There is also a Style Guide which is used by the Learning Designers to ensure consistency across project. 
Whilst projects vary according to a number of different factors, including type of content, project size/scale and target audience, they all share a common purpose: learning. 
Digital Pedagogy
The main purpose of the Digital Pedagogy arm of the Digital Learning Team is to provide digital pedagogy support to academic colleagues, in which we develop training and resources to disseminate good practice from across the EdTech sector. 
This has been outlined in a three tiered support structure (see Figure 3 below), which has been established to signpost resources to staff.
Figure 4 - Digital Pedagogy Support Structure

At level 3, staff can access self-help resources and support, and access scheduled training sessions; at level 2, staff can access ad hoc support and suggestions for digital tools from the Digital Learning team; at level 1, more bespoke support is provided, including on-demand training. 
Ultimately, we try to be as proactive as possible by keeping abreast of sector changes and conducting research, but naturally there are occasions in which we have to be reactive the needs of staff and students within our organisation and from our partner institutions. 
Research focus 
For the purposes of this essay, I am going to focus on Learning Design and developing an approach which satisfies the needs of this function of the team. This is However, I am keen to use my developing knowledge and understanding of project management approaches in the future to develop an equally suitable approach for the Digital Pedagogy function of the team.

Approach 1 – Waterfall
In each section, an overview will be provided of the key characteristics of each respective project management approach, as well as a consideration of the key affordances and limitations of each approach, according to key literature. Subsequently, these considerations will be used to present recommendations for a project management approach in the context of the workplace. 
Overview of waterfall approach
Verzuh denotes that ‘the term waterfall emerged to emphasize that this is a one-way process: requirements are gathered, and design is based upon the requirements’ (2021, p.59). Furthermore, ‘the waterfall method features a series of logical phases in which progress flows from one phase to the next’ (Larson et al., 2014, p.592)
It is well publicised in project management literature that at a high level, ‘standard project cycles involve five phases, including initiation, planning, execution, control, and closing’ (Gablas et al., 2018, p.3). This linear structure often takes the form of a diagram in much of the literature. 
According to Thesing et al., ‘classical project management is characterized by holistic planning in advance, stability, a long-term perspective (…); the scope of a classical project is clear, possibly with a foreseeable evolution’ (2021, p.749).
More specifically, projects that fall into the traditional project management approach have several distinguishing features: low complexity, few scope change requests, well-understood technology infrastructure, low risk, and experienced and skilled project teams. (Wysocki et al., 2014, pp.43-45)
Affordances
Rigid structure 
The literature indicates that there are numerous affordances offered by the waterfall approach. Thesing et al. (2021, p.750) suggest that ‘the key advantages of classical project management are the fixed processes with clear roles and responsibilities, and stable, systematic, and documented planning’. This is an indication that waterfall is structured and rigid in its approach.
Low risk and low uncertainty
There is also an element of predictability to this approach, thus contributing to lower levels of risk and uncertainty. 
Firstly, in waterfall projects ‘the business environ is stable and foreseeable’ (Muhammad et al., 2021, p.5) and so too are the demands of the client throughout the process. This demonstrates a low risk attitude within the approach. 
Additionally, Larson et al. highlight that ‘traditional project management requires a fairly high degree of predictability to be effective’ (2014, p.592). This is further supported by Thesing et al. (2021, p.750) such that ‘the ability to predict the capacities of the team members (based on the planning) and the measurability of the project progress (by planned milestones) are perceived as beneficial’. These imply how these key characteristics are perceived to be beneficial.
Low complexity 
Another fundamental trait of the waterfall approach appears to be simplicity. 
Firstly, Wysocki et al. indicate that ‘because these projects have been done many times, they will often depend on a relatively complete set of templates for their execution’ (2014, p.43), signifying that there is a low level of complexity involved in waterfall managed projects due to repeated use of the same, linear model. 
Secondly, Muhammad et al. (2021, p.5) suggests that in this approach, ‘solutions are clear’, namely ‘detailed plans along with the project’s specifications are available to proceed with’, and Lal (2018, p.50) purports that ‘the project documents in the Waterfall methodology try to bring out the single version of the truth in a project’. This indicates that in the waterfall approach there is less scope for misinterpretation and therefore, potentially, less complexity. This transparency in documentation also facilitates the swift integration of additional stakeholders at any point during the process, such that in the eventuality of additional stakeholders becoming part of the project at a later stage, they can readily be brought up to speed on progress to date. 
Moreover, in a study conducted by Thesing et al. (2021, p.749), ‘interviewees all shared the opinion that the requirements for documentation and the compilation of high-quality documentation are very important for a successful project’. This demonstrates the significance of documentation in a project, both in terms of reducing levels of complexity throughout the process, and also as an indicator of project success.
Limitations
Increased risk and uncertainty 
One limitation of the approach seems to be the requirement of the client to provide all necessary information at the outset of the process. As such, ‘customers are often overburdened with the need to specify all requirements clearly and in detail at the very beginning of the project, which means that planning is fraught with uncertainty’ (Thesing et al, 2021, p.751). Additionally, Larson at al. (2014) imply that these requirements can change and that customers frequently find it difficult to articulate exactly what they want. Specifically, ‘in many cases, customers only begin to understand what they actually desire when they are provided with someone’s impression of what they want’ (Larson et al., 2014, p.592)

Increased complexity
In addition to increased risk and uncertainty, there is also the potential of increased complexity. Verzuh (2021, p.60) highlights that ‘a frequent obstacle for those who followed the predictive waterfall process was the difficulty of fully grasping the systems requirements during the early requirements phase’. 
Not only does this juxtapose the idea that predictability is an advantage of the waterfall approach, but it indicates potential layers of complexity at the project initiation stage. 
Moreover, according to Thesing et al. (2021, p.751), ‘the largest disadvantages of classical project management are abstract and misinterpreted initial requirements which lead to mistaken assumptions in the planning process, as these can have a great impact on future project process’.
Whilst the use of documentation intends to reduce levels of complexity within the project, by providing clarity to all stakeholders, it appears that potential ambiguity in client requirements and expectations could lead to increased complexity. It also underlines the lack of client involvement throughout the process, given the provision of requirements at the initiation stage. 
Change (or lack thereof)
Leading on from limited customer involvement, another common theme and constraint of the waterfall approach appears to be it’s failure to adapt to change. 
Muhammad et al. specify that ‘late alterations to the project can either be very expansive or impossible to accommodate’ (2021, p.5) and Gablas et al. suggest that ‘in classical project management, changes introduce a negative element that will require additional administrative efforts and usually also extra costs’ (2018, p.4). This truly displays how change is not built into this approach, despite Wysocki maintaining that ‘the best-fit project management approach must recognize the realities of frequent change, accommodate it, and embrace it’ (2019, p.21), as this is indicative of the modern day project environment. 
Conclusions and recommendations
According to the literature, it is the linear nature of the waterfall approach which enables projects to be completed on schedule and within budget. It’s rigid structure and predictable nature allow waterfall to offer a management approach with low levels of risk and uncertainty. 
Nevertheless, even though a project’s success and failure may be measured in the context of ‘the triple constraints’ (namely adhering to the schedule, staying within budget and producing deliverables that fulfil the requirements), Frame instead focuses on customer satisfaction as the key indicator of success: ‘increasingly, professionals involved with project management recognize that the worst kind of failure you can have is carrying out projects that do not satisfy the customers’ (2002, p.8). It is this lack of client involvement throughout the process and an unwillingness to adapt to change which would make me nervous to apply this approach in its entirety within my working context.
Therefore, I would make the following recommendations in my own context based on the waterfall approach:
· Make use of the systematic nature of the waterfall approach, by capturing initial client requirements in a project initiation document (PID) or equivalent, and develop a risk register to try and prepare for the ‘unforeseen’, mitigate potential risks etc.
· In addition to the Guide for Content Authors, develop a storyboarding template which clearly outlines out expectations of content authors. Moreover, provide a selection of tangible examples of best practice; this will mean that colleagues gain a better understanding of the work we can do and what exactly is involved in the process, ultimately enabling them to make a more informed decision when providing their requirements. 
· Seek to embrace change as part of the process and continue to build in opportunities for iteration in the process to further involve the client. (This is currently built into our existing approach, whereby content authors provide feedback at the Academic Review stage.) 


Approach 2 – Agile
Overview of agile approach
In contrast to the waterfall approach, in which customers and users may experience difficulty in envisioning exactly what they expect the end product to look like, the agile approach ‘accepts this difficulty as a natural part of creating something new’ (Verzuh, 2021, p.60).
Larson et al. (2014) indicate that the agile approach is underpinned by the following principles: focus on customer value; iterative and incremental delivery; experimentation and adaptation; self-organization; continuous improvement. 
Affordances
Change recognition 
One of the fundamental affordances of the agile approach is its ability to accommodate change. Thesing et al. highlight that ‘the greatest advantage of agile project management is the ability to recognize changed requirements in a very short time due to regular feedback from the customer’ (2021, p.750). Unlike a linear approach, agile offers flexibility and iteration, both in terms of scope and procedures (Santos et al., 2022, p.71). It is designed to assume that ‘changes are normal events; therefore they are managed to enable greater flexibility’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.224). 
Incremental planning 
Another key advantage of this approach is incremental planning. Agile ‘represents a fundamental shift away from the traditional plan-driven project management approach by adopting a more experimental and adaptive approach to managing projects’ (Larson et al., 2014, p.593). In other words, it replaces ‘upfront planning with incremental planning that adapts to the must current information available’ (Cooke, 2016, pp.35).
Teamwork 
Another affordance of this approach appears to be teamwork and collaboration. Heijden (2018, p.9) argues that whilst the project manager takes the lead in planning and task assignment in a more traditional project management approach, in an agile approach the role of the project manager consists of creating the high-level plan but the subsequent steps and activities are determined by the team. Therefore, there is more onus placed upon the collaboration of the team. 
Relatively, Santos et al. allude to both a ‘focus on team working’ (2022, p.71) but also to a ‘self-organizing project team’ (2022, p.73) in which ownership is placed on team members to contribute to the process and approach, informing how and when tasks are completed.
Kidston et al. indicate that ‘the project breaks a requirement into smaller pieces, which are then prioritised by the team in terms of importance’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.222), which is reinforced by Cooke such that staff are made to feel entrusted and empowered to ‘continuously deliver high business-value outputs by allowing them to manage their capacity and self-organize their work’ (Cooke, 2016, pp.35).
Increased client involvement
In addition to increased involvement of team members, the agile approach also ‘promotes collaborative working, especially with the customer’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.222). As detailed in the previous affordances, this approach has ‘the ability to react flexibly and quickly to dynamically changing customer requirements with regards to project scope’ (Thesing et al., 2021, p.750)
Where ‘traditional waterfall (…) projects focus on using extensive upfront documentation to detail user requirements before development work can even begin’ (Cooke, 2016, pp.35-36), agile ‘involves the customer being embedded in the team, providing the team with constant and regular feedback on deliverables and functionality of the end product’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.222).
This also means that there is ‘low administrative load’ (Santos et al., 2022, p.71), at least at a low level, and Lal suggests that the ‘the biggest reason for keeping documentation at high level in Agile is the failure to keep it at low level as evident in Waterfall’ (2018, p.56). 
Limitations
Cultural change needed 
According to Thesing et al., ‘the most important constraint of an agile approach is that the iterative approach may not fit the corporate culture, in terms, for example, of planning, reporting, hierarchical structures, and leadership’ (2021, p.751). Furthermore, ‘a non-agile culture within an organisation will be a blocker on a project implementing an agile framework’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.224). It is therefore evident from the literature that in order for agile to be successfully implemented, a cultural change is necessary, so that all stakeholders feel empowered and confident to adopt this approach.
Scaling up
In relation to project and team sizes, Santos et al. emphasize that there are ‘difficulties in scaling up to large, complex projects’ (2022, p.71). In particular, ‘agile approaches struggle on larger-scale projects due to the degree of collaborative working required by the approach’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.224) and that in ‘agile projects, where communication is based on face-to-face interactions instead of documents, are effective only in a small team and it is difficult to scale up in size effectively’ (Lal, 2018, p.50). Ultimately, ‘if team sizes become too big, then development rates can slow’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.224). 
High expectations (of team members)
Although a collaborative approach is heavily promoted within the agile approach, in which more ownership is placed with team members, it seems that this comes with high expectations of individuals. According to Thesing et al., ‘project success depends strongly on the team’s skills and its members’ ability to organize’ (2021, p.751). Furthermore, it ‘assumes fully skilled team members, and any attrition or absence might be a challenge’ (Lal, 2018, p.47). Depending on the capacity of team members to be organised, this could be seen as an affordance or a limitation of the agile approach. 
Reduced admin, reduced knowledge management
Whilst one of the key affordances of the agile approach is less admin at a low level, such that ‘agile has (…) reduced intellectual innovations around solutioning, design and testing, as focusing on software development is preferred over by-products (documents)’ (Lal, 2018, p.56), it is evident that attendance at ‘daily scrum’ meetings is essential to keep abreast of the project tasks’ (Kidston et al., 2015, p.224). Consequently whilst there might be less documentation required within this approach, it seems that the daily scrum meetings compensate for this.
Furthermore, Santos et al. argue that whilst the agile approach promotes ‘extensive communication, focused on teamwork’, formal knowledge management is weak’ (Santos et al., 2022, p.73), such that in this type of approach, ‘the project truths remain in the minds of the people and it does not even have a framework’ (Lal, 2018, p.50) as is the case in the waterfall approach. Ultimately, the literature suggests that less admin means less knowledge management in this project management approach. 
Conclusions and recommendations
Kidston et al. highlight that ‘being agile means that there is less resistance to changing the schedule; the highest priority is to satisfy the customer’ (2015, p.76). The ability of agile to recognise change and to put the customer at the centre of the approach are two fundamental values which align with the Learning Design work undertaken in my team. More than this, they reflect the ever changing needs of today’s project environment. 
In addition to client involvement, the focus on teamworking (as opposed to a top-down approach) appeals to me and reflects the existing dynamic of the Digital Learning Team. 
Conversely, one of the biggest drawbacks of agile seems to be that it is largely based on the process, rather than the product. 
· Focus on involving team members more in planning, team decision making etc.
· Investigate agile further – can it be adapted to focus on the product rather than the process?
· Look at derivatives of the agile approach. How do they differ from agile itself?



Approach 3 – PRINCE2
Overview
According to the literature, PRINCE2 is a ‘structured method, considered a standard and recognized in both the public and private sectors’ (Matos et al., 2013, p.790). Moreover, it is known for its standardized process, namely: ‘starting up, directing, initiating, controlling a stage, managing product delivery, managing stage boundaries, closing a project’ (Santos et al., 2022, p.73). The framework itself ‘provides the expectations for what the project team will deliver, when it will be delivered, to what level of quality, and at what cost’ (Cooke, 2016, p.33). PRINCE2 is based on seven themes: ‘business case; organisation; quality; plans; risk; change; progress (Bentley, 2019, pp.9-10) and consists of seven principles: continuous business justification; learn from experience; defined role and responsibilities; manage by stages; manage by exception; focus on products; tailor to suit the project environment (Bentley, 2019, p.9). 
Affordances
The strengths of PRINCE2 are well documented in the literature. 
Consistency
Perhaps the most significant affordance of the approach is that it is ‘highly standardized’ (Santos et al., 2022, p.71), meaning that there is a high level of consistency (Bentley, 2019, p.9) from project to project. This is achieved through the provision of a ‘common vocabulary and approach (Hedeman et al., 2009, p.11). More specifically, ‘PRINCE2 is designed to provide a common language across all the interested parties involved in a project’ (Matos et al., 2013, p.789), such that there the terminology to describe processes, themes, principles, etc. In this sense, the approach is prescriptive rather than descriptive.
Within this standardised approach, roles and responsibilities are well defined (Bentley, 2019, p.9), such that ‘roles  and  responsibilities  within  organisation  structure  in  a  project facilitate to engage the business, user, and supplier stakeholder interests’ (Islam, 2020, p.77). This suggests that there is a sense of clarity for all participants involved in a project (Hedeman et al., 2009, p.11).
Different levels of management 
This approach provides ‘assurance to senior management that work is progressing; changes, issues, and risks are being managed; agreed timelines, budgets, and quality metrics are being achieved; and the business case for the project work continues to be justified’ (Cooke, 2016, pp.25-26). As such, it has ‘different plan levels for different management levels’ (Bentley, 2019, p.9).	
High levels of flexibility
Another key affordance of this approach appears to be its high levels of flexibility, in that it can be applied to any type of project (Bentley, 2019, p.8). Moreover, ‘the PRINCE2 framework has the flexibility to be applied to projects of any type, size, duration, complexity, and scope’ (Cooke, 2016, p.25) and ‘can easily be aligned to specialist lifecycle models’ (Hedeman et al., 2009, p.10).
Professional development opportunities 
This approach offers opportunities for professional development and formal recognition. Bentley highlights that there is an exam-based accreditation (2019, p.9), meaning that there is an opportunity to undertake professional learning which is specific to PRINCE2. Additionally, Hedeman et al. indicate that the approach promotes learning and continuous improvement (2009, p.9), which supports the broader context of project management. 
However, aside from formal professional learning, this approach offers teams members opportunities to undertake informal learning. Islam underlines that ‘project teams review previous or similar projects whether they can apply the lessons that learned from those projects. This learning process continues  as  the project  progresses  and  closes’ (2020, p.77)
Limitations
In contrast to the affordances discussed above, there are also some limitations of this approach presented in the literature. 
Not flexible enough
Firstly, it is argued that although the PRINCE2 approach may be standardised and has a certain level of flexibility, in some respects it is not flexible enough. Santos et al. argue that there is a ‘lack of flexibility’, in the sense that there is not much deviation from the standardised structure and it ‘does not cover all subjects relevant to project management’ (2022, p.71).
More specifically, Hedeman et al. propose that ‘techniques are only included in PRINCE2 where they contribute to the specific PRINCE2 treatment of a theme’ (2009, p.10). This is further supported by Karaman et al., such that ‘only PRINCE2 specific techniques are explained’, for example ‘interpersonal skills are not covered by PRINCE2’ (2015, p.574). Whereas Hedeman et al. allude to the inherent importance of leadership and other social skills in project management which are ‘impossible to codify in method’ (2009, p.10).
High levels of complexity 
Another potential limitation of this approach the high level of complexity involved in its implementation. Jovanovic et al. contend that ‘given the complexity of this methodology, its implementation requires a comprehensive knowledge of project management in order that all basic elements and basic subprocesses should be included’ (2018, p.5). This therefore implies that this approach might not be appropriate for those who are new to project management and who perhaps do not have a grasp of fundamental project management terminology. 
Furthermore, ‘while   PRINCE2   project   management   methodology   provides   well-structured   project management, many Project Managers often say that PRINCE2 method involves complex processes which are time consuming and it is difficult for Project Managers to complete projects within time frame and budget’ (Islam et al., 2020, p.76). This is an indication that there are potential complexities with both language and processes, which ultimately will have schedule and financial implications. 
Requires mass buy-in 
It may be true that ‘PRINCE2’s strength is in its wide application’ (Hedeman et al., 2009, p.10), yet this implies that it is therefore not suitable for smaller projects and thus requires mass buy-in to be successful. Reiss proposes that ‘if your organization has a number of project managers running a number of projects, there will be value in having them all follow some consistent approaches’ and that ‘a common method will give the senior management confidence that the project workload is being consistently and professionally managed’ (2007, p.115). However, this further strengthens the argument that the successful implementation of this approach relies on all units or teams adopting PRINCE2 as the common approach, rather than one team using it in isolation. 
Business case
Finally, the PRINCE2 approach is based on a project’s business case (Matos et al., 2013, p.789) and each project is ultimately driven by the viability of this business case (Bentley, 2019, p.8). Namely, there needs to be ‘a justifiable reason for starting the project that will remain consistent throughout its duration’ (Cooke, 2016, p.27).
However, even though ‘PRINCE2 is tailored to suit the project’s environment, size, complexity importance, capability, and risk’ (Cooke, 2016, p.27), it could be argued that not all projects require a formalised business justification, especially those that are much smaller in size and scope. In such a scenario, it might be worthwhile considering if this would be an appropriate approach to adopt. 
Conclusions and recommendations
There are clear affordances to the PRINCE2 approach, many of which have not been discussed in this essay. The theme of consistency is a common thread through much of the literature, such that the common language used in the PRINCE2 approach makes it a much more standardized approach than waterfall and agile. It appears that once you have become accustomed to the PRINCE2 terminology, including its many principles, themes, and processes, you will be able to reapply this approach repeatedly. However, for this to truly work, it seems that it fits best as a standardized choice within an organization. Given that there is currently no standardized project management approach in the institution, I am not convinced that this would be an appropriate methodology for use within my own team, in which we tend to work on small to medium sized projects. 
That being said, there are some interesting elements of this approach which we could potentially benefit from within the Digital Learning Team. 
As such, I would make the following recommendations in my own context based on the PRINCE2 approach:
· Focus on defining roles and responsibilities, both within the team and in the wider context. How can we define roles and responsibilities in the handover, specifically? How can we make this clearer to all stakeholders?
· Consider how we can build consistency outside the ‘execution’/build stage of the project. Can we create our own common language that makes our approach more standardized? What would be the implications? How could we share this with stakeholders?
· Make time to dive deeper into the PRINCE2 approach. It might be worthwhile looking into the undertaking the accreditation in the future, should the institution move towards a more standardized approach. 

Conclusion
As outlined in the introduction, there are a variety of factors affecting the project environment of today. Therefore, the project management approach(es) used within a specific workplace needs to withstand these challenges and help the user to develop smart solutions to tackle day-to-day challenges.
Having considered three project management approaches, it is clear that it would be difficult to implement just one approach in isolation. Therefore, I have selected key elements from each approach for inclusion in my own hybrid approach as per the conclusion and recommendations outlined in each respective section. 
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