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Abstract. Project governance (PG) is an important activity in agile
software development (ASD) projects. Middle managers (MMs) are part
of the governance structure in ASD projects. PG and middle manage-
ment phenomena in ASD projects are under-researched and not fully
understood. This ongoing study aims to fill a gap by investigating the
roles of MMs in agile PG through the lens of Activity Theory. The study
adopts a qualitative and interpretive case study approach. To date, the
study has identified 24 roles that MMs perform during agile PG.
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1 Purpose

Project governance (PG) is an important but complex activity performed dur-
ing agile software development (ASD) projects, and encompasses the necessary
oversight, processes, tools, manpower, and support for project accomplishment.
It is the “framework, functions, and processes that guide project management
activities in order to create a unique product, service, or result to meet organi-
zational strategic and operational goals” [14, p. 4]. In relation to agile projects,
PG is under-researched and not fully understood [7,11].

Middle managers (MMs) occupy the middle-level position in an organisation’s
governing structure and they link senior management (SM) with the lower-level
workforce [2]. In ASD projects, MMs function within agile teams [6]. The MMs
are expected to work alongside agile teams and play their role to ensure deliv-
ery of ASD projects, hence they are part of the project governance structure
therein. However, there is evidence that the role of MMs in ASD projects is not
clearly defined and not fully understood [3,6,12]. Agile projects are considered
lightweight, self-organising, and flexible, therefore practitioners question how
‘management’ and ‘governance’ fit in. Middle management role uncertainty is
one of the top ranked challenges affecting agile teams [3]. Such uncertainty pro-
vokes tensions within agile teams during task execution [6], thereby threatening
team stability and project congruity.
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This ongoing study (part of a wider PhD study) seeks to answer the question:
What are the roles of middle managers in agile project governance?
The study is investigating the PG activity in an ASD project in order to deter-
mine the roles of MMs in agile PG within a selected organisation. Presentation
of the organisation’s agile PG practices is not within the scope of this article.

2 Research Design

This research employs a qualitative and interpretive case study design, which is
well-suited because it puts the researcher in the world of the participants living
the PG and middle management experience, thereby allowing him to interpret
their views and experiences [16].

Due to the complex and multifaceted nature of agile PG, given that it involves
multiple actors, processes, mechanisms, tools, and socio-technical interactions
[11], the research demanded a flexible socio-technical theoretical framework with
expansive analytical and interpretive power to aid analysis of agile PG and mid-
management. Activity Theory (AT) lends itself to these demands [4,8,9].

According to AT [9], an activity is comprised of six main components, viz.,
subject, tools, object, rules and norms, community of significant others, and divi-
sion of labour. By considering these components, AT enables analysis of activities
in breadth and depth [4]. In the present study, AT was used as the principal the-
ory to develop an Activity-oriented Project Governance (APGov) theoretical
framework to support the research (Fig. 1). The APGov framework1, which also
incorporates other theories and studies [5,10,11,13,15], was developed to aid
case study data collection, analysis, and interpretation of findings. The unit of
analysis for this study is the PG activity, which has ASD project as the main
governance object, and middle management as one of the activity actors.

A single case study (a research limitation) involving a Nigerian fintech holding
company (HOLDCOY) was undertaken. Data was collected between February
and March 2020, comprising nine semi-structured interviews, three team meet-
ing observations, company documentation, and questionnaires for collection of
company and project profile information. The company and its participants were
selected using convenience and stratified sampling. The company was selected
because (a) it is a technology-enabled organisation that practices PG, (b) it
has used agile methods to execute and govern software development projects for
eight years, and (c) its organisational structure includes middle management.
Participants included SM, MMs, and lower-level workforce, with agile methods
experiences ranging from 8 months to 11–12 years2. The researcher limited the
study to analysis of the PG activity and middle management in one of HOLD-
COY’s divisions; TECHCOY division, which is the agile team executing the ASD
project under examination.

Six interviews out of the nine transcribed interviews in HOLDCOY, as well as
organisational structure document, email and instant messaging correspondence,
1 Description of framework components is available at https://bit.ly/3ijFCcx.
2 For more sample population and data sources details, visit https://bit.ly/3ijFCcx.
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Fig. 1. APGov framework

and profile questionnaire responses, have been analysed thus far using thematic
network analysis (TNA) for thematic analysis [1]. The six interviews produced
192 pages of transcripts, which were read several times and coded by applying a
coding framework in line with the TNA process [1]. NVivo software was used to
organise text segments into codes, which later formed themes for the construction
of a thematic network interpreting various roles of MMs in agile PG.

3 Findings

Preliminary findings are presented as a thematic network (Fig. 2) comprised of
(a) basic themes, which are the lowest-order premises contained in the data,
(b) organising themes, which are higher-order themes (categories of grouped
basic themes) summarising main discoveries contained in the data [1], and (c)
global theme, which is the superordinate theme that encapsulates “the principal
metaphors in the data as a whole” [1, p. 389]. In the thematic network, 24 basic
themes, which represent MM roles in the agile PG activity’s division of labour,
are grouped into five organising themes (role categories), which are linked to the
global theme - Roles of middle managers in agile project governance. Participants
affirm that MMs play pivotal roles in agile PG practice, thereby helping to
accomplish their project. Findings will be of benefit to agile teams with MMs.
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Fig. 2. Thematic network of MM roles in agile PG and interview quote examples

4 Research and Practice Implications

This research exemplifies and advances the use of AT in agile research, and adds
to studies on agile PG and MMs in ASD projects, which are limited. Organisa-
tions that use agile methods and have MMs can use the model of MMs’ roles as
a tool for (a) creating job descriptions and person specifications for recruitment
of MMs, (b) education and training, and (c) ensuring MMs maintain acceptable
levels of job performance when governing and delivering ASD projects.

5 Contributions

This study introduces an APGov theoretical framework by applying AT to agile
PG and middle management. The study is also developing a model of MMs’ roles
in agile PG. The model will describe multiple roles that MMs perform when
working alongside agile teams and governing ASD projects. The model will help
SM, MMs, aspiring MMs, agile teams, and researchers to better understand the
roles of MMs in agile PG practice, which may lead to stronger organisation-
project strategic connections and project success, better working relationships
between MMs and teammates in agile teams, and further research.
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Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium
or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if changes were
made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and
your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.
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