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Project management methodologies are a collection of priorities and techniques that aim to create better performance outcomes for a service. They advantage certain parts of the public sector delivery chain and emphasise different aspects of a project process depending on their philosophy. Lean Six Sigma, PRINCE2, and Agile concentrate on efficiency, control, and flexibility respectively. They also represent discrete periods in the evolution of project management as they dominated the academic and popular discourse at different times. This essay will critically evaluate their application and assess their suitability in the context of local authorities.

Lean Six Sigma
Lean works to eliminate or minimise the misuse of resources and create a seamless flow of labour, communication, and delivery throughout an organisation. It targets three detriments to a process, waste, unevenness, and overburden termed muda, mura, and muri respectively. (Kelly, 2018, p. 86) In complement to this, Six Sigma aims to reduce the rate of error in a service, so that outcomes are regular and reliable. It centres on five precepts, define what is important, measure what is current, analyse what is wrong, identify what should improve, control what could deviate. (McCarty, 2005, p. 194) It is imperative that the private sector works to a competitive standard, lest price pressures and lost sales create a collapse in consumer confidence. Guarding brand integrity and cultivating prestige is a costly drain on corporate resources, “15 to 25 percent of sales” on average. (Keller, 2011, p. 17) Compare this to the public sector, where politics and the press more often govern its key priorities, while management methodologies mainly serve to mitigate risks and align with the corporate plan. Service review moves beyond mere time and cost metrics for local authorities. As central bodies in their communities, it is vital to reckon with social obligations and public perception. (Crawford, 2009, pp. 84-85) Due to its origins in manufacturing, Lean Six Sigma cannot cope with the nuance inherent in public sector services. It defines success differently, arguing that an adroit use of resources and accurate execution will ipso facto create an apt result and contented client. For Lean “the value of a product is defined solely based on what the customer requires.” (Vijaya, 2016, p. 134) Operational staff and their line managers benefit most from this direct outlook, to provide key deliverables at a better rate with fewer costs. In corporate planning and executive management however, there is a “systematic fallacy in decision making” that expects results above and risks below the project reality. (Flyvbjerg, 2013, p. 761) As with the seven categories of waste in Lean, part of the solution is making an empirical assessment on the basis of standard deviation, variance, and previous ventures. In truth external and political factors are far more influential, as mandatory actions and agendas are dictated from elected officials while costs deepen and budgets narrow. The knot at the heart of public sector efficiency is that outside of certain operational services the stakeholder situation is too complex to concentrate on delivery alone. This is not to say Lean Six Sigma offers no answers. After all, a frugal and fastidious project manager opens up resources and time for their team. Also, a customer-centric measure is preferable to an ill-defined internal one. (McCarty, 293) However, who the customer is in a local authority depends on your role and station: line manager, head of service, elected councillor, or for larger projects even a private sector company, public sector authority, or third sector charity. Rather than customers, the Council needs a project management methodology capable of handling the material requirements and quality expectations of its clients, collaborators, and communities. Profit should be subordinate to political will on principle. If the elected representatives have set a policy of ethical procurement, then that always ought to take precedence over saving cost and time. (Maceta & Berssaneti, 2020, p. 1406) For a Lean Six Sigma programme to achieve many of its stated aims within an area it has to build an effective organisational buy-in. This ought to encompass all the main stakeholders, management and senior staff, and a large majority of area employees to reduce resistance and better outcomes. There may be suspicion from the start, the legacy of incompetence from past project managers or low confidence in the ameliorative effects of project methodologies. (Keller, p. 30) Decisive leaders who make definitive decisions are also crucial to create and sustain the momentum for change while keeping it from veering outside of the organisation’s needs and wants. Without enough practical experience or theoretical understanding, a project manager pushing Lean Six Sigma may accidentally automate waste rather than eliminate it. One can improve the speed and accuracy of a process greatly, but if the actions themselves are irrelevant or outmoded the only real fallacy is to retain them. Resources spent on technologies and a reliance on automation can be a source as well as a solution to waste. Once control of certain processes and the skills required are delegated to software, “handcuffed to virtual monuments,” it can be too limiting in the long-term. (Brimeyer, 2018, p. 99) The emergence of the large language model and the consequent inclusion of artificial intelligence as a cornerstone of nearly all work efficiency conversations is a key example of this honeymoon phase. Benchmarking is another area where opportunities are commonly missed, as it relies on an extant body of evaluative research that is thin on the ground in stretched public sector authorities. To forecast with incomplete, non-specific or one-dimensional data a deal of due diligence must be enforced to moderate expectations and derive meaningful utility. (Flyvbjerg, pp. 765-7) Even then, Six Sigma boils benchmarking down to the ideal alone, giving organisations little more than an aspiration to ascend towards. In the context of the complex stakeholder and service situations the average local authority encounters, it cannot cope with the details and duties required to run it well. Perhaps the paramount problem for an authority like Carmarthenshire, with the scale of its portfolio and staff, is the sheer amount of failure factors in the transition to Lean Six Sigma. Key shortfalls in supervision, motivation, commitment, engagement, culture, resources, communication, or clientele can impede progress and reverse gains. (Vijaya, p. 133) Unless the service in question is small and centralised with an operational role, a project cannot be counted on to produce significant results or provide sufficient value under Lean Six Sigma.

PRINCE2
PRINCE2 is the most adept project methodology to monitor and manage over long timeframes, as it aims to create a “controlled start, controlled progress and a controlled close.” (Bentley, 2002, pp. 6-7) It offers a coherent work philosophy of strict documentation and regular evaluation, from the initial business case, to the communication plan, and finally closing down. For local authorities beholden to their elected councillors like Carmarthenshire County Council, this gives departmental and divisional executives geater knowledge of their service performance and alignment with the corporate agenda. PRINCE2’s main technique is known as product-oriented planning and is where the lion’s share of its benefits derive from. The concept is that rather than focusing on customers or resilence, like Lean Six Sigma and Agile respectively, the project strategy should chiefly count up and centre on deliverables. (Reiss, 2007, p. 118) Stakeholder efforts expended early on during planning phases gives the project manager a strong sense of the overall direction, letting the team concentrate on a quality delivery. For public sector organisations the actions of a given service have to synchronise with the strategic aims of the council chamber. Their priorities are indirectly the democratic will of the communities we serve and so the level of formalisation PRINCE2 lends to larger, less immediate stakeholder interests is a crucial advantage. (Maceta & Berssaneti, 2020, p. 1410) The same can be said of communication plans as they encourage expertise from around an organisation to be shared. Senior officers may be consulted or informed as part of the project review process. Consequently, staff can use their specific knowledge, be it “chronological, geographical, [or] financial”, to help calculate the correct order of action and critical path to success. (Watson, 2002, p. 48) The project charter is a feature of PRINCE2 of upmost importance to the public sector scenario. As the initial and authorising document it sets out in clear terms the scope, cost, and time necessary for delivery, as discussed by the stakeholders. It is thereby the starting point for the project process and outlines performance measures on the basis of which the results will be evaluated and accepted. (Haniff & Salama, 2016, p. 108) How one allocates funding, negotiates needs, and evidences actions throughout the project relies on this concise and clear statement of project intent. Ergo, it comprises a critical reference document and the first instance to start building a case of competent delivery on. Stages of project development in PRINCE2 are punctuated by decision gates, accompanied by less intensive “interim reviews to reflect the iterative nature of the development.” (Association for Project Management, 2019, p, 79) For the wider governance and executives of an organisation they are a method of exercising greater control. As a practical procedure the gates can be too bureaucratic, draining resources and drawing away the attention of the project manager. Ultimately, they are a tool for chief executives and heads of service to shift the trajectory of social programmes and service portfolios to match their corporate objectives. (Simon & Murray Webster, 2018, p. 40) Excessive overhead interference can damage morale and confuse matters too however, and a project accelerated, reconstituted, or terminated at will may become wasteful or destabilising on the whole. By contrast, a formal change control process can be an invaluable asset in optimising communication and minimising risk. It demands that documents, deadlines, and deliverables, the core aspects of the project process, are not changed without the requests being reviewed and evaluated for their overall impact. (Ellis, 2019, p. 616) Sweeping changes made without proper consideration are a critical cause of project failure and can remove agency from an organisation to integrate and alleviate risk factors. For a local authority, project managers may be unaware of the full implications of uncontrolled change, unseen parts of the project iceberg such as integration with other workflows an executive governs. Corporate initiatives may have multiple stage managers presided over by a project manager with the overall perspective. (Reiss, p. 117) For Carmarthenshire County Council this may be a head of service, or in certain cases perhaps even a dedicated board, recording activities and reporting them to the director or chamber. Local authorities suffering from acute austerity may also have to employ these people as referees to balance the resource and time demands of the various teams working across discrete project phases. Of primary importance for a project manager’s role is the adroit application of soft skills, acting as an intermediary between the working team and main stakeholders. (Ellis, p. 54) Council schemes may require the co-ordination of private, public, and third sector entities that will look to the authority’s project manager for an actionable and decisive vision. They must ensure that each meeting has a stakeholder quorum, dealbreaker interests are appeased, and changes reach a suitable consensus. Public opinion has also always factored into the local authority stakeholder situation. However, the past decade of political turmoil has made Carmarthenshire’s citizens disillusioned and discontented, fuelled and facilitated by social media, causing councils to guard their image cautiously. PRINCE2 has expanded to include a degree of network governance, wherein collective attitudes towards a project is seen as a legitimate and active stakeholder. (Crawford & Helm, 2009, p. 75)  Risk containment is a core principle of any effective project management system. No planning process can cover every risk but the cost of prevention is far more palatable than the sting of a severe issue later down the line. If the project is rich in resources then robust contingencies are an advisable insurance policy. If not then close monitoring remains a must, ideally an integrated “quality check or test run” at intervals. (Watson, pp. 68-70) Without this the project manager has no recourse to request further resources and no record to assuage accusations of negligence, a serious mark on a public sector career. Issues of mishandling and malfeasance are especially volatile in government since several high-profile cases have spurred senior figures to resign in recent years. It has coincided closely a renewed emphasis on stewardship in the public sector and its inclusion in the seventh edition of the Project Management Body of Knowledge for the first time in 2021. (Project Management Institute, 2021, p. 25) External factors like environmental sustainability, local commerce, and social stability are now fundamental features of PRINCE2 project planning. As a consequence, the methodology is trending to an even closer cohesion with public sector priorities. Due to the size of its structure, scope of its portfolio, and scale of its influence, Carmarthenshire County Council relies on an intensive planning process to deliver satisfactory outcomes. Service quality is too difficult to add ad hoc and the evidence required for the elected chamber to dispense its democratic duties too great for a freeform management methodology to function. (Bentley, pp. 194-5) PRINCE2 is therefore an advantageous planning tool for local authorities to depend upon.

Agile
Agile relies on an experienced and engaged team working together to evaluate and innovate in short, successive cycles for the most effective service delivery. Opportunities and issues are addressed as they arise as part of a flexibility focused working philosophy for which “planning is an art rather than a science.” (Association for Project Management, 2016, pp. 66-7) Public sector project managers may find that the dominance of private sector priorities in reference books and course materials of some methodologies is off-putting and awkward. Theoretical discussions concerning power structures, public ownership, and political influences are often fragmentary or forgotten entirely. (Rowe, Whitty, & van der Hoorn, 2024, p. 4) They may opt for Agile with the belief it offers more opportunities for sector expertise and officer intuition to lead delivery. The standard waterfall model of project process for example is concerned with the three restrictors of time, cost, and scope. Whereas teams working iteratively concentrate on metrics like performance, investment, and adaptation to flexibly forecast and fortify the quality of project outcomes. (Ansari et al., 2024, p.2) This requires a high degree of stakeholder attention and confidence in the team’s collaborative chemistry but also yields precise results in a short period. Although it is the default among researchers of project management, the preference for scope, time, and cost as strict delimiters is subject to a substantial body of criticism. (Bilir, 2021, pp. 54-56) Moving beyond short-term strategies, success at stakeholder management and client satisfaction is a surer way to build stable contracts and preserve community confidence. However, for a local authority like Carmarthenshire County Council there are too many mandatory agendas and actions enacted from above to commit to the kind of changeability Agile thrives on. Government bureaucracies at the local, regional, and national level have been shaped by the need to administer these imposed initiatives termed “Europeanisation, a form of coercive [EU] isomorphism.” (Rowe, Whitty, & van der Hoorn, p. 2) Agile is good at breaking down departmental silos and keeping key service continuities intact across projects. It also avoids the excessive and obstructive emphasis on philosophy over praxis that can characterise overzealous practitioners of other methodologies. Even so, the traditional predictive outlook that assesses requirements and deals with change in a controlled process is better equipped for the public sector context. The political dimension of a project is ignored at the peril of the project manager. Elected councillors simply do not have the same appetite for risk or change as software companies and Silicon Valley executives who pioneer and popularise methodologies like Agile and Scrum. (Project Management Institute, 2017, p. 7) While the latter have larger profits and competitive advantage to gain, the potential positive press from a more efficient delivery pales in comparison to the career-ending threat posed to councillors by a major public project failure. Furthermore, if the authority director or a head of service is serially asking for additional resources or investing ones they have in high-risk situations, their job is at stake. Although an Agile attitude to resources and risk is not suitable for Carmarthenshire County Council, the iterative work process could be implemented to great benefit. It stresses the value of accurate benchmarking and baselines more than other methodologies. It thereby aligns with the oft-repeated refrain of service leads that the council should aspire to an empirically evidenced project approach. At the same time Agile work processes respond swiftly to shifting stakeholder priorities and still keep an eye to the business case as the crux of each evaluation. (Project Management Institute, 2021, p. 35) An open attitude to contingencies and the ability to deploy countermeasures quickly is one way that Agile neutralises common project management inefficiencies. It is also less impacted by scope creep and less susceptible to communication issues due to its regular evaulations and interactions with stakeholders. Nonetheless, it cannot overcome ill-defined objectives, unattainable deadlines, or chronic resource deprivation. Pressure might be exacted on the project manager and stakeholders to accept changes sooner. Yet by the same token, regular unfruitful meetings of underserved staff will decimate morale in short order. The demands on team cohesion are greater for Agile too, so that issues of accountability and competence can become serious challenges to the project deliverables. (Darwish & Verma, 2021, pp. 212-3) In such cases the project manager needs to possess prerequisite soft skills to encourage ownership of mistakes and procure either more training or more skilled staff. An incompetent stage or project manager quick to blame staff for their own shortcomings or external factors can be a deeply precarious scenario for Agile projects. Compared to other methodologies, the team is in contact with managers and stakeholders far more often. As a consequence, interpersonal issues and disrespectful behaviour can damage morale and flare up into conflict quickly in a way that could jeopardise the project if not resolved early on to the satisfaction of all affected parties. Agile is protected from these eventualities in the main by a robust PRINCE2 planning process. Its focus on a well-defined business case and evidence-driven allocation sees that the Agile process is not lacking in direction or resources. Also beneficial is the integrated initial assessment of the team and manager’s reported skills, record of delivery, and reputation among stakeholders. Therefore, “Agile does not supersede the complete project life cycle” but rather engenders greater speed and specificity. (Simon & Murray-Webster, p. 42) Agile’s four fundamentals teachings can be summarised as follows: people over procedure, results over records, co-operation over contracts, quick and controlled changeovers. (Ansari et al., p. 3) While on the surface these principles complicate and contradict the operating ethos of most local authorities, the need to incorporate them is no less necessary or pressing. The public mood and project management zeitgeist is trending towards a less rigid, less bureaucratic, and less impersonal model of governance. There are institutional obstacles which will have to be tackled but are by no means insurmountable nor good practice, even by traditional standards. Solutions to some are already underway in Carmarthenshire County Council. Learning and Development have been empowered to expand and incentivise authority-funded training opportunities, creating a workforce will skills less confined to their service area and specialism. A large body of skilled support staff has been hired to relieve senior employees stretched thin by unwieldy, decentralised portfolios. Despite this, the authority still has to foster end-to-end process efficiencies, prioritise long-term procurement and scrutinise “work decomposed into departmental silos, creating dependencies that prevent accelerated delivery” in line with Agile. (Project Management Institute, 2017, p. 74) Among the most insupportable project management practices to eliminate is the purposeful and prolonged depletion of project resources as an alternative to a formal closure. This applies regardless of the methodology but in particular with Agile due to its intensive and iterative nature. By rescinding the required staff and funds and reassigning them elsewhere the project will either end prematurely, fail to produce deliverables, or eke on interminably. Stress spreads throughout the remaining team and the project manager works in dread that they will have to abandon the process or face confrontation for their failure to match up to performance measures. (Haniff & Salama, p. 245) A PRINCE2 charter can be an invaluable document to show the terms on which project success was forecasted at outset. It is evidence that failure was due to outsider misappropriation rather than insider mismanagement.

In conclusion, the project management methodologies Lean Six Sigma, PRINCE2, and Agile each offer a unique array of techniques and working philosophy for public sector services to operate on. Lean Six Sigma’s seven categories of waste and customer-centred delivery are useful models, most notably for centralised teams with operational roles. It is not suited to the scale and complex of local authority stakeholder scenarios however, and its simplicity cannot factor in more nuanced markers of success. PRINCE2 is the best methodology for managers, with its controlled and calculated planning process. It is document heavy and risk averse, ideal to evidence and appease corporate aims and the elected chamber. Even so, its gate reviews and rigidity can be cumbersome for the working team and thereby slow delivery down. Agile’s working process is by far the most flexible, and when in the hands of an experienced and co-ordinated team can create quality deliverables at high turnover. Its tolerance for risk is ultimately too high for the realities of council politics and needs moderating by evidence-led oversight. Therefore a mixed methodology combining PRINCE2 planning phases and an Agile working process produces stakeholder satisfaction and a controlled close with a  resilient and efficient delivery.
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