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Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to explore a new perspective within the 

sustainability of project management theoretical area. The research focuses on verifying 

the existence of  interconnections between Agile Project Management and Social 

Sustainability, and on understanding how Agile Project Management impacts 

organisational social dynamics from a Social Sustainability point of view. 

Research Methodology/ Approach/ Design: Through an in-depth single-holistic case 

study,  the research investigates the social dynamics taking place amongst the members 

of an international IT company, applying an agile project management framework since 

more than two years. A total of six extensive semi-structured interviews have been carried 

out with people covering different positions within the company. By working on 

qualitative data from the interviews, the researchers obtained an in-vivo set of 

interconnected concepts. The analysis work consisted in qualitatively analysing these 

concepts and relations in order to build a network diagram reproducing graphically the 

interconnections existing between Agile Project Management elements and the Social 

Sustainability factors proposed by Missimer et al. (2016a, 2016b). 

Research Findings: The findings - obtained through the analysis of the network diagram 

- have been analysed with the lenses of the five factors, that have not to be degraded in 

order to ensure the social sustainability of a social system. It has been found that 

implementation of Agile Project Management, within the company’s environment, has 

impacted the organisation’s social dynamics in several ways. These impacts influenced 

in a direct or indirect way individual’s “Health”, their “Capacity to Influence”, their 

“Capacity to Acquire New Competences”, and their “Capacity of Meaning-Making”. By 

analysing the type of influence APM has on these four aforementioned factors, it has been 

found that it influences positively all of them. This allowed us to conclude that, according 

to Missimer et al. definition of Social Sustainability, Agile Project Management shows 

several interconnections to Social Sustainability and that it seems to benefit 

organisational internal social dynamics making them more socially sustainable. 

Research limitations: Because of the exploratory nature of the research, the empirical 

study has been based on a single in-depth case study. However, generalisability of the 

findings are limited by the inherent limitations of this inquiry strategy. Further researches 

will allow to verify and eventually expand or complete the proposed model.  

Originality/value: This research contributes to a detailed understanding of the existing 

relations between Agile Project Management and Social Sustainability theory. This 

represents a completely new point of view in the studies of Sustainability of Project 

Management, suggesting the validity of a new stream of research focusing on Agile 

Project Management as a new project management process through which promote 

corporate sustainability. 

Keywords: Project Management; Sustainability; Agile Project Management; Social 

Sustainability 
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1 Introduction 

“We resolve, between now and 2030, to end poverty and hunger everywhere; to combat 

inequalities within and among countries; to build peaceful, just and inclusive societies; 

to protect human rights and promote gender equality and the empowerment of women 

and girls; and to ensure the lasting protection of the planet and its natural resources. We 

resolve also to create conditions for sustainable, inclusive and sustained economic 

growth, shared prosperity and decent work for all, taking into account different levels of 

national development and capacities.” (United Nations, 2015, p. 3) 

 

This is article 3 of the United Nations’ Resolution “Transforming Our World: the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development”. This resolution is one of the latest steps made to 

define international guidelines to implement the concept of sustainability around the 

world. Concept of sustainability, that has gained in the last decades a wide consensus at 

all levels - academia, politic, civil society - becoming one of the leading models to achieve 

societal development (Christen & Schmidt, 2012, p. 400).  

 

Sustainable development has been initially considered a political concept, but in the last 

20 years it has developed, finding applications within organisations. Companies are 

increasingly seen as responsible toward internal and external social actors different from 

their shareholders or subcontractors (Brent et al., 2002, p. 167; Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002, 

p.130-131; Gareis et al., 2013, p. 9-10; Van Marrewijk, 2003, p. 99-100) has highlighted 

how these broader company’s accountability requirements are driven by the increased 

power that civil-society detains in the modern world. This debate led over the years to the 

growth of expectations from the public opinion toward governments and mainly 

companies to become accountable for their actions. As Hart (1997, p. 67) pointed out, the 

sustainability problem should be tackled mainly at a governmental level, considering the 

political and social nature of the problem it aims to deal with. However, and here lies 

Hart’s paradox, only corporations possess the resources, technology, global reach, and, 

ultimately, the interest to achieve sustainability, and this is the reason why it is fair to 

consider them accountable to solve it. 

 

Therefore, organisations must change their processes into a more sustainable way of 

doing business (Silvius, 2013, p. 58) and may benefit from this transition (Van Marrewijk, 

2003, p. 99-100). But how to define sustainability dimensions and principles, in order to 

take action? Amongst the concepts studied by academic research that tried to develop the 

links between sustainability and business organisations, Corporate Sustainability is one 

of the most popular today. Corporate sustainability is based on the idea that businesses 

need to address all John Elkington’s “Triple Bottom Line” dimensions - Economic 

Prosperity, Environmental Quality, Social Justice - (Elkington, 1998, p. 2) and be aware 

of the interconnections between these dimensions, to tackle the sustainability issue 

(Montiel, 2008, p. 254). The triple bottom line approach focuses on the importance for 

businesses to be able to consider these three dimensions as well as to consider long-term 

perspectives for their decision making - thing that is in contradiction with the short-term 

focus traditionally adopted by companies. The Triple Bottom Line approach has gained, 

over the years, a significant degree of recognition in the corporate context, but has also 

been the subject of critics for the difficulties related to its application (Amini & Bienstock, 

2014, p. 13).  
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These difficulties are mainly related to the lack of a single definition of what are the 

fundamental aspects and the factors influencing the three dimensions of sustainability. 

 

In order to overcome these difficulties and implement strategies and action plans toward 

a more sustainable agenda for businesses and organisations, it is pivotal to understand the 

definitions and goals associated to each of the three dimensions described above. 

However, while the economic and environmental aspects of sustainability have been 

thoroughly explored, a less clear picture emerges when it comes to define the social 

dimension (Dempsey et al., 2011, p. 290). As an example, Brent & Labuschagne (2007, 

p. 416) say that in the late 90’s it was believed that the development of indicators and 

measures for social business sustainability was approximately 20 years behind the 

development of environmental indicators and measurements. Moreover, according to 

Vallance et al. (2011, p. 342) the multitude and variety of contributions from social 

scientists - that aim at defining social sustainability - have created a conceptual chaos, 

compromising the term’s utility itself. This has been recently confirmed by Missimer et 

al. (2016a, p. 1), stating that reviews of the social sustainable literature showed the need 

for further development of this aspect. In his effort to frame the problem, Biart (2002, 

p.6) offered a new interesting perspective: if it is required to take into account long-term 

development, sustainability calls only for a minimum of social requirements. The 

minimum social requirements that need to be identified have to be distinguished between 

what is desirable and what is sustainable, as the former, risk to lead to a utopic definition 

of social sustainability. Missimer et al. (2016a, p. 4) support further this idea affirming 

that it is necessary to identify these minimum requirements as the fundamental elements 

of a system that systematically have a negative impact on it, in order to be able to identify 

boundary conditions avoiding these negative effects.  

 

The awareness of the current difficulties in defining social sustainability and how to apply 

it within organisations’ environment have been the trigger for this research. Some authors, 

studying the implementation of sustainability within the organisational context, argue that 

in order to promote real organisational change toward sustainability, these changes need 

to be incorporated in the organisation’s everyday activities, practices, communication and 

culture (Lauring & Thomsen, 2009, p. 45; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010, p. 364. This 

shows how extensively sustainability, and specifically social sustainability, must 

permeate all organisation practices in order to be successfully implemented. One of the 

most interesting organisational practices that are currently raising researchers’ interest is 

the theoretical field exploring sustainability implementation through project management 

(Martens and Carvalho, 2016, p. 3). 

 

The project management field of research as a lenses to study social sustainability 

implementation is interesting for a variety of reasons. First of all, for its contribution to 

organisational change. Selecting, organising and managing an organisational transition 

toward sustainability implies many thorough changes. Implementing changes in an 

effective and efficient way is, for many organisations, a critical factor for business agility 

and continuous success (Silvius et al., 2012a, p.1). A frequently used practice to make 

changes in organisations consists of creating temporary and task oriented endeavours, 

called projects (Turner & Müller 2003, p. 437). Temporary organisations, as projects, are 

better suited to managing changes than functional organisations (Lundin & Söderholm 

1995, p. 3). Project management (PM) offers thus a structured approach to managing 

these projects (Burke, 2013, p.1). It entails the application of knowledge, skills, tools and 
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techniques to project activities in order to meet the pre-set requirements (Project 

Management Institute, 2013, p. 5).  

 

The use of PM in organisations can lead to lower costs, increased efficiency, improved 

customer relation and stakeholder satisfaction, and contribute to competitive advantage 

(Mathur et al., 2013, p.1; Project Management Institute, 2011, p. 113). As a result, in the 

last years, there has been an increasing interest in exploring the possible connections 

between PM and sustainability. 

 

In the last few years several authors (Brent & Labuschagne, 2007; Gareis, 2013; Gareis 

et al., 2013; Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 2015; Økland, 2015; Sánchez, 2015; Silvius and 

Schipper, 2014; Silvius et al., 2012a, 2012b) have attempted to link sustainability to PM 

by relating several aspects of both concepts from different perspectives. However, as 

highlighted by Martens & Carvalho (2016, p.12), research in this field is still in an 

exploratory phase and the identification of the fundamental aspects of projects and project 

management that need to be tackled to integrate sustainability are still a matter of 

discussion (Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 2015, p. 1). It is true indeed that until today, even-

though there are several corporate sustainability frameworks, none of them explicitly 

addresses project management as a management aspect to focus on in order to implement 

sustainability (Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 2015, p. 1). On the other hand, sustainability 

issues are also not considered as a part of project management frameworks and standards 

(e.g., PMBoK, ISO21500:2012 and Prince2) (Brones et al., 2014, p. 107), confirming the 

existence of a gap between the theoretical models, tools and frameworks with the actual 

real practices of project management standards (Økland, 2015, p. 103-104). So far, 

research on the subject of sustainability of project management has focused mainly on 

achieving sustainable project’s outputs/outcomes, as they may deliver both short and long 

term benefits (Gareis et al., 2013, p. 23; Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 2015, p.14). However, 

this focus on the sustainability of projects’ results has led to overlook project management 

processes as a way to implement sustainability in organisations (Silvius et al., 2012b, p. 

32). The integration of sustainability within PM processes is an interesting 

underdeveloped area of research to focus on. 

 

Project management processes refer to the processes aiming at successfully performing 

projects according to projects’ objectives, optimizing projects’ results, managing project 

complexity, dynamics and project-context relationships (Gareis et al., 2013, p. 52). 

Project management processes start when the project is assigned to the project manager 

and finish with the project approval from the project’s sponsor. These processes include 

sub-processes (phases) of: Planning; Execution, Monitoring & Controlling, Closing, and 

Management of Project’s Variations (Gareis et al., 2013, p. 52). 

 

The waterfall model, which is the most popular project management process model, uses 

a sequential process, which progresses from one phase to another only when the previous 

phase is completely reviewed and approved. It is necessary to close each phase before 

starting a new one, until the project finishes. The waterfall approach is today the dominant 

one in the project management world. However, new project management models exist 

and the one that acquired in the last year’s most recognition derives from the so-called 

“Agile” or “Light” methodologies. As the methodologies have been developed in a 

project-based environment, there has been quickly a development of an Agile project 

management concept. The Agile approach purpose is to allow organisations to react to 

the increasingly dynamic and challenging environments characterized by higher 
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complexity and uncertainty (Cubric, 2013, p. 120; Measey, 2015, p. xviii). Agile project 

management (APM) models are based on the four Agile values and twelve Agile 

principles described in the Agile manifesto (Beck et al., 2011). By analysing the Agile 

values, principles, and practices, it is interesting to see how, at the opposite than 

traditional waterfall project management models, they include direct references to 

sustainable development and indirect references to social sustainability principles and 

their influencing factors. As an example, the 8th principle of the Agile manifesto states: 

“Agile processes promote sustainable development.” (Beck et al., 2011). This principle 

is further described by Measey (2015, p. 8-9) in his book as: “Agile teams must work at 

a sustainable pace to avoid people burning out, becoming ill or experiencing stress-

related conditions... There may also come a point at which personal motivation and 

commitment to the team is lost, potentially resulting in people leaving the team and 

possibly even the business.”. Other authors analysed also other aspects of APM related 

to the social dynamics taking place in the agile environment, and highlighted, by a way 

of example, the high level of empowerment (Tessem, 2014, p. 873) or the high level of 

motivation (McHugh et al., 2011, p. 84) that is possible to find within agile teams and 

agile organisations.  

 

Despite these potential connections between Agile project management features and 

social sustainability, our research failed to find substantial literature describing how the 

two concepts may be related or how Agile project management relates to social 

sustainability in an organisational context. The existing literature that relates PM and 

sustainability considers only the classical perspective of the ‘waterfall’ framework, as it 

can be seen in the most cited works in this field (Brent & Labuschagne, 2007; Gareis et 

al., 2013; Silvius et al., 2012b). In particular, in the work of Gareis et al. (2013), which is 

an extensive attempt to integrate sustainability principles into PM processes, the author 

stated that further research should try to apply the social sustainability aspects by focusing 

on the application of sustainability principles into types of projects and contexts different 

from the mainstream waterfall approach adopted so far (Gareis et al., 2013, p. 165-166).   

 

The work presented in the following chapters aims to find and analyse the overlaps and 

similarities existing between the fundamental aspects of Agile project management and 

social sustainability. This will be done by reviewing in  Chapter 2 the academic literature 

on social sustainability, on project management and the application of sustainability 

within it, and finally on the APM foundations and frameworks. In Chapter 3 we will 

review the methodological approach used for this study, and Chapter 4 will focus on the 

Empirical research methods used. Chapter 5 will then be dedicated to expose the findings 

obtained, that will be discussed in the following Chapter 6. Finally, Chapter 7 draws the 

conclusions of the research and analyse the limitations of it as well as the proposals for 

further researchers that may arise from the work here presented. 

 

This research work aims to deepen the understanding of the relation existing between 

Agile Project Management (APM) features and the objectives of social sustainability. 

This work aims to contribute to several theoretical fields that are rising more and more 

interest from both academia and practitioners. On one side, the focus on the 

implementation of social sustainability aims to contribute to the larger public debate on 

how to invert unsustainable trends and implement sustainability within organisations. On 

the other side, it aims to give a new perspective to the debate on sustainability 
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implementation in project management theory, by exploring the potential of considering 

not only the waterfall approach, but also the more recent Agile frameworks. It is indeed 

argued that the implementation of sustainability in PM is still an underdeveloped field in 

which the incorporation of new tools, concepts and perspectives have to be further 

elaborated (Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 2015, p.14; Økland, 2015, p. 108). Using the new 

lenses of APM may thus help to increase the understanding on how to manage projects 

more sustainably, which was one of Marcelino-Sádaba et al. (2015, p. 14) suggestions for 

further researches. Gareis et al. (2013, p. 165-166) who focus specifically on the 

application of sustainability through PM processes - as waterfall or Agile - argue that it 

would be beneficial to explore more the social sustainability aspects of PM by focusing 

on the project team personnel, and analyse how these agents work in different type of PM 

contexts. APM is exactly one of these different PM contexts and is particularly interesting 

as it is acquiring in the recent year broad interest, mainly amongst practitioners but also 

amongst academics (Conforto et al., 2014, p. 21). 

 

Considering the interest on APM and social sustainability from both academics and 

practitioners, and that the literature review carried out showed no references relating 

specifically these two subjects, we believe there are potential benefits in exploring this 

relation. Considering the above, it can be stated that the research question has been 

formulated following mainly a Neglect Spotting approach (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011, 

p.30). The research question shed the light on a specific topic related to the PM and 

Sustainability studies that have been overlooked (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011, p.30), 

which is the impact of APM on organisational social sustainability.  With this objective 

in mind the following enquiry is proposed: 

 

How are the impacts generated by Agile Project Management on the organisational 

social dynamics related to the fundamental aspects of Social Sustainability? 
 

We believe that answering this research enquiry will allow to deepen academic 

understanding on several aspects. First of all, it will allow to discover if it is possible to 

say that APM foundations and practices are in any way related to aspects of social 

sustainability. Furthermore, by asking “how” these relations work - whether these 

relations are found - it will be possible to understand which specific aspects of APM are 

causing these influences. Moreover, it will allow to verify if these influences improve or 

weaken  the internal social dynamics of organisations (individuals and teams). By 

suggesting the study of Social Sustainability aspects of APM as a potential new 

perspective in the field of sustainability in project management, since APM has not been 

tackled in this way before, it will allow to highlight the potentials of APM, facilitating 

the implementation of sustainability in PM practices. In addition, the present research 

offers a new and interesting perspective to the current literature of Agile Project 

Management research, highlighting the sustainability implications related to the APM 

methodologies. This research also aims to contribute marginally to the debate on social 

sustainability definition, by reviewing current literature and arguing for a specific 

systemic approach.  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, it is intended to go deeper in the theories that are relevant for the present 

research. The chapter includes the review of the current literature, pointing out the 

aspects that derive in the presented theoretical gap, together with defining the main 

concepts that are going to be referenced throughout the study. It begins with a review of 

the theory of Social Sustainability from which the definition of social sustainability used 

in the research is presented. Once the social sustainability topic has been exhausted, the 

reader will be taken to the other theoretical fields’ stream that will be later on connected 

with social sustainability. This part of the literature review explores Project 

Management, together with reviewing the current state of art regarding its connection 

with sustainability in general. In addition, the foundations of Agile Project Management 

and its processes are presented in detail. The chapter ends with a reflection of the authors 

regarding the similarities observed between the Social Sustainability theory and the Agile 

Project Management principles which will serve as the base for the present research. 

 

Social sustainability refers to one of the branches of sustainable development (Vallance 

et. al, 2011, p.342). The triple bottom line (TBL) approach, one of the most recognised 

concepts operationalising sustainable development (Martens & Carvalho, 2016, p.2), 

identifies these branches -or dimensions- of sustainability: Economic Prosperity, 

Environmental Quality, and Social Justice (Elkington, 1998, p. 2). However, amongst the 

three dimensions, several authors argue that the social aspect has been the less considered 

so far (Colantonio & Dixon, 2009, p. 16; Elkington, 1998, p. 2; Opp, 2016, p. 3). On one 

hand, this lower consideration may be explained by the fact that in our society these 

dimensions are not given the same degree of priority in people’s perceptions. On the other 

hand, it has to be highlighted that there is disagreement amongst researchers and 

practitioners about the definition of the main social objectives and indicators of 

sustainable development (Littig & Grießler, 2005b, p.67). This disagreement, created by 

the numerous and non-aligned contributions on the subject, raises concerns on the 

creation of a conceptual chaos, undermining the “social sustainability” term’s utility 

(Vallance et al., 2011, p.342).  

 

In order to narrow down the concept of social sustainability, we tried to analyse the 

different positions on this topic through a comprehensive literature review on the subject. 

Trying to define with what the social sustainability theory should deal has been our first 

step. Vallance et al. (Vallance et al., 2011, p.342) in their review of the evolution of the 

“social sustainability” term identified a threefold scheme separating social sustainability 

contributions in: Development Sustainability; Bridge Sustainability; and Maintenance 

Sustainability.   

 

The “Development sustainability” concept identifies the literature that focuses on the 

satisfaction of human needs. These needs vary from tangible and basic needs – like 

potable water and healthy food, medication, housing – to less tangible needs, concerning 

education, employment, equity and justice. The “Bridge Sustainability” contribution tries 

to link the environmental dimension of sustainability with its social aspects, focusing on 

changing environmental deleterious behaviour of the world population and promoting 

stronger environmental ethics. Finally, “Maintenance Sustainability” scholars see social 

sustainability as a way to preserve ways of living or particular socio-cultural traditions. 
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However, according to Vallance et al. (2011, p. 342), there are potential conflicts when 

considering how to integrate these three different visions in one framework. In particular, 

although considerations on the inter-relations between the social and environmental 

spheres, as described in the “Bridge Sustainability”, are an important aspect of the 

sustainability debate, it is first of all necessary to question the sustainability of the social 

aspects themselves (Littig & Grießler, 2005b, p.68). Colantonio & Dixon (2009 p. 17) 

offered a review of the social sustainability definitions, that are presented in Table 1: 

 

Social Sustainability Definition Author 

“A strong definition of social sustainability must rest on the basic 

values of equity and democracy, the latter meant as the effective 

appropriation of all human rights – political, civil, economic, 

social and cultural – by all people” 

Sachs (1999, p.27) 

“...a quality of societies. It signifies the nature-society 

relationships, mediated by work, as well as relationships within 

the society. Social sustainability is given, if work within a society 

and the related institutional arrangements satisfy an extended set 

of human needs [and] are shaped in a way that nature and its 

reproductive capabilities are preserved over a long period of time 

and the normative claims of social justice, human dignity and 

participation are fulfilled.” 

Littig & Grießler 

(2005, p.72) 

 

“[Sustainability] aims to determine the minimal social 

requirements for long-term development (sometimes called 

critical social capital) and to identify the challenges to the very 

functioning of society in the long run.” 

Biart (2002, p.6) 

“Development (and/or growth) that is compatible with 

harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an environment 

conducive to the compatible cohabitation of culturally and 

socially diverse groups while at the same time encouraging social 

integration, with improvements in the quality of life for all 

segments of the population” 

Polèse & Stren 

(2000, p.15-16) 

Table 1. Social Sustainability Definitions - excerpt from (Colantonio & Dixon, 2009, 

p.17) 

Although it is possible to identify some similarities in these definitions, there are also 

substantial differences. Some of the concepts chosen - e.g. the difference between 

“Ensuring Human Rights”, “Satisfying Human Needs”, and “Improving the Quality of 

Life” - are close to one another, but may be interpreted in different ways. Moreover, each 

of the definitions brings some concepts that are not used by the others, such as “Equity”, 

“Work”, “Participation”, “Cohabitation”, and “Integration”. Without discussing the merit 

of each of these concepts to be included or not in a social sustainability definition, we 

noticed that none of these definitions have gained a higher consensus and utilization 

amongst practitioners and researchers so far.  
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Christen & Schmidt (2012, p.401) propose a series of reasons for the failure of 

definitional strategies in the sustainability issues:  

 Some definitions may be too vague to allow clear instructions 

 Adding a series of specific goals to the definition do not take into account that 

society is a dynamic system - the specific goals might thus change over the time - 

and that, if the definition is understood normatively, it may be guilty of 

paternalism 

 That the term ‘sustainability’ itself is a term that naturally generates different 

interpretations due to its frequent and intuitive use 

For these reasons, the authors propose to change the definitional strategy by developing 

a framework instead than a sole definition, based on a system-based approach. This 

approach should use meta-data, and start from a problem analysis to head consecutively 

toward concrete actions that will allow to tackle the problem analysed (Christen & 

Schmidt, 2012, p.402). The arguments above are consistent and directed the research 

toward exploring systematic approaches, instead than a prescriptive one, in order to find 

an appropriate definition for social sustainability.  

 

Christen & Schmidt (2012, p.404). suggest that the social aspect of sustainability should 

be understood starting from the question asked by the Bruntland Report: How can the 

quality of life of the poor be improved? The answer to this question should be based on 

the normative principle of justice that comprises the sub-elements of distributive justice, 

political justice, intra- and intergenerational justice, and the rights to participate in 

decisions affecting one's own life (Christen & Schmidt, 2012, p.404).  

 

Another work that developed a social sustainability framework based on the same 

approach is the one from Missimer, Robert, and Broman (Missimer et al., 2016a, 2016b). 

However, their analysis starts by considering a larger framework for sustainability, 

proposed by Robert et al. (2002): The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 

(FSSD) (Broman & Robèrt, 2017; Robèrt et al., 2002). The FSSD aims to give guidance 

to any organisation to develop a vision framed by principles for social and ecological 

sustainability, clarify the gaps and develop actions prioritised according to economic, 

social, and environmental sustainable perspectives through its five interconnected levels 

system - From definition of the system studied (level 1), to define success parameters 

(level 2), and through the operative definitions of objectives (level 3), actions (level 4), 

and tools (level 5).  The model is based on the assumptions that it is necessary to take a 

broad system perspective and to have a scientific understanding in order to tackle the 

sustainability problems. The FSSD defines the success of the sustainability effort as 

stopping the unsustainable actions that are currently threatening the socio-ecological 

system, defining thus constraints for re-design. Finally, the framework intends to unify 

the utility and value of other types of support for sustainable development by identifying 

where each specific tool may be used in order to maximise its effectiveness (Broman & 

Robèrt, 2017, p.19-20). 

 

Missimer et al.’s (2016a, 2016b) work is based on the claim that the social dimension 

within the FSSD has been less developed than the ecological one (Missimer et al., 2010, 

p.1111) and that an improvement of the FSSD with a more operative definition of social 

sustainability would facilitate a transition toward both a development of the social aspects 
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per se and a more integrated ecological sustainability (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.3). The 

first step of the analysis is to define at a system level - the first level of the FSSD - the 

problem of social sustainability. They take as a normative basis to develop the 

sustainability problematization (as many others) the definition of the Bruntland Report: 

“. . . development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs.” (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987, p.43). This definition claims that it is desirable for all human beings 

to meet their own needs. What is added to this definition by Missimer et al. (2016a, p.3) 

is that human beings possess the innate capacity of satisfying them, if they are not 

hindered by the social system on which they depend on. However, the reality shows that 

human beings are dependent on social systems, as part of their needs are satisfied only 

through life in community - affection, participation, and others - which makes life outside 

the social system unfeasible and defines human beings as a social species. This points out 

a new perspective on social sustainability, which Missimer et al. describe as follows: “... 

the definition of sustainability is not about a flourishing of human life or all needs being 

met, but about the basic conditions that are necessary for the ecological and social 

systems to not systematically degrade.” (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.4), see Figure 1. This 

definition promotes the proposal of a different basic design and operation of society, 

avoiding a politicisation of the discussion (Littig & Grießler, 2005b, p.67), as the 

objective is to avoid the factors that systematically deviate from the desirable state defined 

by the Bruntland Report. 

 

 
Figure 1. Sustainability principles defining society boundaries for action, based on 

Missimer et al., 2016, p.5 

 

This definition, in line with Biart’s (Biart, 2002, p.6) idea that is necessary to focus only 

on the minimum requirements and challenges to ensure the survival of society on the long 

term, is pushed further to identify specifically the social sustainability aspects that have 

to be considered to avoid the deterioration of the human social system. In order to study 

human social systems, it has been decided to adopt a complex adaptive system perspective 

(Missimer et al., 2016a, p.5).  

 

Clayton & Radcliffe (1996, p.23) have already suggested that sustainability studies 

should be explored more through the lenses of both systems theory and complexity theory 

by focusing on the complex adaptive systems literature. Complex adaptive systems are 

inevitably characterized by environments of uncertainty, change and surprise, thing that 
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in return requires the systems to be able to absorb these changes through flexibility and 

the ability to adapt, ensuring the survival of the system itself (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.5). 

It is interesting to highlight also that this definition of complex adaptive systems shows 

some similarities with the social systems definition of Luhmann (1995). Social systems 

are described by Luhmann (1995, p.2) as complex, self-referential, and dynamic – thus 

linking them to the complex adaptive systems - and are divided in three subcategories: 

societies; organisations; and interactions. This subdivision is of particular interest as 

being organisations a subcategory of social systems, which are complex adaptive systems, 

they can be considered a subject for studying social sustainability according to Missimer 

et al. (2016a) definition. 

 

Through a thorough literature review, five key features of the complex adaptive systems 

allowing them to continue existing are identified, despite the constant change and 

uncertainty within them and their environment. The first feature is Diversity, in an 

environment of constant change and uncertainty, as complex adaptive systems, it 

increases the options available to cope with change and uncertainty. Diversity allows the 

system to be more resilient in the long run. Furthermore, it increases the types of different 

knowledge to understand the system and find new solutions (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.6). 

The second feature is the systems’ Capacity for Learning, it means to be able to 

anticipate changes and respond to them effectively, as refusing monolithic truth and 

learning-by-doing are better solutions for long-term survival (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.6). 

The third feature is the system’s Capacity for Self-Organisation, being able to self-

organize without having to wait for a centralized system of decision making is important 

especially when confronted with sudden changes and uncertainty (Missimer et al., 2016a, 

p.6). Finally, the Social capital is a necessity in order to coordinate a system through its 

change and favour collective actions. Social capital increases the flexibility of 

management of organizations and institutions. (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.6). 

 

Although there is much controversy on the meaning of the concept of social capital, the 

authors identified two specific factors contributing to it: Trust and Common-Meaning. 

Trust is described as a quality of the connections between the agents defining the system, 

which allows the system to remain together despite the level of internal complexity and 

uncertainty. Erosion of trust can cause dysfunctional social systems (Missimer et al., 

2016a, p.6). Common-Meaning instead is associated with the idea that human agents base 

their relations on common culture and common meaning to create social capital. In 

absence of trust, it is indeed the recognition of a common meaning, purpose, or values 

that motivate individuals to take action. Humans are defined to be a meaning-making and 

meaning-seeking species (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.6).  

 

The second part of Missimer et al. work (2016b), defined through a new literature review, 

focuses on the five key features of the adaptive systems identified, the overriding 

mechanisms by which these aspects can be degraded, see Figure 2.  



11 

 

 

Figure 2. Relation between adaptive capacities and elements that sustain society 

according to Missimer et al. (2016b). 

These mechanisms/elements that a sustainable society should avoid to destruct define the 

principles to achieve social sustainability (Missimer et al., 2016b, p.7): 

 Health: The concept of health is here conceived as ensuring a good physical, 

emotional and psychological condition of all the individuals in the system, as 

every human-being ought to be respected in his/her individuality in the short and 

long-term. Degrading this aspect would diminish the level of Trust in the system. 

It is necessary therefore to avoid to systematically exposing people in the system 

to possibilities of physical, mental or emotional injuries or illness.  

 Influence: Capacity of individuals to influence the system is fundamental to 

ensure Trust, Capacity to Self-Organise, Diversity, and the Capacity to Learn in 

the system. A system ensuring influence allows people to have an impact on the 

system itself, and does not systematically limits people to participate in shaping 

the social systems they are part of. 

 Competence:  This aspect refers to people’s capacity to learn and develop new 

competences as individuals or as a community. Systematic limitations to this 

capacity negatively influence Trust in the system, Capacity to Self-Organise, 

Diversity, and Capacity to Learn. 

 Impartiality: Impartiality is considered as a fundamental principle to avoid the 

creation of high levels of inequality within a system. Inequalities, such as 

discriminatory practices based on race or gender, promotion of economic 

inequalities, or presence of corruption in the system, if systematically present, 

influence negatively the level of Trust between the system’s agents and diminish 

the system’s diversity. 

 Meaning-making: The concept of “meaning” is described through the concepts 

of common purpose or common values. Creating meaning is associated with the 

idea to generate and spread a purpose and a specific set of values that need to be 
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accepted by the system’s agents. The importance of creating common meaning is 

also supported by studies in management, arguing that in order to exist and strive, 

social systems (in this case companies) need a clear purpose (Collins & Porras, 

2002, p.52). In a socially sustainable system thus, people need to be not 

systematically hindered from creating individual meaning and co-creating 

common meaning.  

Several definitions and frameworks aiming at defining social sustainability have been 

presented in this section. It has to be highlighted that none of them managed to create an 

agreement amongst researchers or practitioners. For this reason, it is believed that is 

necessary to take a stance in order to define what is intended with social sustainability in 

this research. While it might have been interesting to mix several definitions, the profound 

differences in the nature of these definitions, as well as the difficulties related to unify 

subjective and abstract concepts, which real meaning is still discussed today, led to the 

decision to focus on one in particular. For the present work, the definition of social 

sustainability adopted is the one presented by Missimer et. al. (2016a; 2016b). The 

decision is motivated by several reasons, which are described below.  

 

First of all, the described principles leave open all the possibilities to achieve the 

sustainable development goals as these principles define only boundary conditions. 

Moreover, it takes distance from a utopic vision of sustainability as it accepts the idea 

that every social system may have some individuals who do not have high levels of health, 

influence, competence, etc. 

 

Furthermore, this definition requires to tackle only systematic limitations to allow 

individuals to systematically access their own needs (Missimer et al., 2016b, p.8). 

Another interesting point, in favour of the analysed definition is that it is part of a larger 

framework, the FSSD. The FSSD is a framework that has already been thoroughly 

discussed and tested.  It can enlarge the impact that such a definition can have by 

including it in a broader system. Furthermore, the FSSD is a framework in line with the 

suggestions given to develop the sustainability discussion through a system-based 

approach, using meta-data, multi-level approaches as other authors suggest (Christen & 

Schmidt, 2012, p.401). Christen & Schmidt (2012, p.402) actually criticise the FSSD, 

claiming that it lacks formality to be defined as a real meta-data approach, as it takes into 

account only the existing conceptions of sustainability and does not explore the broad 

concept. As an example, Christen & Schmidt (2012, p.402) bring up the focus on the level 

2 of the FSSD - the success/principles level analysed by Missimer et al. - arguing that 

defining it through the exclusive use of the Natural Step approach (Robèrt et al., 2002, 

p.198) takes into account only one conception of the problem and not different visions, 

as it should be done with meta-data. However, as it is defined by its creators, the FSSD 

is a dynamic tool, continuously refined and improved by the researchers and practitioners 

testing it (Baumgartner, 2011, p.785; Broman & Robèrt, 2017, p.18)  

 

The work of Missimer et al. (2016a, 2016b) is an example of this evolving feature of the 

FSSD, as it proposes new aspects to be considered in the FSSD’s levels 2 and 3. This 

ability to incorporate new inputs generated by academia and practitioners is indeed 

another reason for considering this framework. Finally, Missimer et al. (2016b, p.9) 

themselves have highlighted that their definition of principles is open to new 

contributions, relying on this feature of the FSSD development. 
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As described in the first paragraph of the chapter, the literature review continues by 

analysing a completely different topic: project management. Even-though the connection 

between the two might not appear clear at this point, the two streams of these review will 

reconnect in the final sections of this chapter. 

 

Project management is related with several aspects of organisations, from the strategic 

decision making to product development. In the present work, PM is seen as the 

management of project-oriented changes in organisations, which utilise assets and 

resources in order to deliver performance. These project-oriented change will be referred 

as projects, and have four main characteristics (Silvius et al., 2012b, p.24): 

●  They are managed and executed by temporary organisations 

●  They work across the organisational structure and boundaries 

●  They have defined objectives related with the organisation strategy 

●  They have limited resources and budget 

Therefore, projects are defined as temporary organisations that generate changes to the 

related permanent organisation. These changes deliver benefits aligned with the strategy 

of the permanent organisation (Silvius et al., 2012b, p.24). By using this definition, it is 

understood that the temporary organisation or project will interact with the permanent 

organisation and their strategic management. The schematic overview, presented by 

Silvius et al. (2012b, p.24) in Figure 3, helps to visualise the relationships between these 

three main groups, together with the items that compose them. 

 

 
Figure 3. Schematic overview of project management implementation within an 

organisation (Silvius et al., 2012b, p.24) 

The scheme shows how permanent organisations use their resources and assets in order 

to produce or deliver a certain product or service. This outcome will generate benefits 

with a certain level of performance, usually measured with financial indicators. The 

permanent organisation’s operational activities are usually based on the goals set by the 

strategic management process, which will also evaluate the performance of these 
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activities. If the performance is below the expectations, because of underperformance or 

misalignment with strategic goals, there might be a reason to generate a change in the 

organisation operational activities. The selection of the right changes for the organisation 

is a separate process called Project Portfolio Management: the process in which the 

initiation of the projects takes place. In the case where change is needed, a temporary 

organisation in the form of a project will be initiated in order to produce and deliver the 

needed change. This temporary organisation will use the resources, assets and business 

processes of the permanent organisation in order to produce its outcome. In addition, it 

will work in compliance with the internal policies and procedures of the permanent 

organisation. The process in which this temporary organisation manages its allocated 

resources to deliver the project objectives is called the project management process 

(Silvius et al., 2012b, p23-24). 

 

Regarding the project management process there are two main approaches: Waterfall and 

Agile. On one hand, PMBoK and PRINCE2 methodologies have a predictive ‘waterfall’ 

approach, that emphasises upfront planning and control, trying to predict the cost and 

schedule of the project (Cobb, 2011, p.5; van Waardenburg & van Vliet, 2013, p.2154). 

It is called ‘waterfall’ because it is composed by a series of sequential phases that are set 

in sequence in order that each phase cascades into the next one (Cobb, 2011, p.6). The 

other group, that englobes the different Agile Project Management frameworks, uses an 

empirical (learning) process. This means that there is a repeated inspection and adaptation 

process to ensure that the desired outcome is delivered in the right way (Measey, 2015, 

p.14). The reason behind the existence of different types of frameworks is a result of the 

environment in which the project delivery occurs. Different projects can be implemented 

in different types of environment that may have different levels of expected variability or 

uncertainty (Measey, 2015, p.13; Shenhar, 2001, p.396). This supports the idea that a one-

size-fit-all PM framework is not advisable (Shenhar, 2001, p.394). 

 

This variability can be explained by the model of Stacey (1996) where it is postulated that 

simple environments are those where customer and team have agreed on requirements 

and the technology used allows to plan the delivery effort, with a high degree of certainty. 

In a ‘simple environment’ in which a strong agreement of requirements and technological 

certainty is given, a defined process or ‘waterfall’ approach will be more suitable 

(Measey, 2015, p.14). Since the project has a lower probability to be exposed to 

requirements or technological variations during the project lifecycle, a good example of 

this environment would be the construction industry. In contrast, in ‘complicated’, 

‘complex’ or ‘anarchic’ environments – characterized by increasing levels of uncertainty 

and complexity -, the traditional prescriptive approaches, such as ‘waterfall’, are 

considered suboptimal for this type of environments (Collyer et al., 2010, p.1). For this 

reason, it would be better to use an empirical process, such as APM (Measey, 2015, p.14). 

The Agile methodology allows to have shorter and more frequent development cycles, 

which permits to often re-assess the evolving business environment, providing frequent 

feedbacks, and aligning the final product to potential emergent requirements. An example 

of this type of environment is represented by the IT development business.  

 

Finally, over the last few years a new theoretical field steamed from the project 

management one, trying to integrate sustainability principles into PM. The discussion has 

widely interested the academic research over the last few years, with a constant increase 

in researches focusing on this topic.  
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Several authors have attempted to solve the issues related to integrate PM to 

Sustainability, by generating frameworks and models from different perspectives. 

However, the discussion is still open (Brent & Labuschagne, 2007; Gareis, 2010; Gareis 

et al., 2013; Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 2015; Økland, 2015; Sánchez, 2015; Silvius et al., 

2012a, 2012b). These issues are related with the foundations of both concepts: from one 

side, project management was created to be a management tool result oriented, short-term 

focused and protecting the sponsor’s interests (e.g., Cost, Scope, Time); from the other 

side, these characteristics are in contrast with the ones of sustainable development which 

has both a long-term and short-term focus, is life-cycle oriented and seeks to protect the 

interests of all the present and future stakeholders (e.g., People, Planet, Profit) (Silvius et 

al., 2012b, p.30). In addition, sustainability principles add more complexity to the scope 

of a project which, from a project management perspective, is the source of uncertainty 

that leads to increase the risk of the project itself (Burke, 2013, p.229). 

 

Some authors have made some efforts in order to analyse and conceptualise the 

improvements made in the academic literature in order to reach a solution for these issues. 

The literature reviews of Marcelino-Sádaba et al. (2015) and Økland (2015) offer an 

analysis of the current trends in the study of the relation of sustainability and PM. The 

main focus in which researchers are concentrating on can be classified using the 

organisational elements of the schematic overview presented in Figure 3. 

 

From a broad point of view of the project management, Silvius et al. (2012b) developed 

the six principles of sustainable development in project management which are used as a 

guideline for project managers in order to implement sustainable practices into their 

project management frameworks. Regarding the ‘Strategic Management’ aspect, Sánchez 

(2015) presents a framework that was developed in order to include the social and 

environmental aspects of sustainability into the project portfolio selection. This allows to 

incorporate sustainability into programmes and projects’ operational terms, since 

sustainability results are used to solve a decision problem supporting the selection and 

monitoring of projects. From the temporary and permanent organisation perspectives, 

Brent & Labuschagne (2007) study the integration of sustainable development in a 

project’s life cycle management, within the manufacturing industry. Their work widens 

the consideration of sustainability aspects to the project, its results and its effects. They 

argue that when considering sustainability in project management, the life cycle of the 

project, the life cycle of the organisation assets and the life cycle of the produced 

product/service should be considered. On this regard, another interesting framework is 

the one suggested by Gareis et al.  (2013). This framework is one of the few works that 

tackles the project management process. They developed the ‘SustPM’ framework, 

covering the project initiation and the project management process from a defined process 

or ‘waterfall’ perspective. Their framework focuses on integrating their concepts of 

sustainability in the project management process, specifically, and not on the project 

management result or deliverable. 

 

Despite their comprehensive literature review, it is interesting that both Marcelino-

Sádaba et al. (2015) and Økland (2015) agreed on the existence of a gap in the 

incorporation of sustainability in project management, as most of the relevant literature 

published in journals is dedicated on achieving more sustainable products or services, 

rather than identifying a sustainable way to manage projects (Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 

2015, p.14; Økland, 2015, p.108). The main reason of this choice seems to be due to the 



16 

 

contrasting view of the two concepts on their time focus orientation (i.e., Long-Term for 

sustainability versus Short-Term for project management). This duality of views has been 

considered as a main issue by many authors (Gareis, 2013, p.29; Marcelino-Sádaba et al., 

2015, p.13; Økland, 2015, p.1; Silvius et al., 2012b, p.30; Talbot & Venkataraman, 2011, 

p.170). It constitutes a problem for researchers, since it is thought that as projects have a 

short-time orientation, the long-term considerations and decisions required by corporate 

sustainability will not be affected by the implementation of sustainability principles, 

during project management processes (Økland, 2015, p.170).  

 

However, other researchers suggest that it is important to integrate the sustainability 

principles in the project management process too, because it will improve the project 

management and indirectly increase the quality of the project’s outcomes by promoting 

sustainable practices (Gareis et al., 2013, p.151). Besides, this integration can help the 

project team by promoting both equal opportunities and personal development. 

Furthermore, it can help the organisation by improving its learning capacity during their 

projects management process, so that the knowledge gained over the project can return to 

the permanent organisation in order to be used in the future (Silvius et al., 2012b, p.53). 

 

Overall, it seems that, when dealing with the integration of sustainable principles, most 

of the literature considers exclusively the waterfall process perspective. However, the use 

of the waterfall approach shows a fundamental weakness, as by integrating sustainability 

into project management, project’s complexity increases. According to Stacey’s model 

(1996) an increment on the complexity of the project increases the variability level in 

which the project is situated. This will make the standard ‘waterfall’ approach less 

suitable to manage this type of projects. Regarding this aspects, Gareis et al. (2011, p.64) 

also pointed out some limitations that occur when considering the integration of 

sustainability principles into project management ‘waterfall’ approach: The value of 

sustainability is different for each actor of a project, thus a common sustainable project 

culture needs to be developed within the organisation itself. As a way of example, 

different customers have different expectations on the application of sustainability in 

projects. As a result, a more dynamic approach is needed. In addition, Silvius et. al. 

(2012b, p.90) suggested that the traditional project management paradigm of controlling 

Cost, Scope and Time, as it is prescribed in the waterfall approach, implies a level of 

predictability that is not realistic in a real world complex environment. Moreover, they 

claim that integrating sustainability in project management is more than adding a new 

perspective/aspect or changing some processes within the current project management 

standards. It requires a whole change in the paradigm of how project management looks 

at projects (Silvius et al., 2012b, p.90).  

 

This is the reason why it can be interesting to analyse how another approach, embracing 

uncertainty and complexity and calling for an iterative way of doing projects with the 

active involvement of stakeholders and frequent dialogues with all participants, can deal 

better or worse with the integration of sustainability within its processes (Silvius et al., 

2012b, p.91). The approach that fits the description of an empirical process, is the Agile 

Project Management. Surprisingly, as suggested by Silvius et. al. (2012b, p.91), the Agile 

Project Management’s 12 principles share a lot in common with the sustainability 

principles proposed by him. However, there has been so far no attempt to explore the 

inter-relations between the two sets of principles. 
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Rapidly changing environments constitute a new and increasing challenge in the field of 

project management (Collyer et al., 2010, p.1). In these types of environments, it is 

required to have ‘agility’, which can be defined as “the ability to create and respond to 

change in order to profit in a turbulent global business environment” (Cobb, 2011, p.4). 

This concept, in the context of an organisation, will allow to increase the flexibility, 

velocity, leanness, learning and response to change (Campanelli & Parreiras, 2015, p.86). 

Agile Project Management was developed for a software development environment that 

is likely to have high levels of variability (Cobb, 2011, p.58). However, nowadays Agile 

Management is not only restricted to the Information Technology (IT) industry and it can 

be used in many business sectors with complex environments, requiring an empirical 

process to deliver the expected outcomes (Cho, 2008, p.188). As a result, Agile Project 

Management is a collection of management methods of evolving delivery, suited for 

complex and innovative delivery environments (Beck et al., 2001; Cubric, 2013, p.120; 

Measey, 2015, p.xviii). In APM it is encouraged to embrace change either pro-actively or 

reactively, learning during the change process while contributing to the customer value 

(van Waardenburg & van Vliet, 2013, p.2155). The APM methodologies are value-

driven, focusing on ensuring that the highest priority is the customer’s satisfaction and 

allowing the organisations to react effectively to the increasingly opportunities and 

challenges of today’s dynamic business environments (Cho, 2008, p.190; Measey, 2015, 

p.xviii). There are several types of Agile Project Management frameworks, such as: 

Extreme Programming, SCRUM, KANBAN or DSDM, etc. (Cubric, 2013, p.119). Each 

of them serves to a determined purpose, for which the value delivery can be ensured 

(Measey, 2015, p.125). 

 

The Agile concept was born in 2001, when the Agile Manifesto was formulated (Beck et 

al., 2001) providing defined generic terms that serve as a reference for all the Agile 

frameworks. The Manifesto is composed by 4 values and 12 supporting principles which 

underlies the development and delivery of Agile frameworks. These 4 values are 

described in the first part of the manifesto: 

“We are uncovering better ways of developing software by doing it and helping others 

do it. Through this work we have come to value: 

 Individuals and interactions over processes and tools. 

 Working software over comprehensive documentation. 

 Customer collaboration over contract negotiation.   

 Responding to change over following a plan.   

That is, while there is value in the items on the right, we value the items on the left more.” 

(Beck et al., 2001) 

The title ‘The Manifesto for Agile Software Development’ can lead to think that is only 

applicable to the software development environment, but the values and principles 

described in the Manifesto can easily be applied to many other businesses (Cho, 2008, 

p.188; Measey, 2015, p.4). These values were the result of a rebellion against a rigid, 

bureaucratic, with excessive documentation and process-driven project management 

style; opposed to a more human-oriented, fluid and dynamic orientation (Cobb, 2011, 

p.44). The first value implies that a team composed by motivated people that interact 
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effectively is much more important to deliver value to the customer than having the best 

processes and tools, which will not be useful if people are not committed to them. The 

second value of Agile shows its value delivering focus, since it aims to measure progress 

with small size deliveries of working features that the customer can use straight away, 

instead of generating extensive project progress documentation. The third value looks at 

the importance of creating a collaborative and open relationship between the customer 

and the supplier, in which both are aware of the fact that without this collaboration an 

effective solution cannot be obtained. This is that in Agile contracts, the main focus is to 

generate an iterative product development process where collaboration between all the 

stakeholders is fundamental. Finally, the fourth value makes reference to the fact that, 

even though in Agile an up-front planning is needed, these plans are expected to change 

as the project develops, since they are just the best guess forecast based on previous 

project experiences (Measey, 2015, p.5-6). It is important to mention that the four Agile 

values should not be misinterpreted. They are calling for a shift in emphasis which does 

not mean that the items on the right are not important anymore, but that the items on the 

left are more critical for the project delivery (Cobb, 2011, p.39). 

 

These four values, presented in the Agile Manifesto, are supported by 12 Agile principles 

that serve as a practical guideline for the different Agile frameworks. These principles 

are: 

1- Our highest priority is to satisfy the customer through early and continuous 

delivery of valuable software. 
This principle makes explicit the focus of Agile of delivering value to the customer 

as much frequently, consistently and regularly as possible (Measey, 2015, p.6). 

However, in order to achieve this goal, the whole PM process needs to be supported 

by customer’s ability to actively engage in the project, providing feedback and inputs 

in order to be as much involved as possible (Cobb, 2011, p.40).  

2- Welcome changing requirements, even late in development. Agile processes 

harness change for the customer's competitive advantage. 
Change control has always been an important aspect of PM, but most of the time the 

focus is on controlling the PM process in order to stick to the original plan so that 

change is not needed (Cobb, 2011, p.40). This principle shows the value of embracing 

change that APM comprises (van Waardenburg & van Vliet, 2013, p.2155). APM 

manages change through its focus on the empirical process, allowing the team to 

constantly react to feedbacks by adding value for the customer (Measey, 2015, p.7). 

3- Deliver working software frequently, from a couple of weeks to a couple of 

months, with a preference to the shorter timescale. 
Agile methodologies usually start working from the beginning of the project, having 

constant delivery cycles, lasting usually between 2 and 4 weeks (van Waardenburg 

& van Vliet, 2013, p.2155). This principle makes reference to the delivery cycle, 

which is very useful since it gives to the team the opportunity to constantly receive 

feedbacks from the customer regarding the previous delivery and decide the work to 

be done in the next period (Measey, 2015, p.7) 

4- Business people and developers must work together daily throughout the project. 
This principle makes a significant difference in comparison with the other standard 

PM methods, since it increases the importance of the people involved in the project 

(Cobb, 2011, p.40) and of customer collaboration (Dybå & Dingsøyr, 2008, p.844). 

In addition, it suggests that a close collaborative working relationship amongst the 
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customer, stakeholders and the team (Cho, 2008, p.188; Cobb, 2011, p.40; Measey, 

2015, p.7) is needed for the project’s success. 

5-Build projects around motivated individuals. Give them the environment and 

support they need, and trust them to get the job done. 
Certainly, building projects around motivated people will provide positive outcomes 

for any PM methodology (Cobb, 2011, p.41). However, this principle implies that to 

obtain high level of motivation is necessary to systematically delegate 

responsibilities and trust people more. However, delegating and trusting more 

implies the loss of a centralised control of the project (Cobb, 2011, p.41; Dybå & 

Dingsøyr, 2008, p.844). 

6- The most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and within 

a development team is face-to-face conversation. 
Ineffective communication is one of the most common reasons for projects’ failures 

(Cho, 2008, p.193). Communication is not only about the message: a lot of 

information is delivered through visual cues and body language, as a result written 

communication often leads to misunderstandings (Measey, 2015, p.8). For these 

reasons, it is important to acknowledge that emails and written documents are not the 

most effective communication tools (Cobb, 2011, p.41; Measey, 2015, p.8). APM 

encourages face-to-face communication and to operate within small teams in order 

to minimise communication distortions and problematics (Measey, 2015, p.8). 

7- Working software is the primary measure of progress. 
This principle is aligned to the third Agile value, it shows the commitment in 

measuring the progress of the project only in terms of delivered value to the customer 

(Measey, 2015, p.8). However, working software might not be applicable to all the 

projects as a primary measure of progress, that is why the delivered value unit should 

be defined by the customer or sponsor in other types of projects (Cobb, 2011, p.43). 

8- Agile processes promote sustainable development. The sponsors, developers, and 

users should be able to maintain a constant pace indefinitely. 
The meaning of sustainable pace is that the amount of work allocated to each member 

of the team should be manageable and feasible during the normal working hours 

(Cobb, 2011, p.42). It is understood that periods of higher working loads may occur, 

but they should be limited in time, as - if prolonged - they may cause high stress 

conditions and burn-outs, leading to potentially lose a member of the team or corner 

cutting important tasks (Measey, 2015, p.8). 

9- Continuous attention to technical excellence and good design enhances agility. 
One of the main characteristics of APM is to constantly deliver working software, in 

which every deliverable serves as a base for the next cycle in order to achieve the 

final product. However, if a team is not attentive enough to the technical excellence 

and good design from the beginning of the project, this can lead to have major 

problems in the future (Measey, 2015, p.9). 

10- Simplicity - the art of maximizing the amount of work not done - is essential. 
This principle is a direct link with “Lean” thinking, which means to focus on the most 

effective way to deliver value to the customer, reducing waste and delivering the 

simplest unit of value (Measey, 2015, p.9). In other words, projects should not be 

overcharged with unnecessary overly complex requirements. Simplicity can lead to 

reduce complexity and increase the speed of a project delivery (Cobb, 2011, p.42). 
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11- The best architectures, requirements, and designs emerge from self-organizing 

teams. 
Agile teams are set up as self-organising entities, allowing team members to be more 

autonomous, empowered and involved (Tessem, 2014, p.888; Stettina & Hörz, 2015, 

p.146; Drury et al., 2012, p.1247-1248), to collaborate more and to get involved in 

new and different aspects of the work (Moe et al., 2011, p.854). McHugh et al. (2011, 

p.98-100) claim that these aspects of self-organising teams improve motivational 

levels, which have a direct impact on team performances (Measey, 2015, p.92). 

Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that Self-organising teams tend to perform 

better in complex delivery environment, as showed in the work of Orsburn (1990). 

 

12- At regular intervals, the team reflects on how to become more effective, then 

tunes and adjusts its behaviour accordingly. 
Agile deliveries follow an empirical process, in which after each cycle the team 

reflects on what went right and what went wrong. They learn from their mistakes and 

apply corrective actions for the next cycle (Measey, 2015, p.10). As the cycles are 

short, Agile teams have more opportunities to learn and reflect on their mistakes 

(Cobb, 2011, p.43). 

These 12 principles, according to Measey (2015, p.6-10), serve as a guideline for the 

application of any Agile methodology. It is interesting to notice that most of them have 

human focus rather than a process focus. They focus on having a motivated team that 

constantly collaborates with the customer. The team should be able to self-organise in 

order to communicate effectively and achieve a constant working pace. They also remind 

that Agile is an empirical process embracing change, ensuring that the project 

management process is as lean as possible by constantly measuring progress with the 

customer. 

 

When applying the Agile principles into project management, there are some fundamental 

differences with the ‘waterfall’ approach: ‘waterfall’ follows a defined process, while 

Agile Project Management follows an empirical one. An empirical process can be defined 

as a continuous learning process, in which an inspection of the delivery environment is 

carried out in order to adapt the way of doing things to the environment changes (Measey, 

2015, p.22). It is composed by three main pillars: Transparency, Inspection and 

Adaptation (Cho, 2008, p.121; Measey, 2015, p.22). Transparency means that any aspect 

of the process that can have a significant impact on the outcome has to be shared amongst 

everyone involved in the project. The last two pillars are referred to as the ‘inspect and 

adapt’ process (Cho, 2008, p.191; Measey, 2015, p.23). Although there are different types 

of empirical models that APM methods use, they share some similarities in their 

underlying structures. By way of explanation, most of them recognize four phases: 

identify what to do, do the work, measure results and analyse the results. This will 

generate the ‘inspect and adapt’ process based on the gained knowledge (Measey, 2015, 

p.23).  
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There are several Agile Frameworks that have been developed for different purposes. 

However, the explanation in details of each of them is not part of the scope of this 

research. For this reason, only the generic APM process will be explained so to create the 

context of what will follow. The business orientation aspect will determine which 

framework to use. Most of the specialized frameworks have a similar generic structure 

that can be divided into three categories: Products, Process and Roles (Measey, 2015, 

p.38), as presented on Figure 4. As we can see, the information of the project is shared 

between the team, the stakeholders, and the customer in the form of backlog (stories). 

With this information the team delivers incremental batches of working product to the 

customer, at the end of each iteration (so-called ‘sprint’). During each sprint the team 

continuously changes the planification by refining the sprint backlog. Everyone can 

monitor the status of the sprint or project by using the visual board. Once the product 

increment is delivered from the iteration/sprint, the team and customer meet. This phase, 

called ‘show and tell’ instance, allows the team to gather feedbacks in order to acquire 

knowledge on what is needed to be changed in the next sprint and in the project backlog. 

In addition, the team has a ‘retrospective’ instance in which they analyse what went right 

and wrong during the sprint in order to improve. All this process is overseen by the Agile 

Lead, who is responsible for facilitating and enabling the Agile process and for coaching 

the team (Cho, 2008, p.192; Measey, 2015, p.38-39). 

 

 
Figure 4. Generic Agile framework diagram (Measey, 2015, p.38) 

Each APM framework has its own terminology and structure. However, most of them 

have a similar core structure and roles. In the majority of the frameworks there are at least 

four main roles: 

 Customer: he is the actor who gives the vision of the product and makes the 

decisions about what should be done and in what priority. He is usually referred 

as the product owner. The customer will be responsible for signing off as ‘done’ 

some stories at the end of each sprint. (Cobb, 2011, p.102; Measey, 2015, p.43) 

 The Team: They are the ones who receive the stories from the customer, and 

divide the stories into small tasks. The team defines the duration of the work and 
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how to distribute the tasks amongst the members. By examining the progresses 

achieved during daily stand-up meetings, the team decides how to best organise 

themselves in order to deliver the maximum value to the customer. (Cobb, 2011, 

p.103; Measey, 2015, p.45) 

 Agile Lead: This actor has a multifaceted role. His main responsibility is to enable 

the team to self-organise and to continually improve. The Agile lead should 

provide a safe environment in which people will not be afraid of trying new things, 

having in mind to learn from their mistakes. The team lead must be someone with 

Agile experience and a profound knowledge of Agile. (Cobb, 2011, p.102; 

Measey, 2015, p.48) 

 Stakeholders:The stakeholders in Agile can be defined as any person or group 

that can help to deliver value to the customer. Stakeholders should ensure that the 

interests of the group they are part of are represented in the project (Cobb, 2011, 

p.103; Measey, 2015, p.50) 

 

Agile teams are usually small in size (Drury-Grogan & O’Dwyer, 2013, p.1097). One of 

their most important characteristics is that they are set up as self-organising teams, 

meaning that they decide in autonomy how the work should be done and how long it takes 

to do it (Drury-Grogan & O’Dwyer, 2013, p.1110; Moe et al., 2011, p.853; Tessem, 2014, 

p.888; Stettina & Hörz, 2015, p.146). This moves the locus of decision making from an 

individual and centralised set up, focused on the project manager role, to a shared and 

decentralised approach involving all the team (Moe et al., 2011, p.853). Drury et al. (2012, 

p.1247-1248) add that empowerment and involvement in decision making characterise 

APM, an aspect that is particularly appreciated by team members, even-though Agile 

teams tend to be more involved in tactical and operational decisions rather than strategic 

ones. This approach to decision making allows to increase the occasions of collaboration 

between stakeholders that have different backgrounds and goals, and allows team 

members to get involved in new areas different from their specialisation (Moe et al., 2011, 

p.854.).  However, several factors may influence negatively the capacity to self-organise 

of Agile teams. These factors have been studied by several authors and can be synthesised 

in: failure in communicating properly strategic goals to the team, creating misalignment 

with the tactical decision taken at a team level; having an unstable resource availability; 

the team failing to collaborate properly because of conflicting priorities; lack of 

commitment to the decisions taken and lack of team’s empowerment or ownership (Drury 

et al., 2012, p.1245-1247; Moe et al., 2011, p.860).    

 

Furthermore, the self-organising characteristic of the team allows its members to learn 

and adapt constantly during the project process. This principle is based on the 

understanding that software development is a knowledge-based work, and that the 

knowledge worker knows more about his job than his boss does (Drucker, 2001, p.135). 

Self-organising teams tend to perform better in a complex delivery environment, such as 

the software development industry, as explained by Orsburn (1990, p.27). This type of 

teams will be characterized by: having a fast decision making process, high motivational 

levels due to the sense of autonomy and increased levels of initiative and continuous 

improvement. McHugh et al (2011, p.98-100), who studied APM motivational and 

demotivational factors amongst project’s members, confirmed that APM has overall a 

positive influence on the motivational levels. This motivation was driven by the greater 
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interaction and discussions, feedback, support and communication that are typical of 

APM teams. However, there are some factors that can demotivate team members, such 

as the increased level of stress for certain people due to the higher requirements in 

visibility and accountability, the continuous need to dedicate time to meetings, and the 

difficulty related to managing complex tasks in a short time frame.     

 

Furthermore, the role of the Agile lead is very important, since he is responsible to pass 

the knowledge of the Agile principles, processes and practices to the team through 

coaching and training (Adkins, 2010, p.76). The Agile lead should gain the credibility of 

the team by applying a servant leadership style, facilitating its self-organisation and 

supporting the team in achieving its tasks. McAvoy & Butler (2009, p.381) argue further 

that an Agile lead should play the role of the devil’s advocate, by questioning assumptions 

and making emerge aspects that have been overlooked because of team socio-

psychological dynamics. Moreover, the Agile lead should guide his team to identify areas 

of their processes that can be improved and supervise the expected improvements 

(Measey, 2015, p. 48-50).  

 

Finally, while APM implementation delivers several benefits to individuals and the team 

dynamics, in the medium and long term, managing how the transition towards the Agile 

framework is done should not be neglected (Moe et al., 2009, p.489). The implementation 

of APM in an organisation can be very complex and it has to deal with aspects like 

individual egos, change of culture, resistance to change, which for being solve will require 

the upper management engagement in the transition process (Campanelli & Parreiras, 

2015, p.86). In order to succeed in the implementation of Agile within an organization, 

the identity of the organisation (i.e., the standard way of interacting with the world), needs 

to be aligned with the APM values and principles. This means to change from an 

individual work to self-managing teams, which requires a reorientation for all the 

organisation and not only for the team members  (Moe et al., 2009, p.489). This is called 

the Agile mindset, requiring the organisation to be Agile and not simply to put in practice 

the Agile methodology. This mindset goes further than the tools and practices, as Measey 

(2015, p.12) says “Agile is a journey, not a destination and the best the organisation can 

hope for, is that teams become more Agile by embedding the Agile mindset deeper inside 

themselves and the organisation”. This transition takes time and resources, and requires 

management to focus on managing and developing standard teamwork skills, as well as 

trust and shared mental models in order to make this transition successful  (Moe et al., 

2009, p.490). 

 

As stated previously, it has not been possible to find any literature describing or studying 

the connections between APM and sustainability in general. Similarly, no academic or 

practitioners’ references were found to support the research on social sustainability 

aspects in APM. However, APM seems to deal with concepts similar to the one taken into 

account in social sustainability, if we consider Missimer et al. (2016a, 2016b) definition 

of it. 
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First of all, it is understood that APM influences organisations as a whole, as in order to 

implement APM successfully it is not only required to apply new procedures, but also to 

change the organisational mindset. Moreover, according to Agile theory, APM 

frameworks offer a solution in order to adapt to the complex and uncertain environment 

surrounding the organisations. According to Luhmann’s (1995, p.2) definition of social 

systems – divided into interactions, organisations, and societies – it is possible to say that 

organisations are complex and adaptive social systems, which is exactly the type of 

systems studied by Missimer et al. (2016a) framework. Moreover, Gareis et al. (2013, 

p.35) go one step further by differentiating Luhmann’s ‘organisations’ into permanent 

and temporary organisations and claim that if projects are perceived as temporary 

organizations, they can also be perceived as social systems, making also projects suitable 

systems for this analysis.  

 

Furthermore, by analysing the APM values and APM principles, some of the concepts 

considered by Missimer et al. (2016a), in particular the five higher level social aspects of 

adaptive capacities (Diversity; Capacity to Self-Organise; Capacity to Learn; Trust; 

Meaning-Making) were found to be often present also in the APM literature: 

 Trust: Trust has been found as a fundamental concept in Agile Project 

Management. In describing APM practices, “Trust” is cited as a central feature to 

promote employees’ motivation - 5th and 8th APM principle - (Measey, 2015, 

p.92-99), to support employees’ self-organisation capacities - 11th APM principle 

- (Measey, 2015, p.97-99), to improve collaboration between the Agile team roles, 

customer included - 6th APM principle - (Measey, 2015, p.70-75), and an 

indispensable aspect of delivering value frequently - 3rd APM principle - 

(Measey, 2015, p.107-108). 

 Capacity to Self-Organise: Self organising teams are at the core of the 11th 

principle of APM: “The best architectures, requirements and designs emerge from 

self-organising teams” (Beck et al., 2001). 

 Capacity to Learn: Learning and finding new solutions are the essential aspects 

of the empirical process characterising APM. Reference to the empirical process 

can be found in the 12th principle of APM: “At regular intervals, the team reflects 

on how to become more effective, then tunes and adjusts its behaviour 

accordingly” (Beck et al., 2001). 

 Meaning-Making: Although meaning-making is not directly cited, we found that 

an important feature of an effective APM implementation is possible only when 

the organisation embraces the Agile Mindset and not only its set of procedures 

and methodologies (Measey, 2015, p.47). Agile Mindset, as described previously, 

influences the organisation’s culture, contributing to meaning creation for 

individuals operating within the organisation. 

 Diversity: No clear references to diversity or similar concepts have been found in 

the APM values and principles. 
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These high level interconnections, four out of five aspects of adaptive capacities, show 

that there is research potential of exploring the similarities between social sustainability 

and APM. However, while these elements may suggest a connection, it is believed that 

there is not enough evidences to formulate an hypothesis on how these connections work, 

and which are the specific elements of APM generating a socially sustainable impact 

within the organisation. This exploration is intended to be done through an empirical 

research of the aspects described by Missimer et. al. (2016b, p.3-7) - Health; Influence; 

Competence; Impartiality; Meaning-Making – that is necessary not to degrade in order to 

maintain a socially sustainable system. The empirical research will aim to explore if these 

links, suggested by a higher level values analysis, are systematically confirmed by 

avoiding to degrade the fundamental factors of social sustainability in an APM 

environment. 
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3 Research Methodology 

In this chapter the methodological assumptions that drive the present research will be 

presented. First, the research philosophy is going to be explained based on the authors’ 

understanding of the theory in study. Secondly, the research orientations are explained 

in detail, describing the research approach, purpose and strategy. These three aspects 

lead to the building of the research design, in which the method, ethical consideration 

and quality aspects of the present research are exposed. 

 

Philosophy refers to the first ideas and abstract means used to inform and develop our 

research (Creswell, 2012, p.16). It is essential to be aware of the philosophical 

commitment we make as business and management researchers (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.108). Defining the philosophical stance is useful for researchers as it allows to grasp a 

deeper and wider perspective of the studied phenomena and define clearer purpose within 

the wider context (Carson et al., 2001, p.1). 

 

Ontology is the philosophical study concerning the nature of reality. It deals with 

questions related to which entities exist or may be said to exist and how such entities may 

be grouped, connected within a hierarchy, and subdivided according to similarities and 

differences (Long et al., 2000, p.190). In the business management and social sciences 

research fields, this relates to the assumptions on the nature of reality researchers have 

and their commitment to a particular view. Ontology is separated between two main 

opposite points of view (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.36): objectivism - the notion that an 

objective reality exists, independently from the social actors living within it (Saunders et 

al., 2009, p.109) - and subjectivism/constructivism - that sees reality as multiple and 

relative, as meaning is dependent on the observer perspective (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988, 

p.509). The subjectivist/constructivist ontology focuses on understanding the phenomena 

studied, considering multiple perceptions of realities, perspectives, and considering the 

context in which the phenomena takes place (Carson et al., 2001, p.5).  

 

As this thesis focuses on exploring the similarities between the social sustainability and 

Agile project management (APM) concepts, the ontological approach that better fits this 

purpose is the subjectivist/constructivist one. Following the first literature review done to 

approach the subject, several reasons were found to support this claim. First, the 

understanding of the sustainability concept itself is a term that naturally generates 

different interpretations (Christen & Schmidt, 2012, p.401) and that has created a 

multiplicity of competing and overlapping definitions, according to the different 

perspective taken (Chasin, 2014, p.343). This highlights how sustainability is intrinsically 

a human construct and, in order to define it, it is important to understand the different 

point of views and perceptions of people studying and applying it. Similarly, the social 

aspect of sustainability has not found a common and agreed definition yet. This is due to 

the difficulties in framing such a complex and subjective construct, comprising multiple 

and overlapping social sciences concepts (Dempsey et al., 2011, p.290), and for which it 

has been said that the number and variety of contributions have led to create a conceptual 

chaos on the subject (Vallance et al., 2011, p.342). Due to these many and varied 

contributions, generated from different perspectives, we understand the social 
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sustainability concept as socially constructed. It is believed that analysing these different 

perspectives - possible only if it is accepted that several perspectives may be valid and 

meaningful - will deliver value to this analysis and will help to shape the understanding 

of the subject.  In relation to APM, the literature review done pointed out that APM is 

defined by a series of practices, but more important by a series of values and principles 

(Conforto et al., 2014, p.22). Conforto et al. (2016, p.661) claims further that actually 

differences of interpretation on the operationalisation of these values and principles 

generated multiple “agility constructs”. Measey (2015, p.11) further claimed: “Agile is 

not about ‘doing’ Agile, it is about ‘being Agile’ and having an Agile mindset”. Once 

more, the belief that concepts as mindset, principles and values may be better studied 

through a subjectivist approach supports the idea that a subjectivist/constructivist 

ontology better fits the research purposes. 

 

Epistemology is the branch of philosophy concerned with the theory of knowledge. The 

debate on epistemology within business research methodologies concerns what composes 

acceptable knowledge (Saunders et al., 2009, p.112). Epistemological stances consider as 

acceptable knowledge a wide spectrum of phenomena, at which extremes we can find the 

positivist approach and at the opposite the interpretivist one. The differences between 

what is considered knowledge in the two approaches is deeply different (Hudson & 

Ozanne, 1988, p.511). An extreme is defined by the positivist stance that considers only 

credible data, facts, focusing on causality and law like generalisations, while at the other 

side interpretivism considers subjective meanings, reasons, experiences that are time and 

context bound to explain social phenomena (Saunders et al., 2009, p.119). Hudson & 

Ozanne (1988, p.511) further describe the differences between the two opposite views 

concerning the positivist tendency to focus on trying to derive an abstract, general 

formulation of the phenomenon studied, while the interpretivist approach focuses on a 

particularistic account, trying to include as many details as possible to the analysis, and 

delivering a “thick” description of the phenomenon studied, with which however, it is 

difficult to create generalizable knowledge. 

 

The interpretivist point of view aligns well with the subjectivist/constructivist ontological 

stance, and the type of information the research aims to analyse. This research will focus 

on the impact that the application of the APM values, mindset and practices have on the 

social dynamics of people operating within such context, evaluating if this impact is in 

line with the social sustainability principles. It is indeed the particularity and the details 

of the social interactions happening within the Agile Project Management context that are 

the subject of this study. As a positivist view would not consider these data as valid, only 

the interpretivist’s approach to knowledge will allow to explore the perceptions and 

feelings aimed to be analysed. 

 

Axiology studies judgements about personal values. The researcher's values play a role 

in the research process and taking this into account is important, as it influences the 

credibility of the results (Saunders et al., 2009, p.116). Consistently with the previous 

philosophical assumptions it is assumed that the research is value-bounded, that the 

researchers contribute to meaning creation, and that these values must be taken into 

consideration during the analysis (Carson et al., 2001, p.6). As researchers, our 
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understanding of the topics and our previous experiences may influence several aspects 

of this work, as: choice of research area; formulation of research questions; choice of 

method; research design; data collection and its analysis; and the conclusions (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015, p.40). In order to assist the reader in evaluating this influence, it has been tried 

to apply self-reflection (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.40). The result of this process is the 

analysis described below. 

 

Both authors come from an industrial engineering and project management academic 

background, and both had some years of experience in international organisations 

exposing them to a multicultural and complex environment. They understand the social 

dynamics taking place in the organisational context as complex and not mechanistic and 

believe it can have a major influence on the performances of the organisation. 

Furthermore, both authors’ interest in sustainability and how to apply it within our current 

societal setting started several years ago. The authors acknowledge that these elements 

have been a key driver for the choice of the research subject. Despite this common 

background, differences as the cultural setting in which they were raised - Chile and Italy 

- as well as specific professional experiences (Business Analysis and Operations 

Management) were considered as resources to enrich the research’s vision as well as a 

starting point from which initiates the analysis. 

 

Assumptions and preconceptions play also a role in evaluating the potential researcher’s 

influence. The two main preconceptions that the authors of this work identified are their 

personal stance on social sustainability, and their belief that a connection between APM 

and social sustainability exists. While it is true that a subjectivist approach to research is 

value-bounded, this should not diminish the research quality. The main preconception the 

authors identified is their understanding of social sustainability. According to both, social 

sustainability is often confused with an equalitarian model of society, which however lead 

to utopic modelisation of the social sustainability definition or plan of action. This 

preconception certainly influenced the choice of the social sustainability definition, even 

more considering that it has not been possible to find a real agreement amongst 

academician. However, in order to mitigate negative implications of this choice, an 

evaluation of the potential drawbacks and strenghts of the framework chosen was carried 

out and explained at the end of the social sustainability section (section 2.1). The second 

preconception, related to the belief that the connection between APM and social 

sustainability might exist, certainly drove the decision on the topic for this thesis, but need 

to be taken into account as it may bias the findings analysis. In order to mitigate this 

aspect, the authors tried to be constantly aware of the potential influence that their 

perception may have on the interpretation of subective concepts, as the one studied in this 

research, and applied to the research a rigorous method that could ensure the highest 

transparency. An example of this rigorous method is to rely on the extraction from the 

interviews of “in vivo” codes to categorise the concepts used during the analysis, intead 

than relying on a pure interpretation of the researchers. 
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The research orientation section aims to describe in further details the research aspects 

that are going to guide the further research methods, data collection and analysis. The 

aspects presented in this section are the Research Approach, Research Purpose and 

Research Strategy. 

 

The research orientation, as it is intended in this thesis, refers to the considerations linking 

the philosophical stances previously described to the research design. However, there are 

several ways to define the research orientation. Creswell (2014, p.13) argues that in order 

to decide the preferred orientation it is fundamental to consider the intent or question/s to 

be answered. The intent of the research is generated by analysing what currently exists 

(academic literature) and what needs to be researched (Creswell, 2014, p.13). Depending 

on the type of existing literature on the field studied what needs to be researched may be 

deeply different. Further elements to take into consideration are the fundamental 

philosophical assumptions of the researchers and their interests and skills (Ghauri & 

Gronhaug, 2010, p.14). The alignment between the researchers’ values, philosophical 

stances, methods used and data collected is fundamental to obtain coherent and valid 

knowledge (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010, p.15). 

 

Saunders et al. (2009, p.124-127) define two research approaches: deductive and 

inductive. Deduction and induction are the two main alternative strategies to link research 

to theory (Bryman, 2016, p.23). Through deduction, the researcher, formulates a 

hypothesis logically built from the existing knowledge - academic literature- and draws 

conclusions by testing and validating empirically these hypotheses (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 

2010, p.15). Deduction is characterized by generalizability and structured methodology, 

as the results of the research should be replicable. The inductive approach has been 

developed to answer social scientists’ concerns regarding the lack of focus in the 

deductive approach on the way humans interpret the social world (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.126). It is claimed that these subjective interpretations, if studied within their context, 

offer a better understanding of social phenomena and a tool to find alternative 

explanations to them (Saunders et al., 2009, p.126). Induction, in research, initiates from 

the definition of a problem (from academic literature or real life), empirically examines 

it, and synthesizes the empirical information obtained to build a new contribution to 

theory (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010, p.14). An important feature of the inductive approach 

is that, as it interpoles conclusions out of specific observations, its results are hardly 

generalisable (Bryman, 2016, p.23). A third type of research approach is defined by the 

term: “abductive”. Abduction is a type of research approach aiming at overcoming the 

limitations related to purely inductive or purely deductive research by applying a 

combination of both (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 27). The abductive approach is often 

associated with the term ‘discovery’, which is one of the reason it is often used to conduct 

grounded theory researches(Reichertz, 2009, para. 16). With an abductive approach the 

research process aims to find an order or rules defining the phenomena studied using an 

intellectual effort (Reichertz, 2009, para. 16).  

To understand which approach was better suited for this thesis, it has been necessary to 

analyse the research’s intent and the academic knowledge available. The process followed 

to determine this thesis focus has been characterised by a series of iterations - 

continuously reviewing literature and re-focusing attention on specific aspects of the field 
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analysed – that led from initially researching interconnections between sustainability and 

project management to the final decision to direct all efforts on the possible 

interconnections between the concept of Social Sustainability and Agile Project 

Management frameworks. The subject chosen seemed to be a completely new 

perspective, according to the literature review, lacking any previous theoretical 

contribution. Nevertheless, it is true that some similarities were found between elements 

of APM and social sustainability in the academic literature (section 2.5). However, it is 

believed that this similarities do not constitute a solid base on which to build theoretical 

hyotheses, as they are based exclusively on the recognition of utilisation of similar terms 

in the two fields. It was thus necessary to build this new contribution to theory directly 

from the empirical observations from the field, approach that can be associated with an 

inductive research as described previously.  

 

To define the research purpose it is required to analyse the problem structure (Ghauri & 

Gronhaug, 2010, p.56). Three main research purposes are: Exploratory (unstructured 

problem); Descriptive (structured problem); and Causal/Explanatory (structured 

problem) (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010), p.56; Saunders et al., 2009, p.138).  

 

For the present research it was believed that the best fitted approach is the exploratory 

one. An exploratory study is useful to seek new insights, to clarify understanding of the 

nature of a problem, and to assess phenomena under new perspectives (Saunders et al., 

2009, p.139). Features that are believed essential to approach the problem this thesis aims 

to analyse: the interconnections between the Agile project management framework and 

the principles of social sustainability. As it is highlighted in the literature review and in 

the introduction, these interconnections have never been explored - to the extent of our 

knowledge -, leaving a completely open question not only to the direct answer of this 

problem, but also on how to frame the research effort for this solution. 

Exploratory research demands flexibility (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010, p.56), which entails 

the capability to be able to eventually change the research approach or goals according to 

the new elements gathered during the research itself, continuously trying to move from 

an initial broad focus of the research to a narrower one (Saunders et al., 2009, p.140). 

Furthermore, it is suggested to gather as much a priori information as possible (Saunders 

et al., 2009, p.140) - done in this case through a thorough literature review on social 

sustainability and APM - and interviews with “experts” to construct explanation (Ghauri 

& Gronhaug, 2010, p.56). 

 

The two major research strategies are the qualitative and quantitative strategy. It is 

claimed that the main difference between the two is that in quantitative research the 

collected data are quantifiable and measurable, while qualitative research generates non-

numerical data usually by analysing words and their meanings (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 

2010, p.104). Some authors claim further that the distinction between the two research 

strategies differs with respect to their philosophical orientation (Bryman, 2016, p.32). 

According to this view, quantitative strategies align with a deductive approach to test 

hypotheses created from theory, a positivist epistemological stance incorporating the 

practices and norms of the natural scientific model, and embodies a view of social reality 

as external and objective proper of the ontological objectivist stance (Bryman, 2016, 
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p.32). By contrast, the qualitative strategy emphasises an inductive approach focusing on 

generating theory (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010, p.106), a subjectivist epistemological view 

insisting on understanding how individuals interpret the social world, and embodies a 

subjectivist/constructivist ontological view (Bryman, 2016, p.33).  A third strategy, that 

is developed formally as a research methodology some three decades ago, is the mixed 

method strategy (Creswell, 2014, p.1). The mixed method strategy is described as using 

both quantitative and qualitative data, integrating them, and drawing interpretations based 

on strengths of both data sets to resolve the research problems (Creswell, 2014, p.2). 

 

For the present work it was chosen a qualitative research strategy, because of the nature 

of the research question. The aim of this research is to understand a phenomena instead 

of measuring it, therefore the data to be collected would be qualitative in nature. 

Furthermore, as described above, choosing a qualitative strategy for this thesis allows to 

maintain a methodological alignment with the other philosophical positions. Finally, 

choosing a qualitative research strategy is also in line with the suggestion to choose the 

research strategy according to the state of development of the theoretical area researched. 

Edmondson & McManus (2007, p.1157) describe a matrix that identifies the best fitting 

strategy to research for nascent, intermediate, and mature fields of studies. As the focus 

of this investigation has never been explored so far, and considering also the fact that both 

project management and sustainability, and APM fields are young fields of research, it is 

possible to affirm that this thesis refers to a “nascent” field, for which the qualitative 

strategy is the best suited (Edmondson & Mcmanus, 2007, p.1168). 

 

The research design section aims to describe in further details the operational approach 

to the empirical research conducted. The research operational approach is strongly 

influenced by the research qualitative method chosen, the ethical aspects influencing the 

researcher’s work, and the quality, validity, and reliability considerations taken into 

account. 

 

There are several inquiry strategies available to researchers, and all of them can be used 

in all the three type of research purposes: exploratory; descriptive; and 

causal/explanatory. Research inquiry strategies can be used by themselves or in 

combination to maximise their strengths or limit their weaknesses depending on the 

context of study (Yin, 2009, p.xix). It is important to highlight that there is no inquiry 

strategy that is by nature superior to the others, but each of them will be better suited to 

answer specific research questions and meet the objectives of the research (Saunders et 

al., 2009, p.141). It is also argued that some inquiry strategies are better fitted to answer 

research problems based on deductive/quantitative approaches and others for 

inductive/qualitative researches (Saunders et al., 2009, p.141). The inquiry strategies that 

are usually associated with the inductive/qualitative researches are: ethnography; 

grounded theory; and case study.  

 

Ethnography is a strategy of inquiry that aims to describe the social world by taking the 

perspective of the individuals inhabiting it (Fetterman, 2010, p.1; Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.149). The researcher needs to immerse herself/himself into the context studied, and 

becoming as much as possible part of it. This approach requires usually a lot of time as it 

is carried on by extensive participants’ observation, it requires a high degree of flexibility 
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and responsiveness to change in the research environment, and may present difficulties 

related to negotiating access with the participants (Fetterman, 2010, p.2) 

 

Grounded theory is often described as the best strategy to exemplify the inductive 

approach, as it emphasizes theory development and theory building as its final objectives 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.149). Grounded theory starts without the formation of a 

theoretical framework, developing new theory from a series of observations, that generate 

hypotheses, which are then tested with other observations confirming or refusing the 

predictions (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p.7). This inquiry strategy is considered as complex 

and “messy”, and requires a high degree of attention to avoid the easy mistake to 

mechanically examines data obtained, as grounded theory requires a high degree of 

creativity to interpret the observations done (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p.12; Saunders et 

al., 2009, p.149). 

 

Case studies are often defined as the study of social phenomena within their real life 

context, using multiple sources of evidence (Saunders et al., 2009, p.145), and are often 

associated to exploratory studies without being restricted exclusively to them (Yin, 2009, 

p.4). They enable the researcher to get a rich understanding of the context analysed and 

as they were recognised to be effective for answering “why?”, “how?”, and “what?” 

questions. Case studies are often used in exploratory and explanatory researches 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.146). Case study research is particularly useful to analyse 

variables and concepts difficult to quantify (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010, p.109). 

Furthermore, case studies can rely on a set of different data collections tool as interviews, 

observation, documentary analysis, and questionnaires.  

 

After the analysis of the possible options, it was decided to conduct this research using a 

case study inquiry strategy. The choice was based on the facts that such a methodology 

would allow us to understand the context in which APM practitioners operate and gather 

information both at an individual and at an organisational level. The flexibility also in the 

possible data tools choice was considered an advantage as it would allow to increase the 

possibility to obtain qualitative data, depending on the context it would be found. A 

further remark should be dedicated to the reason why it was decided not to choose the 

grounded theory strategy. Although this strategy is well suited for generating new theory, 

it is believed that in this specific case there are some reasons for preferring the case study 

approach. As there is an interest in using the similarities between the APM theoretical 

framework and the Social Sustainability theoretical framework as a guideline to 

investigate the interconnections between the two fields, it is believed that this would bias 

a purely grounded theory approach, which requires an observation without 

preconceptions (Saunders et al., 2009, p.149).  

 

There are four different types of case studies, differentiated between two dimensions 

(Yin, 2009, p47): Multiple Vs Single & Holistic Vs Embedded. As there is an interest in 

exploring a new perspective related to Agile Project Management, it was decided to focus 

on conducting an in depth single case study, focusing on all the organisation (holistic 

aspect) of a company that applies APM both as a methodology and as a mindset, but 

having experience in both Agile and Waterfall frameworks. The present research design 

can be classified as a collective type, since it is about an organisation, for which the data 

for the analysis are gathered from individuals (i.e Organisation members). Because of 

these characteristics, the unit of analysis can be defined as the organisation, specifically 

focusing in how the organisation works with APM (Yin, 2009, p.88-89). 
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Research ethics refer to the appropriateness of the researchers’ behaviour in relation to 

the rights of those who become the subject of their work, or that are affected by it 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.183). In the present research, the ethical aspect has been 

considered from the very beginning. As a result, it was conducted with great respect of 

the ethical standards, from the personal and professional level, doing a great effort to 

avoid any practice that could be considered unethical. However, this does not mean that 

the development of the present work was free of ethical issues, which were solved 

accordingly with the ethical guideline. It is necessary to acknowledge the fact that the 

relation between researchers and participants should be based on respect, trust and 

reciprocity (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.147; Saunders et al., 2009, p.201). This means to 

respect others’ right to privacy at all stages of the research project (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.201), emphasizing the importance of openness and honesty with all the interested 

parties, ensuring that the research delivers benefits for both sides (Bryman & Bell, 2015, 

p.147). Due to the fact that the owner of the selected company is a second-degree relative 

of one of the authors (National Cancer Institute), several precautions were taken in order 

to avoid any kind of conflict of interest (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.149) for the members 

of the company and the researchers participating in this work. 

 

First, all the participants had the right to voluntarily participate or withdraw from the 

research (Saunders et al., 2009, p.185). The present research complies with this statement; 

the researchers sent an invitation to participate to the owner of the company who 

forwarded it to his APM related collaborators. The invitation was composed by a 

presentation of the researchers as master students of Umeå University together with a 

broad description of the research. The description included an explanation of what would 

their participation consist of and the ethical boundaries that will protect their rights and 

privacy throughout the study (Saunders et al., 2009, p.185). Secondly, for the authors it 

was very important to avoid any action or omission that could harm the participants in 

any way, especially personal or professional development and career prospects or future 

employment (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.135). As a result, actions aiming to minimize the 

risk of embarrassment, stress, discomfort and coercion with the research participants were 

taken (Saunders et al., 2009, p.185). One of these actions was to obtain the informed 

consent of participation (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.139; Saunders et al., 2009, p.190).  

 

Overall, at the beginning of the interview, the participants were informed about the 

recording of the interview. It was also stated that both researchers would ensure 

anonymity and confidentiality in the use and treatment of all the information given during 

the interview (Saunders et al., 2009, p.194). In order to ensure anonymity and 

confidentiality of the interviewees some actions were taken as avoiding to use real names, 

but only codes (e.g. Respondent 1; Respondent 2; etc…), and avoiding to use the company 

name. The interviewees were also informed that the provided answers were going to be 

interpreted and displayed, in accordance to the data management ethics (Bryman & Bell, 

2015, p.146). All the participants agreed on these conditions, for which only after 

acquiring their consent the interview could start. Finally, all the interviews were 

conducted on a cordial and professional way, even if they were via Skype, in order to 

make the participants feel comfortable. 
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In order to assess the quality of the present research design it has to be considered the 

differences based on the research philosophical considerations. Positivist researchers will 

use the canons of scientific inquiry of reliability, while interpretivist will seek to adapt 

these canons to their research or use alternative constructs (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010, 

p.86). Tracy (2010, p.837) argues instead that qualitative studies need their own specific 

concepts to evaluate research quality. The present research design is based on the 

ontological view of subjectivism and epistemological interpretivist, as explained before, 

deriving in a qualitative research. Qualitative research has been often criticized because 

of the lack of consensus for assessing its quality, its trustworthiness often addressed 

within a polemic debate, comparing quantitative research against qualitative (Meyrick, 

2006, p.801). The vast range of qualitative philosophical approaches constitutes a barrier 

for applying one set of quality criteria as a guide for good qualitative research (Meyrick, 

2006, p.800; Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.277; Tracy, 2010, p.837).  

 

However, it has been concluded that some core principles similarities exist amongst this 

variety of qualitative research approaches (Meyrick, 2006, p.801). Deriving from these 

similarities, some alternatives to normalize the assessment of qualitative research have 

emerged in the literature. 

 

For instance, Bryman & Bell (2015, p.49-51) claim that the three most prominent criteria 

for the evaluation for business and management research are reliability, replication and 

validity. Similarly, Saunders et al (Saunders et al., 2009, p.156) explain that a good 

research design has to reduce the possibility of getting the answer of the research wrong, 

in order to assess the quality of the research design special attention should be put in 

reliability and validity. In addition, Meyrick (2006, p.803) based his work on identifying 

two core criteria amongst the different views of quality, which are transparency, as the 

disclosure of all relevant research processes, and systematicity as the use of a regular data 

collection and analytic process. Moreover, Guba & Lincoln (1994, p.114) propose two 

sets of criteria for qualitative research: trustworthiness, which englobes internal validity, 

external validity and reliability; and authenticity, which was divided into ontological, 

educative, catalytic and tactical authenticity. Furthermore, Yin (2009, p.40) explains that 

since the research design represents a logical set of statements, the quality of it can be 

judged according to a certain logical tests, which includes concepts such as 

trustworthiness, credibility, confirmability and data dependability. Finally, Tracy (2010, 

p.839) believe that it is possible to conceptualize the research quality in eight quality 

criteria that could be seen as the common criteria of a good research, without limiting 

these criteria to any specific paradigmatic practices. These eight criteria are: worthy topic, 

rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethics, and 

meaningful coherence. By understanding the importance of ensuring the research quality, 

the work considered both Yin’s (2009) and Tracy’s (2010) aspects of quality.  The former 

was considered due to the specific focus on case studies, while the latter was taken to 

ensure to consider specific aspects of qualitative research.  

 

Yin (2009, p.40) describes four tests that include the concepts mentioned above: 

Construct validity, Internal Validity, External Validity and Reliability. Bryman & Bell 

(2015, p.50) suggest that Construct validity applies mainly to quantitative research, but 

Yin (2009, p.42) still considers it and defines the following two steps: defining specific 

concepts that are related with the objectives of the study; identify specific measures for 

these concepts. These two steps are accomplished by reviewing the theoretical framework 
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of both APM and Social Sustainability, defining the unit of analysis of the case study, 

establishing the main concepts that are going to be studied and identifying which variables 

are going to be used to measure these concepts. This process is explained in detail in the 

upcoming Empirical Analysis and Findings Chapter. Moreover, the present research 

followed the three tactics described by Yin (2009, p42): multiple sources of evidence 

were used to gather information through several interviews; the chain of evidence was 

ensured by keeping records of the research process; and finally by reviewing the case 

study draft with key informants, such as the company and the supervisor. 

 

External validity is related to the issue of generalizability, which means whether the 

research findings are generalizable beyond the presented single case (Yin, 2009, p43). 

However, qualitative research findings are often considered as hardly generalizable, since 

they study a specific phenomenon, in a certain group or organisation, within a particular 

context (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.414; Yin, 2009, p.43). 

 

Therefore, generalization is not automatic and a theory should show through replication 

the same findings in different cases (Yin, 2009, p.44). The present research is not meant 

to be replicated, but expanded through the findings of future studies in the related fields 

(e.g. Project Management, Sustainability, etc..). The research objective is to look for a 

connection between two fields that have not been related before. For this reason, the 

findings provided are not intended to be generalised, but to serve as a starting point for 

future research. However, the theory used in this research can help to identify other 

possible cases in which its findings can be extended to the (Yin, 2009, p.43). As internal 

validity is related to explanatory studies (Yin, 2009, p.40), it was not considered as the 

present research has an exploratory nature.  

 

Regarding reliability, it aims to evaluate if the process of the research is reasonably stable 

and consistent over the time and across researchers and methods (Miles and Huberman, 

1994, p.278). Therefore, the goal of reliability is to minimize the error and biases in the 

study (Yin, 2009, p.45). In the present work, it was very important to provide a detailed 

description of the research method and procedures that can be used in order to repeat the 

present work (Yin, 2009, p.45), so to mitigate any type of possible bias in the research 

process. In order to ensure consistency, all the details about the research methodology, 

data collection and analysis techniques are explained in details through this document. 

Furthermore, in order to ensure reliability both researchers were involved in every process 

of the research having special attention to possible biases that could spoil the research 

findings. This was a main issue during the data collection and interpretation, specifically 

in the interview findings in which each researcher made his own interpretation of the 

answers and then a comparative check was made in order to ensure that the findings 

reflect what participants meant to say. 

 

Tracy’s (2010) aspects are then taken into consideration. While they show some 

similarities with Yin’s (2009) one, they have been the occasion to extend the qualitative 

analysis. The first aspect of Tracy (2010) is to have a Worthy Topic. According to Tracy 

(2010, p.840), the worthy topic criteria means that a good qualitative research should be: 

relevant, timely, significant, interesting, and conduct readers to think out of their 

common-sense (Tracy, 2010, p.840). As argued in the theoretical contribution section the 

present research is based on a worthy topic, as it tries to find connections between two 

theories - that so far have never been considered related - and that would provide new 

inputs to the studies on sustainability of project management.  
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The second criterion, Rich Rigor, suggests that a researcher needs to be adequately 

informed by theory and have abundant data as it will allow him to better identify the 

nuance and complexity of the research, to take better decisions and to transmit 

reasonability and appropriateness to the interviewees (Tracy, 2010, p.841). The authors 

have made an effort in reviewing as much relevant literature as possible in order to have 

a clear understanding of the topic and the research processes.  

 

Sincerity relates to the notions of authenticity and genuineness (Tracy, 2010, p.841). 

According to this principle, the researcher has to be honest and transparent about his 

biases, goals and weaknesses. Regarding this aspect, the present research has tried to be 

as transparent as possible in describing the research processes and the challenges 

encountered, as well as adopting self-reflection, as it can be seen in the limitations and 

further research section. 

 

The fifth criterion is Credibility of the research’s findings. This includes the concepts of 

trustworthiness, verisimilitude, and plausibility. One of the best ways to achieve 

credibility is by doing a thick description  (Tracy, 2010, p.843), that is having a deep 

insight into the meaning and context of the collected data. The present research followed 

a detailed qualitative analysis process in order to achieve this point. Furthermore, in order 

to overcome issues related to the usage of interpretation during the data analysis phase, 

systematic comparative checks were made in order to verify real meaning behind 

interviewee’s statements.  

 

Resonance aims to evaluate the capacity of the research to meaningfully reverberate and 

affect an audience  (Tracy, 2010, p.844). This can be achieved with having an aesthetic 

representation of the text, naturalistic generalizations and transferable findings (Tracy, 

2010, p.845). The present research has been written with a simple language in order to be 

understood by everyone. Moreover, despite the findings can not be considered 

generalisable, the model proposed can be easily used in other contexts.  

 

The quality aspect of Significant Contribution evaluates the impact on the existent 

literature  (Tracy, 2010, p.845). The present research have several theoretical and 

managerial contributions, explained in detail in sections 7.2 and 7.3. A further criterion 

considers Ethical aspects of the research, which are explained in details in section 3.3.2, 

and comply with the Tracy’s parameters (2010, p.847) - Procedural ethics; Situational 

ethics; Relational ethics; Exiting ethics.  

 

The last criterion, Meaningful Coherence, considers the methodological alignment of 

the research. In line with Tracy’s requirements (Tracy, 2010, p.847) a great attention has 

been dedicated to interconnect the research design, data collection and analysis with the 

research question and theoretical framework, as highlighted in the research 

methodologies and methods descriptions. 
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4 Empirical Method 

In this chapter of the research the empirical method details are explained. First, it is 

presented the description of the case study and the details of the selected company. 

Secondly, the data collection method and process is described, in which the details of the 

interviews planification, execution and constraints are presented. 

 

As the aim of the research is to study in-depth a single case, in order to select it has been 

considered important that the organisation selected would respect two fundamental 

parameters: to be implementing APM since at least two years – in order to avoid to study 

an organisation still struggling with the transition toward APM- ; and for the organisation 

to operate in a complex environment requiring companies to be able to adapt, in order to 

ensure to comply with the system’s characteristics required by Missimer et al. (2016a, 

p.2) framework. 

 

The case study presented in this research refers to a medium dimension (57 people) IT 

company based in London. The company’s business is focused on developing data-

management software for large enterprises, including some of the world’s leading banks. 

The company has over 15 years of experience in the industry and they started 

implementing the APM frameworks since 2014. The reason they decided to implement 

APM was related to the willingness of one of their leading project managers to adopt it 

for a new product development project. The company today has no doubt on the current 

benefits of this decision, as highlighted by their CEO:  

“...it was a perfect combinations of factors, we had a good challenging open ended 

project in which we could be flexible and could experiment. Also we had the PM who was 

self-motivated in bringing and exploring this methodology...I totally see that what we did 

adopting Agile has been very beneficial...When we incubated Agile in the small team, we 

didn’t know how it was going to work, but it became clear that it works very well, and is 

now propagating in a meaningful way to the rest of the organisation.”.  

The chosen organisation showed some specific organisational and operational 

characteristics that were complying with the research’s selection criteria and even more. 

First of all, the data-management software market sector can be considered as a complex 

and continuously changing environment, which makes it a suitable environment for 

studying the implementation of APM methodologies and their impact in relation to social 

sustainability. Secondly, as the organisation has been implementing Agile for two years, 

they already passed the initial implementation phase, having already overcome the 

difficulties of a methodological transition toward Agile, and thus making the organisation 

a more mature context in which to study the impacts of APM. Thirdly, the organisation 

declared to use still both the Agile and waterfall approaches, which may have revealed 

very useful information for the research as the interviewees would have been able to 

recognise the differences between them and provide qualitative comparisons. 
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This section will explain what type of data collection method was selected for gathering 

the information for the study. In addition, further operational aspects of the data 

collection process are explained, such as the planification of the interviews and its 

considerations together with a detailed description of how the planification was set into 

practice. 

 

Data collection methods need to be in line with the research philosophy, methodology, 

approach, and strategy. As mentioned before, the researchers identify their work to start 

from an interpretivist philosophy, that uses a qualitative strategy to explore a new 

theoretical aspect with an inductive approach. For these reasons, it was decided to use the 

interview tool for collecting data, since it is one of the most popular qualitative research 

techniques (Saunders et al., 2009, p.320). There are several types of different interviews, 

which can be classified according to their formality, structure and standardisation. 

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p.320), the most common classification is related to 

the level of formality and structure: structured, semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews. Between the three it is important to select the one that adjusts the best with 

the characteristics of the research. 

 

Structured interviews use questionnaires based on an identical set of questions, 

administered by the interviewer. The aim of these interviews is to give each participant 

the same questions. The only interactions accepted between the interviewer and the 

participant are at the beginning of the interview when the preliminary explanations are 

provided. In order to remove any type of bias (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.211), the 

explanation and the question should be read as they are written and in the same tone of 

voice. This type of interviews is used mainly to collect quantifiable data, that is why they 

are referred to as ‘quantitative research interviews’ (Saunders et al., 2009, p.320). 

However, this type of interview was thought to be not suitable for the present research, 

mainly because it would have limited the findings to the set of questions chosen, avoiding 

the possibility to explore new points of view raised during the interviews.  

 

In addition, unstructured interviews are of a more informal type, since they are used to 

explore in depth a general area of interest - they are also called ‘in-depth interviews’. 

With this type of interviews there is no predefined list of questions to work through. 

However, this does not mean that a clear idea of the aspects to explore is not needed 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.321). In this case the participant is encouraged to talk freely 

without any kind of direction (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.481). This type of interview was 

again rejected, since it does not fit the specific research purpose, which aims to obtain 

information in relation to social sustainability aspects and their relations with the APM 

framework. 

 

Having the above in mind, it is believed that the most suitable type of interview for the 

present research is the semi-structured interview. This type of non-standardised 

interviews is used to gather data which are normally analysed qualitatively (Saunders et 

al., 2009, p.321). Moreover, this type of interview is usually adopted on exploratory 

studies, since they can be very helpful to find out what is happening and to seek new 

insights (Robson, 2002, p.59), which in the case of this research are the potential relations 

between APM and Social Sustainability. With semi-structured interviews there is a 

predetermined list of questions, but this may vary, omitting or adding them, according to 

the specific interviewee or the emergent elements coming out during the conversations. 
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This aspect offers multiple benefits as it allows to explore and go deeper on the elements 

of the conversation more relevant to answer the research question (Robson, 2002, p.280).  

Another aspect that was considered when choosing the semi-structured interviews is that 

they usually use open questions, providing interviewees with the opportunity to reflect 

and develop more complete answers. In addition, the interviewer has the opportunity to 

explain in a better way how the information will be used (Saunders et al., 2009, p.324). 

 

For a semi-structured interview, the list of questions and topics covered during the 

interview must align with the interview guideline (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.481; Saunders 

et al., 2009, p.375). Even though the interview guide is prepared in advance, semi-

structured interviews allow to introduce new questions, or eliminate some, if it is judged 

so (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.481). The interview guide for our interviews was prepared 

having constantly in mind the research question, the purpose of the research and the 

theoretical framework, as suggested by Oppenheim (1992, p70). 

 

In order to design the questions, the first step was to review APM theory, looking for 

practical and theoretical elements of the frameworks that showed some similarities with 

the fundamental aspects of Social Sustainability theory: Health; Influence; Competences; 

Diversity; and Meaning-Making. Doing this cross-matching between both theories helped 

to have a broader picture of the shared similarities and relations between them. This clear 

and broad view of the topic allowed to identify the main set of APM aspects, in which the 

questions for the participants aimed to capture the personal perception on how these 

aspects of APM affect the organisation working environment, the team and the 

individuals. The questions were designed to be open-ended in order to have a non-

directive approach towards the respondent answer (Oppenheim, 1992, p.74).  

 

The interview guideline was defined to be identical for all the interviewees and to be 

separated in three sections. It starts with a set of introductory questions regarding the 

APM frameworks in order to observe the participant’s understanding of the theory of 

APM. In the second section, the interview is set to explore a series of aspects that have 

been identified in APM theory as potentially having an impact on the five social 

sustainability factors. These aspects of the APM theory are: Embracing Change, Team 

Motivation, Team Collaboration, Communication, Empirical Processes and Value 

Delivery. The interview in this section is designed to cover all these aspects, but without 

having a precise order. A number of open ended questions were prepared in advance, for 

each of the APM aspects identified, but the interviewers judged according to the aspects 

raised in the first answers by the participants, the order of the questions and to deepen or 

skip some specific questions. At the end of this section, one specific question was asked 

to all the interviewees. This question aimed to describe the five factors of social 

sustainability to the interviewees and ask them if there was anything that they wanted to 

add regarding these aspects. The main reason for doing this is to give the opportunity to 

the interviewee to add any relevant information that was not obtained with the other 

questions, and most importantly it gives the opportunity to the researchers to check 

consistency in the participants’ answers. The closure of the interview is based on asking 

the interviewees their opinion on the organisational impact of APM in the long term. The 

interview guide can be found in Appendix 1: Interview Guideline. 
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One of the implicit difficulties of qualitative interviews is the uncertainty regarding the 

way the interview may develop (Roulston et al., 2003, p.644). Due to the interview 

uncertainty the interviewers have to anticipate, without being completely sure, the 

possible narratives or descriptions the respondent might give (Roulston et al., 2003, 

p.644). As a result, it was decided to start the interview asking about the interviewee’s 

personal understanding of APM frameworks, allowing the interviewer to follow a 

conducting thread in order to continue to the other interesting concepts of the research. 

By doing this, it is thought that unexpected outcomes can be mitigated, together with 

ensuring relevant answers for the case. Another aspect to take into consideration when 

planning the interview is the fact that both authors are novice interviewers. During the 

interviews unexpected events may occur, which may blunt the interviewers’ efforts to 

lead successfully the interview, such as unexpected participant behaviours, consequences 

of the researchers’ approach and personal opinions, and the way questions are phrased 

and negotiated (Roulston et al., 2003, p.648). 

 

Regarding the unexpected participant’s behaviour, they often occur at the beginning of 

the interview and are related to late show-up, participants performing parallel activities 

during the interview, noisy environments, etc. (Roulston et al., 2003, p.649). These 

aspects were taken into consideration during the planning of the interviews, setting a 

maximum limit for the interview of one hour; communicating in advance with the 

respondents regarding the time and hour in which the interview would take place; and 

preparing an appropriate environment for the interviewers to conduct the interview. The 

researchers and the interviewees were located in different cities; as a result, the interviews 

were conducted via Skype. Although the respondent environment was out of the 

researchers’ control, in order to ensure a good audio quality, it was asked sometimes to 

the respondent to get closer to the microphone. 

 

Regarding researchers’ negative influences, Roulston et al. (2003, p.650) identify two 

types of influences: poor approach to the interview (e.g. misleading instructions to the 

interviewees) or attempt to force the interviewee toward a certain answer in order to 

justify personal preconceptions. These aspects were taken into consideration and in order 

to avoid them and improve the reliability of the responses given, an effort was made in 

term of interview preparation, adjusting questions according to their effects in the 

previous interviews, and in term of listening skills by limiting the interviewers’ 

participation to a 20% of the overall time of the interview (Roulston et al., 2003, p.651). 

Besides these tactics, the fact that the semi-structured interviews allow to adopt a 

conversational tone, made the task easier in terms of asking questions or stressing 

interesting aspects with the respondents. 

 

Other aspects taken into account were phrasing and negotiating.They refer to the ability 

of the interviewers to prepare and introduce questions that maintain the respondent's focus 

on the research objectives (Roulston et al., 2003, p.653). It is important to notice that the 

way the questions are articulated will affect the type of answer given (Roulston et al., 

2003, p.654). In order to mitigate these issues it has been decided to explain in the 

introduction of each interview that the present research was interested in the social or 

human aspects of the APM implementation in the organisation. This was done because 

there was a high probability to receive technical answers that were out of the scope of the 

research. This explanation did not include the fact that later, these social or human aspects 

were going to be analysed under the social sustainability perspective.  
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This decision was taken to avoid misunderstandings in relation to the social sustainability 

definition - which may be different from one interviewee to another and from the 

definition used in this research - as well as to avoid the interviewees to feel forced to find 

the “good” side of APM in order to claim their organisation to be “socially sustainable”. 

 

For the present research six members of the company were interviewed. Table 2 

synthesizes information on their role, the reason why they have been interviewed, the 

code associated to them, and the duration of the interview. The selection of the 

participants was done in accordance to the generic Agile framework presented in Figure 

4, in which the CEO and the Infrastructure & Resilience Manager provide the stakeholder 

perspective, the Agile Project Managers, Operations manager and Agile Members 

provide the point of view of the Agile Team. The client point of view was achieved 

through the Agile Project Managers, since there was an access constraint to conduct an 

interview with clients. For all the participants the interview was an electronic, internet 

based, one-to-one synchronous via Skype interview (Saunders et al., 2009, p.349). 

Usually, for qualitative research, it is preferable to have face-to-face interviews rather 

than electronic or via telephone interviews (Saunders et al., 2009, p.349). However, since 

the company is located in London and both of the interviewers are on other parts of the 

world, the electronic one-to-one interview is suitable for the research, since there is an 

access constraint to conduct face-to-face interviews (Saunders et al., 2009, p.349). 

Furthermore, it has been suggested that conducting this type of interviews allows to have 

more honest answers due to the anonymity factor (Sweet, 2001, p.134). 

Role Importance Findings Code 

CEO 

Owner of the company, more than 25 years of 

experience building custom business applications 

for large enterprises 

Respondent 1 

(01:05 hours) 

Infrastructure 

& Resilience 

Manager 

Exposed to both APM and standard PM on a daily 

basis, can provide a good comparison 

Respondent 2 

(00:36 hours) 

Agile Project 

Manager 

Agile Lead of the team in charge of the product 

for a global investments bank, can provide 

valuable APM insights 

Respondent 3 

(00:31 hours) 

Operations 

Manager 

Transversal role that can provide an 

organisational perspective of the effects of APM 

in the company 

Respondent 4 

(00:55 hours) 

Agile Team 

Member 

Developer of the unit of the company that works 

full APM, can provide the perspective of the team 

member 

Respondent 5 

(00:39 hours) 

Agile Project 

Manager 

Agile Lead and responsible for the 

implementation of APM in the company, can 

provide valuable APM insights 

Respondent 6 

(00:41 hours) 

Table 2. Interviewees table. 
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The interviews began with a few minutes’ presentation of the interviewers, the 

presentation of the research purpose, followed by the purpose of the interview, making 

any clarification that the respondent felt necessary. Then, the interviewers read the 

confidentiality statement, based on the ethical principles the research refers to, together 

with asking for permission to record the interview (Oppenheim, 1992, p71). By doing 

this, it was intended to gain the interviewees’ trust and to establish the authors’ credibility 

as researchers (Saunders et al., 2009, p.326).  

This introductory part also served for breaking the ice and helped the respondents to feel 

more comfortable. Furthermore, it is important to mention that all the interviews were 

conducted with the presence of both researchers. During the interviews, the researchers 

were communicating on a parallel software in order to keep track of the interview flow 

and agree on follow-up questions along the interview. Finally, the fact that all these 

aspects were taken in consideration facilitated the discussion during the analysis stage, 

while supporting the researchers’ efforts to mitigate biases during the interpretation of the 

responses (Oppenheim, 1992, p.76). 
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5 Empirical Analysis and Findings 

The present chapter is divided in two main sections, Data Analysis and Findings 

Relations. The first section will describe in detail the process that was followed in order 

to organise and categorise the gathered information. The second section will explain in 

detail the relations that were found amongst the identified concepts in the Data Analysis 

section. 

 

In this section, it is intended to describe and explain the process that was carried out after 

the data collection with the interviews. It starts by describing how the interviews 

recordings were transcribed into text that could be subjected to analysis. Then, the whole 

qualitative analysis process that was made with the transcribed information is explained 

in detail. This qualitative analysis process was very important for the present research, 

since it was done with a lot of effort in order to extract the most essential information for 

developing the research conclusions. 

 

In a qualitative research, especially when using interviews, it is suggested to take notes 

and record the audio or the video of the interview with the permission of the participant 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.494; Saunders et al., 2009, p.334). In the present research, all 

the interviews were recorded, with the agreement of the interviewees, through a third-

party application that recorded the audio of Skype calls. After each interview the 

researchers held a summary meeting in which the collected data were synthesised and 

analysed - e.g. important highlights of the interview, useful contextual data, personal 

impressions on how the interview went and how to improve for the next one (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015, p.494; Saunders et al., 2009, p.334). 

 

Due to the fact that both authors do not speak English as their mother tongue, the 

transcription process was found to be particularly challenging sometimes (Roulston et al., 

2003, p.657). However, all the interviews were transcribed thoroughly, ensuring an 

accurate and detailed transcription, reliable account of the oral record (Roulston et al., 

2003, p.657). These transcriptions are evidence of the fact that the interviews were based 

on the theoretical assumptions underpinning the present research (Roulston et al., 2003, 

p.657). In the transcriptions, pauses and hesitations from the interviewees were included. 

If  there was not clear understanding of what was in the record, it was asked to the research 

partner to listen to the record in order to confirm what was said (Oppenheim, 1992, p.76). 

In order to increase the reliability and reduce possible mistakes, each research partner 

checked the other’s work until an agreement was met. Selecting a qualitative data analysis 

strategy means to select the framework that will guide the analysis of the collected data 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.58). As the data gathered in qualitative researches may be of 

different natures, there is not a standardised procedure to analyse them (Ghauri & 

Gronhaug, 2010, p.196; Saunders et al., 2009, p.490). Moreover, it is highly suggested 

that the selected framework of analysis matches the theoretical propositions that helped 

to build the research question, objectives and methods (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.80; 

Saunders et al., 2009, p.489). This alignment will benefit the research by organising, 

structuring and directing the collected data analysis process (Ghauri & Gronhaug, 2010, 

p.199; Saunders et al., 2009, p.489). 
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One of the most common approaches to qualitative data analysis is the thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.599). However, there is no 

agreement on a standardised procedure to conduct this type of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p.79; Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.599). Nevertheless, it is commonly believed that the 

main benefit of using a thematic analysis is the flexibility it gives in providing rich and 

detailed analysis of the collected data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.78). This aspect is very 

useful for the purpose of this research, considering its inductive approach, for which 

flexibility is well received in order to find the best way to understand the information. 

 

To initiate the qualitative analysis, it has been decided to adopt the ‘Framework’ thematic 

analysis approach proposed by Bryman & Bell (2015, p.599), in order to organise in a 

better way, the information obtained from the interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.599). 

This approach is described as ‘a matrix based method for ordering and synthesizing data’ 

(Ritchie et al., 2003, p.219). This matrix is displayed on the form of a spreadsheet in 

which an index with the central themes and subthemes of the interviews are displayed 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.599). Following what is suggested in the theory, in the present 

work the index was composed by the main social or behavioural aspects mentioned in the 

interviews that were related with the use of APM in the organisation. Each of the major 

themes found during the analysis of the interviews was put in relation with the 

interviewees, by allocating fragments or quotes of the transcripts in which the 

interviewees made a reference to a specific theme. Each quote, inserted in the above 

thematic analysis “Framework”, included time references to the audio tracks recorded, 

and has been kept as short as possible, as suggested by (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p.599). 

 

Once the more relevant themes of the interviews were displayed in the thematic matrix, 

it seemed evident that most of them were interconnected through causal relationships 

rather than being defined by hierarchical relationships as suggested by the thematic 

analysis. By considering this feature, it was decided to continue the analysis by using a 

categorisation approach. This approach consists of developing categories that can be 

related to chunks of information (Saunders et al., 2009, p.492). Following the exploratory 

purpose and inductive approach of this research, the sources used to give names to the 

categories were based on the terms obtained in the previous thematic analysis. This aspect 

can also be associated with the category creation technique called ‘in vivo’ codes, since 

the themes of the thematic analysis are terms used by the participants (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015, p.76). Initially, a total of 36 different concepts were obtained. In Table 3, are 

inserted the concepts that presented some kind of overlapping between themselves and 

that later were grouped into a final category. 
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Concept Category Related Sub-Concepts 

Coaching Team Leadership 

Formal Methodology Standard vocabulary 

Iterative Process Incremental Approach 

Open Mindedness Open to new ideas, Failure acceptance 

Creativity Exploration 

Self-Organisation Personal time management 

Influence Decision Making 

Learning Competence Development 

Personality Fit Personality Traits 

Stress Reduction Confidence 

Collaboration/Communication Collaboration, Communication 

Commitment/Ownership 
Commitment, Sense of ownership, 

Personal Accountability 

Table 3. Concepts categories and related sub-concepts. 

By reviewing them some overlaps were identified according to the meaning associated to 

each concept, and a refined list of 20 final concepts was generated (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p.493). The final table with the concepts categories is presented in Table 4. The categories 

were then grouped into three main groups: APM related concepts, which are directly 

related to some APM methodological concept; Other social elements, which are concepts 

that can not be related neither to APM or Social Sustainability theory; Finally, the 

concepts that can be related to some of the fundamental aspects of this theory mentioned 

in the theoretical framework. 

Three main concepts categories 

APM Concepts Other social elements 
Social 

Sustainability 

Trust Motivation Trust 

Coaching Personality Fit Self-Organisation 

Constant Value Delivery Stress Reduction Meaning Making 

Formal Methodology Collaboration/Communication Influence 

Written Documentation Commitment/Ownership Learning 

Shorter Tasks   

Small Teams   

Daily Meetings   

Iterative Process   

Open Mindedness   

Creativity   

Table 4. Three main categories of concepts 

Once the categories were defined, the focus of the analysis changed to find and identify 

how they were interrelated (Saunders et al., 2009, p.495). A total of 29 causal 

relationships were extracted from the transcript analysis. Each relation connects two 

concepts, with one of them impacting the second one either positively or negatively. Once 

all the information was processed, it was possible to use some data display techniques, to 

facilitate the visualisation of these connections. The technique selected is the network 

format suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994, p.93). The network diagram is 

composed by a series of boxes, representing the concept, that are linked by lines with 
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arrows, showing the relationships (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.94; Saunders et al., 

2009, p.495). These diagrams are easy to build and, because they can hold a great amount 

of data, they are very useful when it is needed to focus on several variables at a time 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.94). The use of this type of visual displays makes the 

analysis much easier, because the recognition of relationships and patterns is more 

evident. As a result, a clearer exploration and analysis of the information can lead to better 

interpretations, thus conclusions of the interrelations of the concepts (Saunders et al., 

2009, p.505). 

 

The interview analysis identified three main categories of concepts: Concepts related to 

APM methodological aspects; Concepts describing social aspects directly linked to social 

sustainability elements; and concepts describing other social elements. The findings that 

were extracted from the interviews are going to be presented in two levels. Firstly,it will 

be presented and described the concepts related to aspects of social sustainability and 

their connections to the other concepts. Secondly, following the description of the direct 

relations to social sustainability factors, the analysis continues with the description of 

concepts that are neither part of the APM methodology nor directly identifiable with 

Social Sustainability aspects of Missimer et al. (2016a, 2016b). 

 

In this section the relations that arose during the interviews, amongst the concepts 

identified in the previous section are going to be explained. The section starts with the 

description of the concepts that were found to be related to some of the Social 

Sustainability aspects. The second part of this section, will describe other observed 

relations of concepts that are not part of the Social Sustainability aspects, but are 

important to highlight as aspects that are derived from the APM observed method. 

 

According to the social sustainability framework proposed in the literature review, 

socially sustainable complex adaptive systems are based on the maintenance of 5 

fundamental aspects: Diversity; Capability to Learn; Capability to Self-Organise; Trust; 

and Meaning-Making. It is claimed that, in order to maintain them, it is important that the 

system studied do not systematically degrade 5 specific factors, which are: Individual’s 

Health (physical, psychological, and emotional); Capacity to Influence; Capacity to 

acquire new Competences; Impartiality; Meaning-Making. In the following paragraphs, 

it will be analysed the direct connections found with some of this 10 concepts. 
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Figure 5. Influence related concepts 

 

According to Missimer (2016b, p.5), the influence aspect is related to the opportunity of 

the individuals to change or have an impact on the system they are immersed into. As 

mentioned before, one of the aspects that have a strong impact on the capacity to influence 

is  ‘Communication/Collaboration’, which is intuitively understandable as this is the 

fundamental process that allows the team to influence decisions on the system around 

them. Respondent 4 in particular insists on this point, highlighting it several times: 

“Regarding influence, one of the things that works with Agile is that everybody sits down 

together a bit more.”; “That said, one thing I think it’s specific to Agile, is that Agile 

seems very keen on getting everybody’s inputs.”; and also specifically for the client “One 

of the things I am becoming round with using Agile is that it does help with the 

communication, especially if the client is interested in it. If the client is interested in using 

Agile, they know that they can get more involved with the project management and that 

this will help them.". Respondent 5 also confirms this relation: “I think however that the 

requirements of the Agile approach forces you to communicate more frequently. Not 

having so many silent agreements, and trying to get everyone involved when we do agree, 

is something good.”. 

 

However, there are other practical aspects of APM that are strictly related with ensuring 

the influence of the individuals in the system. The first one was mentioned by 

Respondent 3, and makes reference to the iterative process on which APM is based: "...A 

great quality of this approach is that developers are more involved in decision-making. 

With waterfall approach all the specifications requirements was referred to the PM. The 

PM with the client decided exactly what to do and then the developer was merely an 

executor. Now in APM, with the sprint approach, the developers always have something 

to say about what we are doing. So is not anymore the PM alone taking the decision. The 

developers are a lot more involved, thanks to the iterative approach...". While 

Respondent 5 said, when asked if he thinks that this continuous single releases allows 

the team members to have more influence in the development process: “...Certainly! It 

allows to not be driven so much by the client, because you are supposed to plan in the 

short term…”. In addition, Respondent 3 also mentions a possible negative relation 

between the APM approach of breaking down the items into little tasks and the influence 

that the developer has: "...I decide with the client what to insert into the sprint. Then when 

I have a list of stories in a sprint I need to allocate them to the developers. . .With Agile 

the items are divided in shorter tasks, and with shorter sprints, it is quite well defined 

what you need to do. For the developer there is not more freedom with Agile. The 
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developer cannot do much about it if I as a PM tell him to do that...” this relation should 

be analysed further since it can be caused not by APM itself, but by its implementation.  

 

The last related aspect, encouraged by APM methodologies to the capacity to influence, 

is the small team organisation. This aspect was pointed out by Respondent 5 relating it 

with the relative influence that one individual will have regarding the size of the group in 

which he is immersed. He said: "...One of the things with Agile, is that you tend to work 

with smaller and more focus groups. I don’t know if you heard of the saying: ‘People 

prefer to be a big fish in a small pond than a small fish in a big pond.’ The same thing 

applies here. When you work in a smaller group you naturally have a bigger influence, 

because relatively speaking you are a bigger percentage of what is out there . . . Smaller 

teams mean you have a relatively bigger influence and therefore the satisfaction comes 

naturally out there, because you know you are making a difference...". These aspects of 

APM are the ones that were found to impact directly the level of influence that was 

delivered to the individual by using APM methodology. 

 

 

 
Figure 6. Learning related concepts 

The capacity of learning is identified as a fundamental aspect of sustainable complex 

adaptive systems. It is claimed that maintaining the capacity of individuals to acquire new 

competences is fundamental to ensure the sustainability of the system (Missimer et al., 

2016b, p.6) During the empirical research, the interviewees spoke several times about this 

learning concept, confirming its centrality in APM implementation. The interviewees 

confirmed that the capacity of learning is increased in APM and that this is due 

specifically to the improvements APM brings in ‘Collaboration/Communication’ and 

with the ‘Creativity’ aspects. 

 

According to the Respondents 2, 5, and 6 there is a positive relation between 

improvements in Communication/Collaboration and improvements in Learning 

opportunities, who respectively said: “...I think that a lot of that (developing new 

competences) is encouraged by the fact that there is a lot more collaboration now, 

because the individuals within the team are learning from each other, instead of working 

on their own bubble…”; “By using Agile I feel like the communication has increased with 

time...we learned how to depreciate upfront, and adjust expectations, determining what 

is achievable, the more you can do upfront, the more benefit is for you.”; “Transparency 

actually takes away some stress because you know what you are doing, you are going to 

learn if you are doing the wrong thing.”. Respondent 1 described instead the importance 

of creativity as a fundamental element to foster Learning in the organisation: "With APM 

you are more encouraged to explore, if you are good at it, that exploration goes in all 

levels.". 
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Another causal relationship highlighted by the interviewees is the impact that APM’s 

iterative processes have on learning capacities within the organization. Respondent 2 

mentioned how important is for the individual to have the opportunity to reflect on 

himself and improve over the time:"...it also allows him to measure himself better, so 

when it comes to this prototyping things and making a more efficient use of their time, it 

make it easier to manage their time and to understand what should they do next in the 

project. It is difficult for a developer to really know how to manage themselves, so Agile 

actually helps them to connect to this self-management side…". Besides, Respondent 4 

mentioned that actually, the iterative process is an opportunity to let people try new things 

which in case of failure will not compromise the whole project: "...My impression would 

be that because you are working in smaller chunks that give people the opportunity to try 

out different things. Like for example you can make someone scrum master for a week or 

for a sprint and see how it goes. Whereas, if you are in a bigger project you hesitate to 

make them the scrum master or the project manager for a six-week development spell.”. 

 

 

  

 
Figure 7. Meaning Making related concepts 

Meaning Making is another fundamental aspect of complex adaptive systems. According 

to Missimer et al. (2016a, p.6), not degrading the capacity of individuals and groups to 

create meaning is necessary to ensure the sustainability of a system. Respondent 2 

highlights in relation to meaning making that APM seems to deliver it intrinsically: “In a 

company level I think that the individuals and the Agile teams are more aware of 

delivering for the company and reflecting on the company reputation too. In the standard 

approach you just get lost, you never really see why you are doing it, you don’t get the 

feel for the reason you are doing your work, and I think that with the Agile way you 

actually want the company succeed as you want it for you at the same time.”. Respondent 

1 identifies the source of this enhancement of meaning creation in the fact that APM 

allows to deliver value constantly: “Because there is no obsession on a front end to end 

thinking, but more in doing small things, making sure that that small things add value 

and makes everybody to be in time and more aware that they are doing something good.". 

 

However, there is an opposite point of view on the benefits of APM for meaning creation 

that emerged from the interviews. Respondents 5 and 6 highlighted both in separate 

interviews that working on shorter tasks with Agile project management limits in some 

way their capacity to keep in mind the broader objectives: Respondent 6 says “For the 

meaning, as we are focusing on the smaller items, sometimes I forget myself how they 

relate to the bigger picture. Sometimes the meaning I believe gets a little bit lost.";  
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Respondent 5 “"In terms of meaning making, the fact of being in a constant cycle that 

never ends reduces motivation a bit… maybe we could add something to our process that 

would allow us to look at what we have achieved at a higher level, in a bigger picture. 

This would help us to be more motivated I guess."  Respondent 5 in trying to answer how 

meaning making is impacted by APM, uses the idea of motivation to indicate a positive 

or negative impact on it. 

  

 

 
Figure 8. Self-Organisation related concepts 

Self-Organisation is a fundamental aspect for the sustainability of complex adaptive 

systems according to Missimer et al. (2016b, p.6). In relation to this aspect Respondent 3 

highlighted that there is a direct positive relationship between the team leader’s coaching 

endeavour and the ability of the individuals, or the team, to self-organise. Respondent 3, 

speaking about his role of team leader, said: “In terms of coaching to my team, what I 

constantly do is coaching about high quality standards of code that we have to deliver to 

the user. Also I tend to promote self-organisation for them. Two years ago I was getting 

them a lot more. I was telling them exactly what to do every day. Now, after two years 

they learned how to be more independent, and this is the reason why I was able to project 

manage also another project. They are more independent and it can be safely sure about 

the fact that they are doing what they have to do.". “Self-organisation” as a term appears 

directly amongst the words used by the interviewee, but it was found also reference to the 

idea of “being independent” when he talked about the work his team does. This change 

toward a higher level of independence is declared to have started “two years ago”, which 

is when the respondent declared they started using APM. 

 

Another aspect that according to our interviewees improves self-organisation in APM 

environments is the possibility for individuals to influence the process around them. 

Respondent 5, who is the team member of the Agile team, highlighted that "APM gives 

you the opportunity to frequently renegotiate, unlike other approaches. And the frequency 

of negotiation forces you to plan for yourself, which gives you that opportunity (of being 

independent).", and furthermore " … [With Agile] We are given the criteria and the 

agenda and it stands to us to decide how to do the task. This came with experience and 

the willingness to take control. Because if you can control then you can negotiate, and 

give people a better understanding of just what it takes. In theory the product manager, 

no matter how technical, will not know exactly how much effort it takes to complete a 

task, because you have a better idea of that and have a more concrete estimate. So you 

are better learning how to be more proactive in deciding what tasks to do to meet our 

criteria and agenda. So that is what we have now, we are more in control.". 
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Trust in a complex adaptive system is one of the fundamental aspects that need to be 

maintained in order to ensure the survival of the system itself. It is described by Missimer 

et al. (Missimer et al., 2016b) as the quality of connections in a system, which allows 

people to remain together despite the level of internal complexity. It allows the groups to 

adapt to the constant change produced by the complex adaptive systems around them. 

Trust is also a fundamental aspect of the Agile mindset, as it is put in evidence in the 

principle number 5 defined in the Agile manifesto (Beck et al., 2001) : “Build projects 

around motivated individuals. Give them the environment and support they need, and 

trust them to get the job done.”. During the interviews, this aspect came out clearly in one 

of the answers obtained from Respondent 3, who declared: "Trust is really something 

that we need to highlight. There is clearly a component of Trust coming with the Agile 

methodology. This Trust component is not necessarily weaker in a waterfall context but 

is more difficult to achieve.". 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9. Collaboration/Communication related concepts 

This key concept extracted from the interviews comprises both the concepts of 

collaboration and communication. The two concepts were unified as it was perceived that 

the differences between the two were blurred also in the way the interviewees were using 

them. Respondent 2 for example links the two concepts directly: “I think that the more 

Agile the project the more collaboration goes on that is for sure...I think that with the 

Agile approach they are constantly talking about what are they doing and also deciding 

not to do certain things…”. Respondent 1 uses the idea of a “collaborative 

communication”: “...but rather than being a top down communication it is more a 

collaborative communication.”.  

 

Most of the interviewees seemed to agree on the idea that Communication/Collaboration 

is a central element of the APM methodology and it is ameliorated by its 

implementation.  Respondent 2 claimed that: “Yes, I think that the major difference with 

the teams that are using Agile methodologies is that, instead of the individual being 

enclosed in their own bubbles... they are actually working together and they obviously 

become more efficient". Respondent 5 who is a member of the Agile team confirmed it: 

“We are just a team of two but we communicate more as a result of the Agile approach.", 

and Respondent 6, the Agile team leader, called in the concept of transparency to 

describe clear communications in APM, highlighting how this is related to collaboration 

within the team: “Transparency, is going to make your job easier, because people are 
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going to help you.”. Respondent 3 also supported this idea and enlarged the benefits of 

APM communication to the collaboration with clients: “I could tell, as we started using 

Agile for the project about 1 year and a half ago, and since then I started having a lot 

better relationship with our client. They are really happy about the way we communicate 

with them.” 

 

Respondents identified also some specific elements contributing to the reinforcement of 

Communication/Collaboration in APM.  Respondent 3 identified in the formality of the 

APM framework, specifically in the requirement for regular meetings, one of these 

elements: “Yes, the communication has improved a lot, mainly because of the regularity 

of the meetings required by Agile.” Furthermore, Respondent 1 & 3 claimed that the 

formality of the APM framework improves also the communication with clients: “It helps 

a lot that the big clients that we work with, more less effectively have embrace Agile, it is 

very helpful to have a common vocabulary in conversations that a couple of years ago 

would have been very difficult.” & “So our clients see that we are up to speed with the 

latest methodologies, but also as they use the same methodology - they all use Agile 

nowadays - we use the same terminology and procedures, which make things much more 

easy and smoother...”. 

 

Another element, claimed to reinforce Communication/Collaboration and which in turn 

is also reinforced by it, is Commitment/Ownership. Respondent 6 for example drew a 

direct mutually reinforcing relationship between the two: “I think it’s a finer environment 

because everyone cares and they feel more committed to getting things done and 

collaborating to share ideas.". Respondent 1 in comparing APM with other 

methodologies also confirmed this interconnection: “…It is strange because is the 

teamwork that arise from the holistic approach where everybody feels that they have 

ownership of the project at different levels, as opposed to everybody executes what the 

PM says.". Respondent 4 claimed further “The biggest factor helping with Agile is that 

people take the time to sit down and talk to each other. And if people talk to each other, 

everybody is invested…” and argued that this commitment involves also the client “There 

is a common understanding on how things work and when things will be released. It’s 

predictable and regular. There is certain uniformity...Everybody is invested in the same 

way; everybody knows what the roles are”. As described for the Commitment/Ownership 

element, Collaboration/Communication has the capacity to impact positively also other 

social aspects of the APM environment. Another element that is considered ameliorated 

by improvements in Communication/Collaboration is the capacity of individuals to 

Influence. 
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Figure 10. Motivation related concepts 

One interesting aspect that was mentioned through all the interviews was the effect APM 

has over the individuals and team motivation. The first mention of motivation was done 

by Respondent 1, it was regarding the implementation of APM in the organisation and 

trying to explain why the Respondent 6 was so committed into implement APM in the 

new project, that he said: "...I think primarily because he wanted to work within a 

framework in which he was doing something according to roles he understood and that 

could have motivated him and his team for delivering...".  

This shows that according to Respondent 1, since APM is a well-defined formal 

methodology it can motivate people to working in a more structured way. 

 

However, this might not be true for all the individuals, as several individuals pointed out 

that there is a strong relation between the personality of the individual and how APM can 

affect its motivation. For example, when Respondent 1 was asked if he thought that APM 

motivated people he said it very clearly: “...It all depends on the personality, you can 

have a person that knows everything about Agile academically, but if it is a rude and 

obnoxious person, everything will fall apart anyway…” this shows that a formal 

methodology is not enough for motivating people. Similarly, Respondent 2 when asked 

the same question, he answered: “...It is interesting, I think it depends on the personality. 

Luckily, the team that we have got here, I would say that they work optimally with Agile, 

I can imagine that maybe this is true to some other people or other projects..." adding 

later when speaking about the Agile aspect of daily meeting and communication “...I 

agree that some people, some developers, may feel a bit more intrusive, because they 

can’t continue inside their bubble, in which they maybe deliver amazing stuff...but they 

cannot do that, the bubble is burst and there is a continuous sort of meetings and 

checkpoints in which they need to say what they are actually doing..." this answers shows 

that Respondent 2 thinks that some people might get motivated by using the Agile 

frameworks, but some others not and it will depend if their personality fits with the way 

of working with Agile. 

 

In the same way, Respondent 3 said to have observed the same relation towards the fit 

of the individual personality in APM methodology. When asked about how he thinks his 

team members perceived the need of constant communication in APM, he said: "I can 

say that the two developers working in my team have two completely opposite view of it. 

One of the two is not really happy with the regular meetings. He gets very easily bored 
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during the meetings and he thinks that this is too much…, but he is adapting...On the 

other hand there is the other team member for which it is completely the opposite. He 

always wants to have meetings, he wants to provide updates, he wants to know what is 

happening with other items. There is clearly two different points of view regarding this 

‘Agile Communication’...”. Moreover, this aspect of personality fit was also observed and 

cited by Respondent 4 by sharing his personal observation of some people that he had 

seen working in Agile environments:"...I know people working in Agile teams, to them is 

just to have a bunch of meetings that interrupt what they are doing and they do not have 

any direction on anything. They feel they would be happier out of Agile, as they would be 

able to get on with what they are doing..." these observations suggest that APM as a 

methodology will have a different impact on individuals with certain personality traits. 

 

In addition, it is interesting to notice that, when Respondent 2 was asked what was the 

source of the motivation in his team, he answered: “...is the excitement of working on new 

things, constantly being exposed to different parts of the project I think that’s what 

motivates them.", in the same way Respondent 3 answered: “...it depends on the 

personality of the person. In my experience however, 90% of the time developers are very 

happy to be involved in the decision making process. It could be more stressful for people 

not very motivated in general.” this shows that the iterative or empirical process of APM 

can be a source of the team motivation, since they are more empowered to take decision 

and to be exposed to new challenges in each sprint.  

 

This iterative nature of APM is related with constantly deliver  value in each iteration, 

which - as expressed by Respondent 2 - is also a source of motivation: "...instead on 

focusing on the final solution they are focusing on this management part and to deliver 

something continuously increases their motivation also for the team…”, as well as 

Respondent 5 saying :"...it is quite nice to understand if you look back at the previous 

sprints how much you have done, and you would never have done that if you did not use 

the Agile approach.”. 

 

These aspects of iterative process and constant value delivery are aligned with being more 

responsible of the process, as Respondent 1 pointed out answering a similar question: 

"...I think the motivation comes from, relating it to the Agile processes, there is more 

personal accountability, everybody is kind of a mini project managers of themselves, they 

really are encourage in doing your best with your particular piece of work…” this 

characteristic of self-management was also pointed out by Respondent 6 when asked 

about the motivation aspect of APM, he answered: "...My team is taking more 

management from me. They are taking on managing their own task, which is really 

good...This gives the idea that you have done something, that has made a difference, and 

then moving on new stuff..." adding in other answer "...(Agile) it gives employees 

ownership of time and the item they are working on. When deciding about sprint’s stories 

is not just the scrum master deciding what to do, is the team giving contributions to that 

decision." This self-organisation aspect seems to be an important aspect of APM that 

affects the motivation of the individual. 

 

Finally, the last finding regarding motivation was related to the team coaching and how 

it affects the team motivation, as pointed out by Respondent 2, when asked about this 

aspect: “...is the person managing the team that certainly encourage, someone who can 

teach mindset or attitude which can be also a personality issue...the person managing the 

team and doing the implementation is important, I mean it takes a certain person for point 



55 

 

out the need for change and adjust to accept the Agile methodology and to embrace it 

and to see the benefits" here he relates the motivation to the team leader coaching skills 

and personality which is interesting for the analysis. This finding is also mentioned by 

Respondent 3 from personal perspective when leading an Agile team: "Working in an 

Agile way means also that I (as a PM) need to be Agile and flexible...I can suggest the 

positive aspects of working in a certain way, but I have also to understand if they don't 

want to...It is difficult to convince someone as it depends on the individual's character, 

but as I can be very flexible I don't want to force him, As long as a team, as a unit, we are 

considered Agile, I am happy with it." 

 

 

 
Figure 11. Commitment/Ownership relation with Collaboration/Communication 

This element is the synthesis of different ideas found during the interviews.  Respondent 

2 used during his interview the terms “Engagement” and “Interest”, Respondent 4 spoke 

about individual’s “Investment”, Respondent 1 referred to the idea of “Having 

Ownership”, and Respondent 6 highlighted the concept of “Commitment”. It is believed 

that the concepts of commitment, engagement, and interest in particular could be easily 

associated, and that the sense of ownership was used also in a similar way, thus allowing 

us to regroup them in a single key concept: Commitment/Ownership. 

Commitment/Ownership of the individuals using APM is generated, according to the 

interviews, by the usage of the APM’s Iterative Processes. Respondent 2 claimed in fact 

that: "...working in an Agile way, in which you work on one module and you add a new 

feature in the next sprint and so on and you are exposed to different things, I think that 

this engages the developers more and keeps them interested too.". 

 

As highlighted previously, Commitment/Ownership has also a mutual-reinforcing 

relationship with the Collaboration/Communication concept as highlighted by 

Respondent 1, 4, and 6. Respondent 6 highlighted the double impact of this inter-

connection by stating about the benefits of APM in the organisation: “I think it’s a finer 

environment because everyone cares and they feel more committed to getting things done 

and collaborating to share ideas”. 

 

 

 
Figure 12. Open Mindedness related concepts 

 

Open Mindedness is another key concept identified during the interviews. Open 

Mindedness is a term that it was derived from the wording used by Respondent 1 who 
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talked about the necessity in Agile of “keeping an open mind” and Respondent 4 who 

instead referred to “open discussions” and the Agile requirement to “understand and see 

things from different angles”. Open mindedness according to these two interviewees, has 

a direct impact on improving individuals and group creativity. Respondent 1 claimed 

that: "Agile is better than traditional waterfall approach and everybody can see that by 

keeping an open mind, you can create things that you have not even planned.”; and that 

"...in Agile...there is more accountability on the individual to make their own contribution 

in a more creative way as opposed to in a more prescriptive way." Respondent 4 added 

to these claims that “...open discussions with the team, who are experts of their sector, 

can stop them from refusing to see things differently. Agile is quite accepted, and 

constantly requires you to understand and see things from different angles.".  

 

Similarly, Respondent 1, spoke about another idea that was decided to be associated with 

open-mindedness, which is described as “…doing your best with your particular piece of 

work but also with an open mindset thinking that something might go wrong." 

Respondent 1 associated the concept of open-mindedness with the idea that is necessary 

to accept failure as a potential outcome, which is strongly interconnected with the APM 

aspect of managing through Iterative Processes: " Now I have a position more like ‘look 

this is what I think it should happen’ and then I am totally accepting now that there might 

be someone that doesn’t totally agree on what I say and then we will have just a quick 

integration and we will find a solution later. Whereas at the beginning was difficult to 

embrace the uncertainty, now I see it as something positive and I am not particularly 

worried about it."; "There is an obsession on making the things right with the acceptance 

that there might be mistakes along the way that can be rectified". 

 

Creativity is a concept highlighted mainly by respondents 1 and 4. Respondent 1 claimed 

that creativity is strictly linked to APM, as creativity is an element exalted by the usage 

of Iterative Processes (fundamental element of the methodology): “...so there is an 

expectation than the individual piece of work is not necessarily to create something that 

is perfectly formed in the current iteration. The expectation is that they understand what 

they are trying to do and that it might take 3 or 4 iteration until it is fully formed.".  

 

Another element that impacts creativity within the Agile team is the adoption of an Open 

Mindset as highlighted by Respondent 4: “Impartiality in the Agile approach is related 

to having a less ego-driven attitude in managing, as open discussions with the team, who 

are experts of their sector, can stop them from refusing to see things differently. Agile is 

quite accepted, and constantly requires you to understand and see things from different 

angles.". As described previously, Respondent 1, also highlighted that increases in 

creativity within the organization have a positive impact on the individual’s capacity of 

learning/acquiring new competences. 

 

 

 
Figure 13. Personality Fit relation with Motivation 
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Personality fit describes the idea recurring in almost all the interviewees that the APM 

methodology can be perceived differently by the individuals depending on their 

personality. As mentioned before (see Motivation section) several Respondents (1,2,3 

and 4) pointed out the fact that the level of motivation encouraged by APM will be highly 

influenced on the personality of the individual. For example, Respondent 1 delivers a 

general statement on how personality influences the positive outcomes of APM: “It all 

depends on the personality, you can have a person that knows everything about Agile 

academically, but he can be a bad person and everything falls apart anyway.”.  

 

Besides, Respondent 2 highlighted: “It is interesting, I think it depends on the 

personality...But I agree that some people, some developers, may feel a bit more 

intrusive...". While Respondent 3 added in this regard: “...I can say that the two 

developers working in my team have two completely opposite view of it. One of the two is 

not really happy with the regular meetings...On the other hand there is the other team 

member for which it is completely the opposite. He always wants to have meetings...". It 

is interesting to see that both Respondent 2 and 3 claimed that team members will 

probably adapt over time, Respondent 2 said “I think they will definitely adapt, just that 

some people might take longer.” and Respondent 3 said “...He does not really like this 

way to work. But he is adapting...”.  

 

From another perspective, Respondent 4 gave an opinion based on his experience of how 

Agile is implemented in other organisations"...I know people working in Agile teams, to 

them is just to have a bunch of meetings that interrupt what they are doing and they do 

not have any direction on anything. They feel they would be happier out of Agile, as they 

would be able to get on with what they are doing...". In addition, an aspect that has not to 

do directly with APM, but it can be taken as a side effect is the change in the organisation 

criteria for selecting and recruiting new members of the team, as stated by Respondent 2 

when asked about what types organisational changes has been created by the 

implementation of APM: “...it does come back to the individuals again, even in the 

recruitment, you need to find the correct personalities for making it work...I think that 

you need to be much more confident as a person and you need to be more balanced, the 

willingness to work and to learn, being able to engage and collaborate to work as a 

team…”. 

 

 

 
Figure 14. Stress Reduction related concepts 

One aspect that was mentioned across several interviews was the difference of the levels 

of stress that the individuals are exposed to using APM, compared with the level of stress 

of a standard PM approach, such as the ‘waterfall’. For example, in APM one of the 

principles makes reference to generate only the most essential documentation, which as 

exposed by Respondent 3 has a positive impact by lowering the stress levels of the team 

members: "In terms of stress for people another aspect is the aspect of written 
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documentation. I have observed that writing documentation is very stressful for 

developers. They suffer from it! With Agile you only need to write just enough 

documentation, you don't have to write books about the code. The level of stress, at least 

from this point of view is reduced with Agile…”. 

 

Moreover, another aspect of APM that can be directly related with the reduction of the 

levels of stress is the practice of breaking down the work into small and short tasks. This 

was mentioned by Respondent 4:"...but Agile definitely helps with, is that it breaks that 

work into smaller chunks. Developers are not thinking a month and a half work to do, 

they are now thinking ‘I have got three items in the next weeks and I can worry about the 

rest of the project in a different moment’ because it has been planned out and there is the 

right amount of work in every sprint. And that help because people do not feel 

overwhelmed with the work." adding that "...when you are working in a more Agile way 

it really reduces the stress. You can see that in projects where we recently moved towards 

Agile. It is because you do not have a heavy burden upon your shoulders, it is just about 

the next two weeks. I would say that from a point of view, Agile does really reduce the 

stress of delivering to the client.".  

 

In addition, Respondent 6 also related these short tasks to stress reduction by saying: 

"...the fact that they don’t have to come up with the big master plan, they know they just 

need to do something that makes the difference and that gives them 

confidence...especially to the end of the second week because you are finishing and then 

you come back on next Monday to start a new cycle...Actually, with Agile, by cutting the 

items to insert in each sprint, it easier to manage this stress, as you need to focus on a 

fewer number of them in every sprint.". An interesting addition to the relation between 

short tasks and stress reduction is the connection with productivity mentioned by 

Respondent 5: "... I get a lot more achieve with the Agile approach and I feel like a lot 

less that my working is isolated, I do not have dead periods, I don’t have massively 

stressful periods...Thanks to Agile project management you end up delivering things that 

are achievable. If the sprints are quite short you do not end up solving gigantic tasks...In 

fact if you do not use the Agile approach you end up just trying something out and making 

the task potentially longer. ...And it does feel easier and thus better to work with smaller 

pictures.".  

 

Finally, the last aspect that was related with the stress reduction was the fact that the 

members of the Agile team have a certain level of influence regarding the decisions and 

negotiations ruling their work. As mentioned by Respondent 4: "...the team has a lot of 

experience and they can say what they want to me. They can say ‘I think this infrastructure 

needs to be change’ or they can propose a new item they want. The fact that there is a 

framework, where we can slide in and ask, I think it gives them more confidence…”, while 

Respondent 5 said “...If I can negotiate and be less drove around I feel less stressed 

compare to other projects I experienced. In terms of influence, Agile forces you to be 

more proactive..." this shows that in the way they can influence the decisions, they feel 

less stressed about them.  
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The network diagram in Figure 15 is the result of the findings obtained from the six 

interviews held. The model aims to show visually the network of concepts and causal 

relations derived from the interviewees’ statements analysis. 

 

 
Figure 15. Complete Network Diagram of observed relations amongst concepts. 

 

The concepts derived are divided in three different categories: APM features (in red); 

Organisational or Individuals Factors (in yellow); Social Sustainability Aspects (in blue). 

The first category regroups APM elements and features that characterise this specific 

project management methodology and that have been described by the interviewees as 

having an impact on some of the aspects characterising individuals and teams’ behaviours 

in the organisational environment. The third group represents the 10 aspects defining a 

socially sustainable complex adaptive system, such as the organisation taken into 

consideration in the case study. Finally, the second category takes into account all the 

aspects extracted from the interviews that were used to describe the social aspects of APM 

implementation, but were not directly identifiable with the concepts of the third category. 



60 

 

 

The relation between the concepts have also been categorised according to their impact 

and to the “frequency” with which the specific causal relationships have been found 

amongst the different interviewees. While the impact describes whether the factors 

considered have a positive (green arrows) or negative (red arrows) impact from the point 

of view of the social aspects, the frequency shows how many interviewees claimed the 

existence of the identified relation. The frequency is described as “weak” in case the 

relation found was supported by only one of the interviewees, as “normal” if at least two 

of the interviewees spoke about the causal relation in similar terms, and finally as “strong” 

if the three or more interviewees claimed that a relation exists between the same two 

similar concepts. The results from the analysis revealed that ten relations have been 

defined as weak, fourteen as normal, and five as strong. 
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6 Discussion 

The discussion expose the logical reasoning used to answer the research question. In this 

section the elements obtained from the findings are analysed with the support of the 

academic theory presented in the literature review. The discussion is structured in several 

paragraphs, presenting at first the analysis related to the five fundamental aspect of 

sustainable social systems and in a second time all the other salient elements obtained 

from the case study. 

 

 

As the research question highlights, the aim of this research work is to find if there is any 

interconnection between social sustainability and Agile project management. As 

suggested by Missimer et al (2016b, p.3), for a complex adaptive system to be considered 

socially sustainable it is necessary to develop and maintain a series of specific elements - 

Diversity; Self-Organisation; Capacity to Learn; Trust; Common-Meaning. Maintenance 

of these elements on the long term requires to avoid systematic degradation of five 

different aspects: Systematic degradation of individuals’ health; systematic degradation 

of individual’s capacity to influence; systematic degradation of individual’s capacity to 

acquire new competences; systematic degradation of the perceived impartiality within the 

system; systematic degradation of individuals and groups opportunities to create 

meaning. Lacking a theoretical background describing the impact APM has on the cited 

aspects of social sustainability, this empirical research focused on investigating how APM 

practitioners describe these interconnections. According to this research’s findings, most 

of the social sustainability maintenance factors are impacted by APM. In the following 

sections it will be discussed, through the lenses of the social sustainability aspects, the 

empirical findings, their robustness, trying to draw a synthesis to answer this research’s 

question. 

 

None of the interviews held highlighted aspects of APM that systematically degrades the 

individual’s capacity to acquire new competences. Indeed, interviewees claimed exactly 

the opposite, as APM apparently supports learning processes within the teams 

implementing it. In particular, the increased quality of communication and collaboration 

coming with APM implementation is seen by the majority of the interviewees as having 

a positive impact on the capacity of people to learn – strong frequency according to our 

model – as it allows team members to learn from each other experiences and knowledge, 

and oblige people to constantly re-think, criticise and find new solutions to what they are 

doing. Measey (2015, p.97) argues that a fundamental aspect to develop individual’s 

talents is to provide them with “quality feedbacks” on their performances and be ready to 

accept failures. The increased communication and collaboration between people certainly 

increases the quantity of the feedbacks that Agile users receive through the regular 

meetings prescribed by the SCRUM methodology, but it is not really possible to claim by 

analysing our findings that the quality of these feedbacks is systematically improved or 

that there is a higher acceptance of failure. While, the interviewees considered seem to 

appreciate the quality of the communication and collaboration in their organisation, we 

understand this may be different according to the team leader and team members’ 
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approaches to communication and collaboration. Communication and collaboration styles 

that are more authoritative and less prone to sharing, may bring completely different 

results if not managed properly, thus avoiding positive effects on the individual’s capacity 

to acquire new competences. 

 

Another element that improves the opportunities of individuals to learn in an APM 

environment is the usage of iterative processes in the Agile methodological frameworks. 

Iterative processes, of short duration, including activities such the “iteration 

retrospective” prescribed in the Scrum methodology, and allowing the team to try thing 

and develop prototypes, are what allow people to frequently pause and evaluate what has 

been done, discarding what did not work and finding new solutions, learning from the 

errors made (Measey, 2015, p.113). Iterative processes influence also indirectly the 

ability of individuals to learn. Iterative processes have in fact be identified by one of the 

interviewees – weak frequency – to promote open-mindedness and creativity, which in 

turn are identified by the same respondent as enablers for the capacity of people to explore 

and prototype new solutions and new ideas, which we believe is strongly associated with 

the process of learning. 

 

The gathered findings, together with the reviewed literature, makes us conclude that APM 

do not show systematic elements limiting individual’s capability to develop new 

competences and learn, at least for competences and knowledge related to the activities 

performed within the organisational project contexts. 

 

The ability to influence in a social context is described as the possibility to systematically 

speak freely, and avoiding systematic neglect of opinions: in synthesis, the possibility for 

every individual to have an impact on the system surrounding them (Missimer et al., 

2016b, p6). The findings showed that within the studied organisational context, the 

concept of influence generally affects in a positive way several aspects of project’s work. 

The first element to consider is influence within the Agile team environment. Only one 

interviewee (Agile Leader) declared that because the tasks are smaller and more detailed 

as a result of the sprints, developers have less freedom compared to other approaches. 

However, the same interviewee also claimed that thanks to the iterative nature of APM 

the developers are a lot more involved in decision-making. It is believed, in this research, 

that this duality is to be understood according to the differences existing between 

individual’s autonomy and team empowerment, and the fact that APM tends to reduce 

the ability to make own plans and own decisions in favour to commonly-agreed plan and 

decisions where every member of the team can deliver her/his inputs (Moe et al, 2009, 

p.488). 

 

The ability to influence within Agile teams increases also because of APM team 

dimensions. Indeed, it is naturally easier to have a bigger influence in smaller groups, 

which is one of the fundamental enablers of APM (Conforto et al., 2014, p.29; Drury-

Grogan & O’Dwyer, 2013, p.1097). Transparency in communications is also considered 

a fundamental aspect of APM that allows team members to be more influential, as they 

are more aware. An additional aspect related to improvements in communication and 

collaboration is that it impacts not only the team members’ ability to influence, but also 

the client/user possibility to be more involved with the project management of its project. 
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Considering all these elements, it is possible to suggest that APM impacts individual’s 

capability to influence the system around them by increasing the chances of the team 

members and of the clients/users to participate to the decision-making processes. In more 

traditional approaches, like in traditional systems development life cycle (SDLC) teams, 

decision making power is usually concentrated either within the client/user for initial 

specifications or in the hands of the team leader for project management (Drury-Grogan 

& O’Dwyer, 2013, p.1098). 

 

Meaning Making is described as a fundamental aspect of social capital, which is 

necessary to maintain sustainable complex adaptive systems. Meaning is intended as 

common understanding of the reality around individuals, similar to culture, and to the 

purposefulness of individual’s actions. Common meaning is also a fundamental concept 

in management studies, in particular for the idea that all organisations need a clear 

purpose in order to exist and strive (Missimer et al., 2016a, p.6). The findings of this case 

study show two opposite points of view. On one side, some interviewees claimed that 

there is an intrinsic creation of meaning with APM at an individual level - making Agile 

team members more aware of the value they are constantly delivering for the organisation 

and identifying own success with the organisation’s success - on the other side we found 

that there are difficulties in visualising a bigger picture when working with APM’s short 

iterations, as focusing continuously on very specific details of the projects reduces the 

opportunities to relate these to the ultimate purpose of the work done. This seems to refer 

to the difficulty, highlighted by (Moe et al., 2011, p.860), encountered in certain APM 

environments, where despite the theoretical Agile process support to alignment between 

the strategic and the operational levels, it was nevertheless found to be difficult to realise 

in practice. These difficulty is usually generated by some lack of communication or 

understanding between the product owner and the team. Moe et al. (2009 p. 489) further 

argued that the creation of shared mental models on what the project’s outcomes (the 

bigger picture) should be is an essential aspect of Agile teams, for which however, Agile 

methodologies do not give clear instructions on how to implement it.  

 

In support to these claims, Measey (2015, p.83-90) describes as APM proposes a series 

of tool, denominated visual boards, that aim specifically to give a graphical explanation 

of where the team and its work stand in relation to the broader project’s picture. This 

discussion led the researchers of this thesis to conclude that, if it is not possible to 

determine that APM systematically improves meaning making, it is also uncertain to 

determine whether it systematically degrades it.  

 

Health has been described by Missimer et al. (2016b, p.6) as the right of each individual 

to avoid injury and illness (physically, mentally and emotionally) in the short and long 

term. On an organisational level and in relation to APM theory, the concept of health has 

been associated in this research to systematic increases in stress, as it may have a negative 

impact on mental and emotional status of people. During the interviews, stress has been 

indeed a concept that came out often. APM standard processes have been described as 

generally mitigating stress levels within the team environment. APM characteristic of 
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working through short iterations was found with a strong frequency to be one the reasons 

for which stress levels are mitigated in an APM environment. Short iterations reduce the 

size of the deliverables that team members are accountable of, which makes sprint’s goals 

perceived as more achievable, thus diminishing stress. Other elements reducing stress in 

APM are the higher power to influence decision-making – which make people more 

confident that what they are required to do is achievable – and the reduced amount of 

written documentation required. Only one interviewee has cited written documentation 

but is an element that appears clearly in the Agile literature with the idea that is necessary 

to minimise it as much as possible in order to reduce unnecessary work (Beck et al., 2001; 

Measey, 2015, p.5). However, an element that has been highlighted by most of the 

interviewees is that switching to Agile project management has not been an easy task, 

generating a certain amount of stress for the initial implementation period. While it is true 

that every type of organisational change may generate a certain amount of resistance, 

implementing Agile requires not only to implement a series of new processes, but also to 

change people’s mindset (Measey, 2015, p.11). Changing mindset is always a difficult 

task, particularly, as highlighted in this research’s findings, if people come from previous 

experiences, where the management style was different, there is a tendency to have 

difficulties in getting used to the APM requirements for participation and sharing of one 

owns work. However, most of the interviewees said that adaptation to this new 

methodology is possible, and that this is facilitated by management attitude, which needs 

to be flexible toward people facing more difficulties. According to the data gathered, it is 

not possible to identify a systematic deterioration of health, at least on the long-term, 

caused by APM. 

 

Impartiality in terms of social sustainability is seen as the system’s capacity to avoid that 

individuals are systematically exposed to partial treatment as discriminations based on 

race or on gender or for example unfair job selection. When asked about impartiality 

within APM, most of the interviewees were not able to identify elements impacting this 

aspect. However, some findings identified some side effects of APM on impartiality. 

These are related to the fact that APM is a formal methodology - it is more difficult to 

discriminate as everything is specified - and to the fact that APM tries to be as inclusive 

as possible when it comes to involve people. Similarly, no academic literature references 

have been found describing APM as a methodology posing particular threats to 

impartiality in the organisation. An element that has been found during the empirical 

research and that has raised questions in relation to impartiality is the fact that many of 

the interviewees asserted that APM impacts positively or negatively on people according 

to their personality. One of the interviewees described also the specific personality traits 

that are preferable in an Agile environment. However, it is possible to work on these traits 

and make people adapt to a new methodology. As stated by Moe et al. (2009, p.489), it is 

fundamental to take care of the transition phase toward Agile, taking time to work on the 

creation of a team and the diffusion of the Agile mindset. 
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In addition to the other factors seen so far, that represent the minimum factors not to 

degrade, direct references were found during the interviews also to two of the 

fundamental elements of socially sustainable complex adaptive systems: Trust and Self-

Organisation. Trust is described as a quality of connections between people, which allows 

the system to remain together, despite the level of internal complexity (Missimer et al., 

2016a, p.6). Trust has an emotional element that goes beyond pure rationality and 

personal experience, which is based on the trustworthiness of the other agents in the 

system (Missimer et al., 2016b, p.5). Trust has been identified during the interviews as 

an element embedded in the Agile way of managing people. It is interesting to highlight 

that both the Agile team leaders interviewed referred to this element of trust. These 

findings, connecting improvements in team’s trust to APM, are also confirmed other 

researches (McHugh et al., 2011, p.101) and by the fact that trust is indeed at the core of 

the Agile 5th principle (Beck et al., 2001). 

 

Similarly, Self-Organisation is another socially sustainable aspect appearing also in the 

11th Agile principle (Beck et al., 2001). Self-Organisation has been associated by the 

interviewees of this case study to the idea of independence and it has been said that APM 

improves it, as it gives more influence to team members and requires team leaders to 

coach them toward a greater autonomy. Indeed, the literature reviewed seems to be in line 

with this definition of self-organised teams, as it associates this concept with the idea of 

autonomous and empowered teams (Moe et al., 2008, p.77). However, what has been 

highlighted is that self-organisation of teams is not always easy to achieve, and can find 

some obstacles according to the organisational and management settings previous to the 

Agile implementation (Moe et al., 2009, p.490). 

 

Motivation has been the only element found during the interviews for which no direct 

causal relationship has been found with the social sustainability aspects. Motivation 

seems to be an element characterising the social characteristics of an Agile environment, 

but without being related to the long-term factors supporting social sustainability. The 

interviews revealed that several factors, generated by APM implementation, impact 

motivation. These factors have been defined as: Agile Coaching; the Constant Delivery 

of Value; the implementation of a Formal Methodology; the usage iterative Processes in 

APM; the Personality Fit of individuals with the Agile mindset; and the focus on Self-

Organisation promoted by APM. All these factors have a positive impact on motivation, 

increasing motivation of individuals in an Agile environment, with the exception of the 

“Personality Fit” factor that it is said to impact negatively on motivation – if the 

personality of the individual is not Agile oriented, people will be probably de-motivated 

by implementing this methodology. It is also particularly interesting to highlight that, 

according to our findings, motivation is increased in relation with higher self-organisation 

levels. Self-Organisation is by itself one of the key factors supporting sustainable social 

sustainability, suggesting that increments in social sustainability have a positive impact 

on people’s motivation.  According to McHugh et al.’s (2011) research, people’s 

motivation is impacted in several ways, prevalently positive but also negative, by the 

implementation of APM. The findings of this research are substantially in line with the 
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one of McHugh et al. (2011, p.100-102), but add also other elements explaining increased 

motivation – APM improving communication and collaboration within the team, that in 

our case is only indirectly connected through self-organisation – and also some other 

element explaining its decrease – e.g. time since which APM is implemented. According 

to Measey (2015, p.92) motivation releases energy and creativity and is an essential 

component of high performances.  

 

The discussion presented above, added some new relations to the network model showed 

at the beginning of this section. “Stress Reduction” has been associated to the “Health” 

aspect of social sustainability creating an additional bound between the APM effects and 

the social sustainability fundamental factors. Reviewing the literature on the fundamental 

social sustainability factors on “Meaning Making” and “Learning”, additional relations 

were found respectively with “Common Meaning” and “Competences”. These additional 

relations complete the relations network diagram that constitutes the model proposed 

below in Figure 16: 

 

Figure 16. Final Network Diagram that relates APM aspects with Social 

Sustainability aspects. 
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7 Conclusion 

 

The findings and analysis conducted during this research aimed at exploring the potential 

existing relations between the Agile project management theory and practice, and the 

field of social sustainability.  The research question proposed was thus:  How the 

impacts generated by Agile Project Management on the organisational social 

dynamics are related to the fundamental aspects of Social Sustainability? 

 

In order to answer this question, application of Agile project management principles and 

methodological requirements have been analysed within the context of a single case 

study. The case study focused, through semi-structured interviews and the analysis of 

qualitative data, on investigating the effects that APM has on the organizational social 

dynamics. Regarding social sustainability, the narrative literature review carried out made 

the research focus on Missimer et al.’s definition of social sustainability. This definition 

claims that a socially sustainable system is characterized by: Diversity; Possibility to 

Learn; Possibility to Self-Organise; Trust; and Common Meaning. A socially sustainable 

system, to be defined so, needs to maintain these aspects on the long term by avoiding to 

systematically degrade individual’s Health, Influence, ability to acquire new 

Competences, ability to Meaning-Making, and system’s Impartiality. 

 

The findings obtained from the case study, analysed with the additional support of 

academic theory, showed that several APM methodological elements have a direct or 

indirect causal relation on the improvement or degradation of social sustainability 

fundamental factors. The fundamental factors of social sustainability impacted by APM, 

in the context of our case study, are specifically Health, Influence, Competence, Meaning 

Making, Trust, and Self-Organisation. Among the five factors that is necessary not to 

degrade, only “Impartiality” seemed not to be affected by the implementation of APM. It 

is thus possible to affirm that implementing the APM mindset and operational 

methodologies, at least in the specific case of the organization studied here, has many 

effects on the organisational social dynamics, which are in turn affecting the organisation 

social sustainability factors. 

 

The interconnections found show that APM not only avoids to deteriorate Health, 

Influence, and the ability to acquire new Competences, but actually reinforces these 

aspects. In terms of Impartiality, as no particular relation has been found, it is possible to 

say that APM does not degrade this aspect either. Finally, in relation to Meaning-Making 

it has been found in the case study that APM seems on one side to reinforce it, but on 

another side, because of the continuous requirement to work on short tasks, meaning 

creation seems to be impeded. However, by analysing the literature it seems arguable that 

this negative impact might be attributed to difficulties in the implementation of APM, 

more than a systematic aspect of the framework itself.  It is thus concluded that, as the 

APM framework seems, in the context of the case study analysed, to not degrade any of 

the five fundamental factors described by Missimer et al. (2016a, 2016b), APM, it can be 

considered as a process model promoting organizational social sustainability. 
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The theoretical contributions of the present research can be framed within the field of 

Sustainability in Project Management. First, the present research is a contribution to the 

claim made by Gareis (2013, p.151), in which it was highlighted the importance of 

studying the integration of sustainability principles into the PM process. Therefore, this 

research objective was to explore the Social Sustainability aspects present in the APM 

methodologies focusing on the internal processes. As a result, it is expected that this 

contribution serves as a starting point regarding the connection between Sustainability 

and the APM methodologies for future studies that can expand the field of Sustainability 

in PM processes. 

 

Moreover, the Missimer et al. (2016a, 2016b) definition of Social Sustainability, based 

on the theory of complex adaptive systems, seems to fit properly with the point of view 

of the organisation as a social system proposed by Luhmann (1995). Therefore, including 

this definition to the field can contribute to explore, by treating the temporary and 

permanent organizations as social system, other methodologies and aspects of 

Sustainability in Project Management.   

 

More specifically, the present research makes some contributions to the Project 

Management subjacent theory of Agile Project Management and its connection with 

Sustainability. As mentioned previously in the research, the authors failed to found any 

academic literature that relates or analyse the Sustainability aspects of the APM 

methodologies. However, Silvius et al. (2012b) mentioned that the APM principles 

showed some similarities with their six Sustainability principles. Even though the present 

research did not use the six principles presented by Silvius et al. (2012b), it showed that 

there might be a connection between the APM methodologies and processes to the Social 

aspects of Sustainability. This connection allows to provide a new input in the 

Sustainability of Project Management theoretical debate, proposing to consider APM as 

a new and alternative project management process through which promote sustainability 

within organisations. 

 

The last contribution is done to the APM theory, in the 8th principle of the Agile 

manifesto it is claimed that APM processes promote sustainable development. This claim 

is done without giving any definition of their understanding of sustainable development. 

However, for the authors this principle has connotation towards social sustainability, 

since it looks to protect the team members against situations that can be a threat to their 

wellbeing. The present research findings suggest that this principle might be correct, 

however further research should be developed in order to generalize the findings to all 

the APM methodologies.  
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From the practitioner's point of view, being aware of this close relation between Agile 

project management and social sustainability might be interesting under several aspects. 

First of all, managers, at different managerial levels, interested in promoting social 

sustainability within their companies may consider APM as a mindset and framework to 

implement in order to achieve this goal. Secondly, organisations already implementing 

APM frameworks may become more aware of its effects on internal social dynamics and 

their sustainability benefits, making them more active in trying to obtain this additional 

value and not only enjoy them as side effects. 

 

The present research is subjected to a series of limitation that can be divided into 

theoretical and methodological, these limitations were known by the authors who tried to 

overcome them in the best way possible for the good of the research. 

 

On one hand, from the theoretical perspective it has to be acknowledged that there is not 

a consensus on the definition of social sustainability used in this study. Social 

Sustainability definition is still an open discussion amongst researchers and while some 

similarities exists amongst most of the definitions, it has not been possible to identify 

some kind of preferences toward one or the other. However, the definition used - the one 

from Missimer et al. (2016a, 2016b) - is actually more a framework open to new 

contributions and expansions. As a consequence, other aspects that are not considered in 

the present work may be added to the proposed framework as long as they follow its 

systemic pattern, contributing to a more complete view of the social sustainability aspects 

of APM practices. In addition, it has to be said that the study of sustainability in project 

management takes actually into account the three aspects of sustainability (i.e., Social, 

Environmental and Economical), while the present research has focused only on the social 

aspect. The decision to consider only social sustainability has been driven by the 

awareness that studying sustainability in relation to managerial processes, in opposition 

to the project’s outputs, impacts mostly people within the organisation and thus the social 

aspect of sustainability. However, demonstrating this initial link set the case to further 

investigate the existence of more connections between characteristics of APM and the 

other two aspects of Sustainability. 

 

On the other hand, from the methodological perspective, by using the single case study 

method, the findings and conclusion of the present research only apply for the company 

that was used for the study and should not be generalised without any further research 

supporting the claims here proposed. However, it is believed that the presented findings 

and conclusions contribute to academic theory by promoting the idea that APM may 

present a good new opportunity for the Sustainability of Project Management theoretical 

area. Furthermore, the simplicity of the model proposed makes it easily transferable to 

other cases, facilitating the work of researchers willing to test the conclusions here 

presented. Moreover, the conclusions and implications found in this research are related 

to the implementation of APM in the presented company, which was an adaptation of 

SCRUM, it is possible that other companies adopting other APM methods will show 

different connections than the ones presented. 
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In terms of direction for further research, new work should expand the number of cases 

in other to obtain more generalizable conclusions regarding the Social Sustainability 

aspects that APM methodologies can deliver to organisations. It this case, it would be 

recommended to separate the studies into each APM method, this will allow to have a 

more detailed overview of the Social Sustainability differences that may exist between 

methods. Besides, it is needed to study the other two aspects of Sustainability in the APM 

methodologies in order to have a more complete perspective of how Sustainability is 

present in APM. Finally, since Missimer et al. (2016b) definition of Social Sustainability 

is a recent work, it is recommended to keep attention to the future studies that can be 

related to it and if their model suffer modifications that can have an impact on the present 

work. 
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Appendix 

Introduction: “Thank you very much for the time you are dedicating to us. We would 

like to remind you that you are participating to an interview organised within the context 

of an academic research and that all information or data obtained from this interview 

will be used ensuring the highest degree of confidentiality. Any sensitive data, as your 

name, or the organisation’s name will never be used or shared. Furthermore, we would 

like to inform you that the interview will be recorded. Do you agree to participate to this 

interview?  

Objectives Questions Aspects of APM touched 

Understand 

how APM is 

understood 

and applied in 

the 

organisation 

“Can you describe your understanding 

of Agile Project Management?” 

All 

“Can you please describe how Agile 

Project Management is applied at an 

operational level in your organisation?” 

All 

Impact of 

APM on the 

organisation 

“Do you think APM have an impact on 

social interactions within members of the 

organisation? If yes, can you describe 

how does it impact and if this is negative 

or positive.” 

All 

APM 

influence on 

the 5 

principles to 

support 

Adaptive 

Capacities  

“APM embraces Change. How do you 

think this changing environment affects 

the organisation and the individuals? 

And how do they cope with it?” 

Change  

“How do you perceive Agile Project 

Management practices in your 

organisation influence the motivation of 

your team? (If any negative aspect is 

mentioned ask for: "Is there any negative 

impact of APM on these 5 principles?")” 

Team Motivation 

“How APM practices in your 

organisation influence the collaboration 

within the teams applying it? If 

collaboration is increased how do you 

think individuals (Team leader and Team 

members) are affected by it, specifically 

regarding the 5 principles of Adaptive 

Capacities?” 

Team Collaboration 

“Another aspect often cited is the 

requirement for individuals in Agile 

Project Management Teams to be able to 

self-organise, to be independent. Do you 

believe this is the case in your 

organisation way of applying APM? 

And, how do you think this is impacting 

Self-Organisation 
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negatively or positively the 5 principles 

described previously?” 

“How does the Agile team interact with 

the customer?  How is the relation with 

the customer influenced by these 

interactions? And how these interactions 

influence the team in your opinion?” 

Interactions with the 

Customer (Collaboration 

& Frequent Delivery) 

“How do you define with your customers 

the vision and scope of each project 

(projects that use APM)? How this vision 

and scope are then communicated?” 

Interactions with the 

Customer (Collaboration 

& Frequent Delivery) 

“Agile Project Management techniques 

are based on a series of continuous 

inspection and adaptation iterations? 

How do you think this influence the 

individuals working on the team?” 

Empirical Process 

“A final important aspect is the creation 

of value "fit for purpose". How do you 

think this focus influences individuals' 

way of working and the interactions with 

the customer?” 

Fit For Purpose Delivery 

 " How do you think APM influences or is 

influenced by Health (Mental and 

Psychological stress), the capability of 

individuals to influence the system 

around them, the capability of 

individuals to acquire new competences, 

the capability of individuals to create 

self-meaning (vision), and impartiality? 

" 

 

All 

APM and 

Sustainability 

“Do you think that implementation of 

APM practices, contribute to avoid on 

the long term to a degradation of these 5 

aspects of the adaptive capacities? Do 

you think that implementation of APM 

can deliver on the long term an 

increased level of internal social 

sustainability?” 

All 
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