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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to present the research findings of factors that contribute to
making customer involvement work effectively in an agile software project and to explore
factors that can provide a hindrance to customer involvement. We conducted 24 interviews
with practitioners working with agile software projects in Norwegian software industry.
Grounded theory was used to analyze the data. Findings suggested a list of factors that can
enhance customer involvement and make it more effective. We called these factors enablers
to customer involvement. The factors that suppliers use for effective customer involvement
are understanding customer’s perception of success, effective communication, being
forthcoming and accommodating, transparency and openness and establishing trust. Factors
that suppliers think the customer should pay special attention to are: customer attention,
product owner who understands the business, good understanding of technical and functional
side and persistent cooperation. This study also presents factors that can hinder customer
involvement, thus making the customer-supplier relationship less effective. We called these
barrier factors. These are not getting enough customer time, lack of understanding on the
customer’s part, people without right skills and lack of communication.

The research was carried out in the Norwegian software industry and grounded theory
was used for data analysis, therefore this research can be called context-specific. Research
participants interviewed were project managers, therefore this study presents project
managers’ viewpoints only. Another limitation is that most of the participants were from the
supplier side. This study provides a theory/framework of enablers and barriers to customer
involvement in agile software projects. Practitioners can use these factors to enhance
customer involvement in agile projects.

Keywords: agile methods, customer involvement, grounded theory, communication,
frequent delivery, agile projects.

1 Introduction

A customer is someone who “has a direct interest in the project. He/she might be a
direct user of the system, a representative from the customer organization or a domain
expert in developer organization” (Mohammadi et al., 2009). Real customer
involvement means “the direct involvement of end-users and other business
stakeholders on the project” (Martin et al., 2009). In traditional approaches, the
interaction between customer and supplier or team is limited to the planning phase and
providing feedback about the end product (Grisham and Perry, 2005; Judy and
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Krumins-Beens, 2008; Nerur et al., 2005). Because of its importance, customer
involvement is suggested to be an important success factor in an agile project. With the
introduction of the agile manifesto, customer involvement is emphasized much more
than it was in traditional approaches (Fowler and Highsmith, 2001). Among four agile
values, one is:

“Customer collaboration, over contract negotiation” (Beck et al., 2001). Agile
methodology “was meant to facilitate closer collaboration with the customer by encouraging
changes throughout the project, in order to better support the customer needs” (Henriksen,
2016).

According to Serrador and Pinto (2015), agile methods “depend upon early and continuous
customer involvement, both in establishing goals for the project and providing feedback to
progressive prototypes as the project moves through its life cycle”. This close cooperation
with the customer helps “re-scoping “project requirements in light of new information or
customer requests” (Serrador and Pinto, 2015).

Involving the customer means working in close collaboration with them. Since the customer
is the main focus in agile projects agile methodologies, therefore, stand on the principles of
“improved customer satisfaction, adapting to changing requirements, frequently delivering
working software, and close collaboration of business people and developers” (Paetsch et

al., 2003).

Customer involvement is suggested to a success factor in an agile project (Dyba and
Dingsoyr, 2008, Highsmith and Fowler, 2001, Martin et al., 2004, Misra, et al, 2009, Nerur
et al., 2005). According to Nerur et al. (2005), “The success of agile development hinges
on finding customers who will actively participate in the development process.” This
customer relationship, in turn, builds on “commitment, knowledge, proximity, trust, respect”
(Nerur etal., 2005). Different studies were conducted to establish the link between customer-
related issues and involvement (Lindvall et al., 2002; Chow and Cao, 2008; Hoda et al.,
2011).

The need for more theory-based, empirical studies has been identified by various studies
(Hannay et al., 2007; Herbsleb and Mockus, 2003; Sjgberg et al., 2007). The need for
empirical studies in relation to agile methods and agile project management is also evident
by following studies (Abrahamsson, et. al., 2009; Dyba and Dingsgyr, 2008; Suetin et al,.
2016; Vidgen and Wang, 2009). This study attempts to fill this gap by conducting empirical
research. In addition, despite its importance, a systematic inquiry into the conditions that
enable the achievement of an adequate level of customer involvement has been limited to
date. This paper aims to fill this gap and it aims to identify the key barriers and enablers for
achieving an adequate level of customer involvement. This paper will also explore some of
the related theoretical concepts, such as participation and engagement. All of the studies that
have been conducted so far have focused solely on the importance of customer involvement.
To the best of our knowledge, no study has examined the factors that enable or which hinder
customer involvement in the Norwegian software industry. Thus this research addresses the
need for further empirical studies in software engineering.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. Section 1 presents the literature review. In this
section related concepts of customer participation, customer engagement ad customer
involvement is presented along with the importance of customer involvement. The level of
customer involvement required for agile projects is also presented. Section 2 presents the
methodology. Section 3 will present the results. Section 4 will present the discussion.
Finally, Section 5 presents the contributions and limitations of this research.
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2 Literature Review
2.1 Customer involvement

Customer participation refers to physical, emotional and informational (mental) input (Rodie
and Kleine, 2000). Meanwhile, customer involvement refers to “customer behaviors related
to the definition, production, and delivery of a service, including mental, emotional, and
physical behaviors” (Cuiling). Customer involvement means that the customer participates
in all phases of the project development and works in close collaboration with the supplier.

Customer participation has three dimensions (Silpakit and Fisk, 1985), these are mental,
physical and emotional effort and involvement. According to Kelley et al. (1990), customer
participation has two dimensions, these are technical-quality (customer behavior) and
functional-quality (interaction between customer and employee). Maru File et al. (1992)
found that the participation factors included tangibility, empathy, attendance at meetings,
and meaningful interaction.

Customer engagement is “a psychological state that is characterized by a degree of vigor,
dedication, absorption, and interaction” (Zheng et al., 2015). Customer engagement is
defined as the supplier’s effort to make a connection with the customer so that they can listen
to their needs and expectations from the project. Improved quality and customer satisfaction
can be achieved through increased customer participation (Cermak et al., 1994).

True customer engagement involves (Schmidt, 2011)

e enabling contact
understanding a customer’s context
providing rich and relevant content
providing convenience, and, last but not least
communication with the customer, online and offline across all customer
touchpoints
The concept of a dedicated customer means that the customer is committed to participating
in the project when and wherever needed. Commitment from the customer means that they
involve themselves more in the project, and they dedicate more time and energy to give
feedback about the deliverables, resulting in a more positive effect for the suppliers (Bartolo,
2012). Customer involvement cannot be ensured unless customers are committed to being
part of the whole software development process.
Chow and Cao (2008), Lindsjgrn et al. (2016) and Vithana et al. (2015) argue that customer
involvement to be one of the success factors in agile projects.  Misra et al. (2009)
hypothesized 12 success factors based on the literature and conducted a survey to find
evidence of their validity. They found that among the 12 hypothesized success factors, five
are found to be most relevant. Among them are customer-centric issues. The criticality of
customer involvement is also shown by the CHAOS report (Standish Group Report, 2015).
According to this report, the customer plays the most vital role in project success, while the
absence of customer involvement is shown to be a reason for projects running into problems.
Real customer involvement means “the direct involvement of end-users and other business
stakeholders on the project” (Martin et al., 2009).

Tanner and Willingh (2014) performed a case study research regarding the factors that can
result in the success or failure of a project. They used the same five categories used by Chow
and Cao (2008) and they have shown that stakeholder involvement and buy-in were among
the most important success factors. By engaging customers in the development process,
suppliers are focused and committed to providing the customer with a useful product that
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will give the customer tangible results and increased business value. When the customer gets
developed functionality, then they will ultimately become more involved in the project.

Involving the customer in the early stages helps the supplier to learn about customer value
(Dingsgyr and Lassenius, 2016), which in turn helps to develop a product that will deliver
certain benefits to the customer. Instead of focusing on delivering functionality that will
never be used, the shift is to supply a product that will instead deliver business value. Rather
than focusing on delivering functionality, the focus will be on delivering business value. The
recent increasing trend is towards a Lean startup, which focuses on delivering value by
reducing waste (Ries, 2011).

Customer satisfaction is also a success criterion (Misra et al., 2009; Siddique and Hussein,
2016b). This can be achieved if the customers are kept involved in the whole development
cycle. When the customer is involved in defining deliverables, increased collaboration and
the active involvement of the customer will make them feel more in control of the project.
This results in increased customer satisfaction (Koch, 2005). Customer involvement can
ensure quality deliverables that can further ensure customer satisfaction at the end of the
project. According to Wicks and Roethlein (2009), “the summation of the affective
evaluations by each customer of each attitude object that creates customer satisfaction”.
They suggest that customer satisfaction is an important part of quality. Customer/user
satisfaction is ranked third after on-time delivery and product quality by the 9th Annual State
of Agile survey (VersionOne, 2015).

The supplier should put effort into finding out the where and how of involving the customer
in the project. Due to the agile philosophy of close customer collaboration, the customer
should be part of the project planning meetings, sprint planning and reviews meeting, and
sprint retrospectives. This can offer an important platform for customer involvement and
information can be gathered and shared among the people of the organization (Boehm and
Turner, 2003).

One of the comprehensive studies about the lack of customer involvement was conducted
by Hoda et al. (2011). They studied lack of customer involvement in agile software projects
and found that the reasons for lack of customer involvement are “skepticism and hype, the
distance factor, lack of time commitment, dealing with large customers, fixed-bid contracts,
and ineffective customer representatives.” Their study also presented the consequences of
inadequate customer involvement which are “pressure to over-commit, problems in
gathering and clarifying requirements, problems in prioritizing requirements, problems in
securing feedback, loss of productivity, business loss”. This study also presented the
undercover strategies which agile teams were using to make this involvement work
optimally. These are “changing customers’ mindsets, providing options, buffering, changing
priority, risk assessment up-front, story owners, customer proxy, just demos, E-
collaboration, and extreme undercover. The present study is built on same underlying theme
as conducted by Hoda et al. (2011) but in different contexts (Norwegian software industry)
and with different participants.

3 Methodology

The research method we choose for our research is Grounded theory because this theory
helps to understand the phenomenon taking place in the current scenario (Glaser, 1992)
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

The reasons for using grounded theory for this research are as follows:
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1. Grounded theory is a suitable approach for underexplored areas (Birks and Mills,
2011). Although considerable research has been done regarding the importance of
customer involvement in agile projects, very little research has been done to identify
enablers and barriers to customer involvement.

2. The findings are based on qualitative data collected from project managers who have
several years of experience with software projects in general, and agile software
projects in particular; therefore, the Grounded theory is a suitable approach for this
study (Marshall and Rossman, 2014).

3.1 Data collection

We conducted 24 interviews with practitioners working with agile methods in software
organizations in Norway.

Table 1: Participants Profile

Agile methods worked No. of years’ Experience

Practitioners Current designation

with with agile methodologies
AP1 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 10
AP2 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 9
AP3 Project manager XP, Scrum 9
AP4 Project manager XP, Scrum, KANBAN 10
AP5 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 8
APG6 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 8
AP7 Project manager XP, Scrum 10
AP8 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 10
AP9 Project manager Scrum 9
AP10 Project manager Scrum 8
AP11 Project manager Scrum 8
AP12 Project manager XP, Scrum 10
AP13 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 10
AP14 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 9
AP15 Project manager XP, Scrum 10
AP16 Project manager XP, Scrum, KANBAN 12
AP17 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 8
AP18 Project manager Scrum 7
AP19 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 8
AP20 Project manager XP, Scrum 9
AP21 Project manager Scrum, KANBAN 8
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AP22 Project manager XP, Scrum 10
AP23 Project manager XP, Scrum 9

AP24 Project manager XP, Scrum, KANBAN 11

These include organizations that perform in-house development and consulting
organizations that deliver projects to customers. The practitioners we interviewed had many
years of experience within IT and of using agile methods. We conducted semi-structured
interviews through various media, including face to face (mostly) and Skype. Twenty-four
interviewees were selected based on the following criteria: (1) role (project manager); (2)
number of years of experience in software project management; (3) work experience and
knowledge related to agile development. The sampling technique we used for our study is
called non-probability sampling (Advice, 2000). Taking into account its suitability for the
research, we used purposive sampling. Deliberate contact was made with the participants
who had relevant experience with agile projects. We performed an Internet search for the
practitioners and after establishing their suitability through our research question, we
requested them to participate in the study. We assured participants that their anonymity
would be maintained. We refer to practitioners as AP1-AP24. Practitioners’ profiles are
given in Table 1. Semi-structured interviews were conducted of about 30-60 minutes
duration.

3.2 Data analysis

In Grounded theory, data analysis is called coding. Coding, using a systematic approach of
data analysis, helps in understanding the data (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). Coding is the
analysis of data to gain meaningful insight from the data (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). Data
analysis in Grounded theory is a continuous process and starts very early after conducting
the first interview (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). Figure 1 and Figure 2 present the coding
process.

3.2.1 Open coding

Open coding is the first step of data analysis in Grounded theory (Glaser 1978). All
possibilities of data interpretation are considered and taken into account at this step. After
finding key points in the data, a suitable code is assigned to it. Codes are assigned by making
sure that these fit the underlying concept of the data (Glaser, 1978).

3.2.2 Constant comparison

Each of the emerging codes in open coding was compared to find the similarities and
differences with the previous developed code within the same interview transcript and with
other transcripts to produce a higher level of abstraction called concepts. This method was
again performed on concepts to produce a higher level of abstraction called category (Allan,
2003). This is called the constant comparison method (Glaser, 1967).

3.2.3 Core category

Open coding is ended with the identification of a core category (Murphy et al., 1974). A core
category is a category that is central and related to several other categories. A core category
“accounts for a large portion of the variation in a pattern of behavior”, therefore it indicates
the “main concern or problem” for the participants (Glaser, 1978). It is the main concern of
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participants that becomes the research question. The core category should be central and
interlinked with several other categories. The category that we found possessed all these
properties was “customer involvement”. In one study there is a possibility of more than one
core category emerging. In this case, each core category must be addressed in separate
studies. Figure 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3 present the example of coding done for this study.

3.2.4 Selective coding

During selective coding “only those variables [concepts or categories] that relate to the core
variable [category] insufficiently significant ways as to produce a parsimonious theory” are
considered (Glaser,1978, 2004). We started coding around the selected core category i.e.
customer involvement. Interview transcripts that were related to customer involvement were
examined carefully to find the relevant categories.

Theary

Category

¢

Concept

¢

Code

¢

Key notes

¢

Interviews transcripts
Figure 1. Levels of abstraction in Grounded theory
Assessing customer needs

What customer consider success

What project will achieve——————

Project goals Understanding the customer’s perception of
success

Delivering customer’s expectations

What project will deliver

Figure 2: Example of generation of concept from codes

Not getting enough customer time

Lack of understanding in customer’s part — Barriers to customer involvement

People without right skills

Lack of communication

Figure 3: Example of generation of category from concepts
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3.2.5 Theoretical saturation

The researcher must stop coding and data collection when theoretical saturation is reached.
This means when analysis of collected data no longer provides any new insight or categories
(Glaser, 1992). We stopped data collection when we felt that no new categories were
emerging.

3.2.6 Memos

During the process of coding, researchers are encouraged to write down their own ideas
about the category. These ideas are called memos. These memos are an important part of
Grounded theory research and are used for reporting results of the data.

4 Findings
Results from the interview data are discussed in the following section (Please see Table 2).

Table 2: Enablers and barriers in customer involvement

Enablers Barriers
These are the factors that | Understanding the customer’s | Not getting enough customer
suppliers pointed out that | perception of success time
they spend time on to Effective communication Lack of understanding of
create effective customer | Being forthcoming and | customer’s part
involvement accommaodating People without the right skills
Transparency and openness Lack of communication

Establishing trust

This is a list of factors that | Customer attention
suppliers  expect the | A  product owner who
customer must do to make | understands business

involvement optimal Good understanding of the
technical and functional side
Persistent cooperation
4.1 Enablers

Factors that can enhance customer cooperation include: understanding the customer’s
perception of success, effective communication, being forthcoming and accommodating,
transparency and openness, establishing trust.

4.1.1 Understanding the customer’s perception of success

Practitioners asserted that the first step to ensure customer involvement and thereafter
successful agile project delivery is to understand the customer’s perception of success. For
this, the project manager must be able to assess what are the customer’s needs and what the
customer considers as a success.

“The project manager needs to be very good at controlling the project and controlling the
development and first and foremost understanding customer needs.”  AP9

The practitioner told us that although finding out what the customer really needs is hard,
one way they use to figure it out is by talking with them.
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“Success is very relevant to the customer understanding what they need. It’s really difficult
to understand what they really need. They always ask for something else, so we need to
hear them and we need to talk together.” AP13

“I always have at the top ‘the goals’ of what the project has to achieve. What we are supposed
to deliver and by what time. | always like to have clear the customer’s goals (requirements)
and what they want from us.” _AP8

“Managing customer expectations and match their quality (desired). Quality is the delivery
of expectations. If we are delivering as much as they expected then you are good. | think
expectation management is really key to being able to achieve success from both parties’
perspectives.” AP14

4.1.2 Effective communication

Practitioners believe that a project is not about one person, instead it is a joint effort of all
the stakeholders whose benefits are linked with the outcomes of the project. Therefore, there
is a strong need for effective communication between all the stakeholders in general, and
between customer and supplier in particular. Practitioners believe that communication
channels should be open and direct to avoid any kind of ambiguities. Involving customers
more closely and by creating direct communication with them is necessary for ensuring
successful project delivery.

“Communication is everything to have success.” __ AP10
“The most important success factor is communication and trust.” __ AP11

Practitioners asserted that in order to ensure successful delivery of a project, open
communication channels should be present with all the positive and negative feedback for
improvement.

“Remain completely open to communication and feedback.” AP15.

“Communication between customer and suppler and between the team, especially with
the product owner.” AP6

“Direct communication is very important because you agree on a project’s visibility
instead of writing reports. Also important thing is to show software to the customer and get
feedback.” AP23

4.1.3 Being forthcoming and accommodating

Practitioners asserted that one way to ensure customer involvement is the supplier being
forthcoming in accommodating customer requirements whenever possible. This is ensured
by managing customer requirements. They believe that the key to success is delivering and
managing customer expectations so that the end product is according to the requirements
specified by the customer.

“Managing change requests (from the customer) is a major success factor.” AP1

“Managing to make and deliver the required functionality (requested by the
customer).” AP2

“In this project, it is kind of hard to say because requirements here are so strict and
fixed — the success here will be to deliver all the requirements and how we can meet
them. We somehow need to make sure that we are able to fulfill the customer’s
requirements.” AP7
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4.1.4 Transparency and openness

Transparency and openness can be ensured by making sure that the project-related
deliverables are open and accessible to the customer. Practitioners believe that frequent
delivery is also important for involving the customer and ensuring success in agile software
projects. Instead of delivering a complete project once, agile methods provide the option for
delivering in iterations. This helps to provide better insight into the customer, thus ultimately
a better working atmosphere with a lot of trust between supplier and customer. The customer
receives the functional parts of the project and tests its functionality. This helps them to
understand and track the progress of the project. Unlike traditional projects where the entire
project is delivered at once, agile methods provide more insight and better decision-making
to the customer by delivering often. The customer can decide whether the delivered part of
the project is fully functional and according to specifications, or point out if any changes are
required. This also helps to create trust between both customers and suppliers.

“I think you should deliver as often as you can. Show customers what you have made, and
make delivery as early as possible.” AP15

“Make the product visible to the customer as often as possible” AP20
4.1.5 Establishing trust

Practitioners believe that trust plays a vital role when it comes to establishing a long-term
relationship with the customer. The only way a customer can assess the supplier’s
performance is through deliverables, therefore practitioners believe that delivering quite
often and in accordance with commitments can help to build trust between both parties.

“Establishing trust with the customer by delivering on time and by showing that if you are
delayed you will do overtime to meet the deadline.”  AP1

“Maybe the most important success factor is communication and trust. The more trust there
is fewer overheads and waste reporting. If you have a fair amount of trust and a good
relationship with the client you can speak openly.”  AP11

“A high level of trust between the client and the vendor.”  AP22
4.2 Supplier’s expectations of the customer

In this section, we will present what the supplier expects the customer to be able to do so
that customer involvement is optimal for successful deliveries. These are customer attention;
a product owner who understands the business; a good understanding of technical and
functional side; and persistent cooperation.

4.2.1 Customer attention

Practitioners believe that customer attention is very necessary for success in agile software
projects. Without the customer’s attention, the supplier cannot deliver the project in the
manner in which it was supposed to be delivered.

According to practitioners ensuring that the customer is giving enough time to the project
is one of the foremost factors for success. Lack of customer attention and “not getting enough
customer time” can affect project success.

“The most crucial factor is constant attention from the customer.”  AP3

“The most important success factor is customer involvement.” AP12
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“If the client involves himself, then it is an investment.” AP12

“Customer involvement... I feel strongly that the more the better.”  AP13

AP16 asserted that not getting customer time can affect the project success, therefore the
customer must ensure their presence in order to achieve a successful project.’
“Getting customer involvement is a success factor in agile projects.” _ AP4

“Customer involvement in terms of both time and dedicated customer.”  AP22

4.2.2 Product owner who understands the role

Usually, the customer is represented by a product owner. Therefore the product owner
must ensure to involve him in the project in order to ensure that the project works
smoothly. According to respondents, sometimes the product owner is involved in many
other job-related tasks, therefore he/she cannot give enough time to the project resulting in
delays on the part of the supplier.

“The product owner knowing his or her role and having the product vision to motivate
teams to go forward.” AP 12

4.2.3 Good understanding of the technical and functional side

Respondents asserted that the customer should have a good understanding of the technical
and functional side of the business. The problem arises when customers are working with
agile for the first time and they don’t have any idea how it works and what project
deliverables will look like.

“I think the initial problem is that we expect customers to be agile as well. We want them to
know how scrum and lean works. But it often looks like that we put too much faith in their
abilities especially when they haven’t really worked agile before. They have their
participating mindset about how to define the processes, so we are quite far apart with
regards to our understanding of how to work in this situation.” AP24

4.2.4 Persistent cooperation

To deliver a successful project, constant collaboration and cooperation is a must.
Respondents asserted that persistent cooperation between supplier and customer should be
ensured in order for agile projects to work smoothly.

“Cooperation might be an issue. It can be a problem to get that (expected) level of
cooperation from some customers. If they (customers) want to do an agile project they have
to get involved a lot.”  AP17

“The customer is willing to pay but has a problem in understanding that how important is
their involvement during the process.” AP3

5 Barriers

Interview analysis gave the following factors that can act as barriers to involving customers
in agile software projects. i.e. not getting enough customer time; lack of understanding on
the customer’s part; people without the right skills; lack of communication.
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5.1 Not getting enough customer time

Practitioners believe that it is challenging to manage an agile project without the active
participation of customers. Therefore, one of the barriers could be a lack of customer
attention or not getting enough customer time.

“Customers don’t understand how important it is to be a part of the project.” AP3

“The key thing that affects agile projects are not getting enough customer time.” _AP16

“I think the key things that can affect agile projects are not getting enough customer time.
That’s a big issue.”  API18

One respondent told his experience of an unsuccessful project and one of the things that had
a major impact was that the customer didn’t involve themselves enough in the project

Practitioners asserted that sometimes customers don’t understand how important their
involvement in the project. One of the practitioners had experienced the failure of a big
project. According to him, the reason was as follows:

“An external project manager was hired on this project and the lesson learned was that this
external project manager probably didn’t understand the Scrum method well enough.
The product owner was also hired. The customer never got deeply enough involved in the
project. It is very important to define in the contract that customer involvement is important,
and so is their feedback.” AP3

5.2 Lack of understanding of the customer’s part

Practitioners asserted that customers don’t involve themselves in the project because they
don’t have an understanding of how agile methods work.

“Customers often don’t understand the technological side of the product. The result is that
making developers and the customer talk to each other takes a huge amount of time. The
customer wants to talk with someone who is very good at communication, so there needs to
be a middleman who understands the technical and functional side of the project. I feel that’s
best.” AP9

5.3 People without the right skills

According to practitioners, if the product owner and project manager are not equipped with
the right skills the project may suffer in the long run.

“If any of the organizations involved in the project do not accept the way agile works,

there is a risk that the people involved haven’t got the right skills — I'm thinking in terms of
technical or soft skills. If you have a technical person who cannot speak to people, then it’s
not likely to work very well.” API18

One of the problems practitioners face is that the product owner is not the decision-maker.
Due to this, he/she doesn’t feel responsible for taking decisions regarding the project and
product.

“Another problem is that if you represent a customer and you are asked for some suggestion
regarding the product you feel very responsible. Then, if you have to take the decision
regarding the product then perhaps you think that I am taking this decision but if no one likes
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this, I will be blamed. One thing is that you (customer side) have to delegate authority to
people (customer’s representative) in such a way that they have to make decisions.” AP17

“We were having people from the customer side when it comes to making decisions and they
have problems in deciding. They have to discuss things first” AP17

Another thing is that if a project manager is not equipped with the right skills it will
become difficult to deliver a successful project.

“If the project manager doesn’t know about scrum, he/she can’t deliver a successful
project.” AP21

5.4 Lack of communication

Practitioners believe that a lack of effective communication could be the major barrier to
creating an effective communication channel, thus affecting customer involvement and
ultimately the project’s success.

“I see the single point of failure is lack of communication.” __ AP11

One practitioner who experienced the failure of the big projects told us that one of the lessons
learned is that the customer should have created an effective communication channel.

“The success factor that the customer should have used was to involve all these parties more
closely and to create more direct communication...because that’s not case now.” AP7

6 Discussion

Agile methods place more emphasis on people, the communication between them and
customer priorities (Beck et al., 2001). Therefore, Agile projects require motivated and
competent individuals (Fowler and Highsmith, 2001; Smith and King, 2008). The
competency of the project manager, the product owner, as well as the team, is very
important. Findings suggested that understanding customer perception success is an enabler
for customer involvement. The project manager is responsible for managing the
stakeholder’s expectations. Therefore, the project manager must be competent enough to
understand customer’s needs, expectations and deliver them accordingly. Therefore, Ambler
(2008) suggests that the supplier should work in close cooperation with the customer because
this will help them to understand their customer’s needs. The project manager needs to be
equipped with technical and project management capabilities (Siddique and Hussein,
2016¢). Our findings have also suggested that ensuring customer involvement requires the
suppliers to be forthcoming in accommodating customer requirements whenever possible.

Findings also suggested that competent individuals are important for successful agile
delivery. A team with the right skills is essential to meet the project’s scope, time deadlines
and to improve customer interactions (Lindvall et al., 2002). The agile team should be
flexible and collaborative (Nerur et al., 2005; Agile Alliance, 2001) and individuals should
be able to share knowledge and expertise (Schwaber and Beedle, 2002; Cockburn and
Highsmith, 2001). Along with the team, the product owner is also required to be competent
and actively involved in the project. People working with agile are required to be more
responsive, work in collaboration and be quick in responding to changes (Lindvall et al.,
2002). According to Boehm and Turner (2004), the customer representative (product owner)
should use the CRACK (Collaborative, Representative, Authorised, Committed, and
Knowledgeable). Hoda et al. (2013) presented that how different roles in an agile team are
“effectively managing customer expectations and coordinating customer collaboration,
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securing and sustaining senior management support, and identifying and removing team
members threatening the self-organizing ability of the team.” Adaption of agile practices
for small teams is studied by Babb et al. (2014a). The need for learning teams is also
recognized by Babb et al. (2014) who suggests that “teams, their management, and
customers must all recognize the importance of creating learning teams”. Babb et al. (2014b)
presented the “Reflective Agile Learning Model (REALM), showing where and how to
integrate reflective practice in agile software development” to improve team’s performance.
We have also found that communication is another enabler in agile projects. The reasons for
project failures could be technical, as well as being caused by the lack of (effective)
communication (Eckstein, 2013) and unaligned teams (Bloch et al., 2011). Effective
communication is required in agile teams, and between customer and supplier, and it is
considered to be an important factor for success in agile projects (Fowler and Highsmith,
2001; Cockburn and Highsmith, 2001; Lindvall et al., 2002; Beck, 2000). Face to face
communication is the most effective form of communication (Korkala et al., 2009). In fact,
the effectiveness of communication is more important than the frequency of communication
(van Kelle, 2015). Misunderstanding and lack of communication are suggested to be the
main factors that can make a project fail (Cockburn and Highsmith, 2001; Lindvall et al.,
2002). Therefore, openness and direct communication are important for the success of agile
projects (Kajko-Mattsson et al., 2010; Cottmeyer, 2008; Sutherland et al., 2008).
Communication also helps to increase information sharing and helps in further increasing
the level of collaboration (Ahimbisibwe et al., 2015) both within the team as well as between
the customer and supplier. To deliver a successful project, the collaboration between team
members as well as with the customer plays a vital role. Our findings regarding effective
communication and cooperation and collaboration are in agreement with the previous
literature.

This study has suggested that trust is another important enabler. Establishing a trust
relationship is important (Moe et al., 2010). Organizations should focus on building trust
among team members (Nerur et al. 2005) as well as with the customer. Building trust
between customer and supplier is difficult, and it requires a great amount of effort and time
(Siddique and Hussien, 2016). Carmel (1999) argues that “trust needs touch”. Effective and
frequent means of communication have been suggested to help in building trust (Moe and
Smite, 2007) and in building rapport among team members (Shrivastava, 2010) and with the
customer (McHugh et al., 2012; Lee and Yong, 2010).

Keeping the “lines of communication open” along with “knowledge sharing, transparency
and feedback™ also helps to build trust (McHugh et al. 2012). Effective communication also
helps to create interpersonal relationships between all of the team members and the customer
(Turner and Madller, 2005; Eckstein, 2013). Working in closer collaboration with the
customer (Beck et al., 2001) also helps to create trust between the parties involved in the
project. Our findings regarding trust and the factors that create trust are in agreement with
the previous literature.

Lack of trust was found to be one of the reasons why customers do not involve themselves
in the project implementation (Korkala et al., 2009). Lack of trust could be the result of
“ineffective communication particularly during the daily meetings and demo for customers”
(Dorairaj et al., 2012). Other factors that contribute to lack of trust in projects include
“reduction of and unpredictability in communication; and a lack of face-to-face meetings”
(Moe and Smite, 2008). Lack of trust can decrease productivity and quality along with
“decreased information exchange and feedback” (Moe and Smite, 2007). Other
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consequences of lack of trust found in the study by Dorairaj et al. (2012) include lack of
commitment and ineffective collaboration.

Increased communication helps to build trust which in turn helps to increase customer
involvement. “Regular participation and interaction by the customer” would be beneficial
for the team and “increase trust between the parties” (McHugh et al., 2012).

The findings of this study suggested that ensuring openness and transparency can act as an
enabler to customer involvement because delivering working parts of the project to the
customer also helps to foster a trust relationship between both parties, which in turn acts as
an enabler for customer involvement. Frequent delivery can help towards having openness
and transparency in the customer and supplier relationship, and can also help to create trust
in the long term. Frequent delivery provides more visibility of the project deliverables
(Bartolo, 2012; Siddique and Hussein, 2016a). Our interview findings suggest that delivering
working parts of the project to the customer helps to foster a trusting relationship between
both parties. The supplier provides deliveries in the form of iterations and the customer will
check the deliverables for quality and against requirements specifications (Cohn, 2010). This
will promote shared decision making along with the sharing of responsibility, which will
help to avoid the blame game at the end of the project. Continuous deliveries further enhance
the level of cooperation between the supplier and customer. The customer can have working
parts of the project delivered after each iteration (Nerur et al., 2005), thus agile
methodologies help to keep better control of the project.

Another benefit of frequent delivery is that the customer can prioritize the iterations, suggest
changes (even late in the process) and can give positive/negative feedback about the product.
Thus, the quality of the deliverables and the business value of the product remain the focus
of the project (Waters, 2007) and the customer can adjust the iterations based on the business
value (Siddique and Hussein, 2016). The customer can contribute to creative ideas
(Nishikawa et al. 2013) that can improve product variety and product performance (Lau et
al., 2010). These activities help to earn ownership, which in turn provides more motivation
for increased involvement in the project along with positive suggestions for improvement in
the project (Bartolo, 2012). Thus, continuous delivery provides benefits of increased
visibility, faster feedback, and empowerment of stakeholders (Humble and Farley, 2010).
Frequent delivery helps to achieve transparency and visibility in the project (McHugh et al.,
2012; Chong, 2005). Consequently, frequent delivery helps to establish trust in the long term
(Siddique and Hussein, 2016a). Our findings regarding ensuring transparency and openness
are in agreement with the previous literature.

The findings of this study suggested that persistent cooperation is another enabler of
customer involvement. This is in accordance with Beck et al. (2001), who states that agile
methods require suppliers to collaborate closely with the customer. This is ensured by
maintaining cooperation at every level of the project’s development. Working in close
“cooperation with customer and teamwork™ are the biggest success factors (Layman et al.
(2006). The customer should understand the agile philosophy, which states that persistent
cooperation and collaboration are essential for successful agile deliveries. Creating a level
of collaboration with the customer for smooth working can be challenging for some suppliers
(Highsmith, 2010; Hoda et al., 2011) and it may require effective communication to build a
level of trust (Pikkarainen et al., 2008). Working closely with the customer also helps teams
and project managers to ask for the specifications and detailed description of any part of the
project that they feel requires further explanations, resulting in trust between both parties.
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We have also found that working with agile methods puts some responsibility on the
customer side and requires them to have an understanding of how agile works. If a customer
has not got that level of maturity, then there a number of conflicts can arise (Siddique and
Hussein, 2016¢). Making the customer believe that their involvement is significant for the
project is difficult, especially if the customer has not used agile methods before. Therefore,
the supplier needs to put extra effort into making the customer understand that their
involvement is important. The supplier should make an effort to understand the customer.
Instead of pre-defining requirements at the planning phase, agile methods rely on continuous
customer input (Beck, 2005; Highsmith, 2009). Therefore, in order to get the required
information and feedback, the customers are expected to work in close cooperation during
the whole development process. Sometimes, the customer’s insufficient knowledge about
the complexity and size of the system (Cao et al., 2009) requires suppliers to put more effort
into the project. It can also be challenging if the customer is not cooperative enough
(Fitzgerald et al., 2006). Keeping this challenge in view, Hoda et al. (2011) suggested
strategies to handle situations when the customer is not cooperating.

Effective communication, cooperation, and transparency and openness through frequent
delivery can all contribute to building trust between the supplier and the customer.
Communication and collaboration can also help to achieve success in agile methods
(Dorairaj et al., 2012; Offner et al., 2011).

7 Research Contributions and Future work

This research addresses the need for further empirical studies in software engineering. The
need for more theory-based, empirical studies has been identified by various studies (Hannay
et al., 2007; Herbsleb and Mockus, 2003; Sjgberg et al., 2007). The need for empirical
studies in relation to agile methods and agile project management is also evident by
following studies (Abrahamsson, et. al., 2009; Dyba and Dingsgyr, 2008; Suetin et al. 2016;
Vidgen and Wang, 2009).

The contribution made by this study to the existing body of knowledge is a presentation of
the factors that can contribute to enhancing customer involvement in agile software projects.
Another contribution that this study has made is in identifying the barriers to customer
involvement.

In this study, we have looked into the positive aspects of customer involvement in agile
projects. Future research could see if customer involvement has any negative effects; and if
so, then they should research how they should be handled. It is also recommended that future
research also study how much customer involvement is necessary. For future work we intend
to enhance the presented theory/framework with additional data collection and analysis.
Another research prospect could be to study in-depth each of the mentioned factors to
establish their impact on customer involvement more accurately.

8 Limitations
This study has the following limitations:

1. As Grounded theory studies are said to be context-specific, the possibility of such
studies to be called generalizable to a large population is limited (Hussein et al.,
2014).

2. Data collection was not made bearing specific project cases in mind, but data for this
study is based on the collective experiences of the practitioners.

SEPTEMBER/DECEMBER 2019

187



3. One limitation is the small sample size. As a result, these findings may not be
generalizable to a wider population.

4. Most project managers were from the supplier side, therefore the supplier’s
viewpoint is dominant in this study.

9 Evaluating a grounded theory

A grounded theory study does “not intend to generate factual results or accurate descriptions,
but presents an integrated set of plausible, theoretical hypotheses about an underlying pattern
of behavior” (Breckenridge, 2010 originally from Glaser and Strauss, 1967). According to
Breckenridge (2010) “the emergent grounded theory offers an integrated probability
statement that is not intended to be verified as right or wrong, but instead has relevant
applicability and modifiability within the substantive area.” Grounded theory study should
be tested for fit, work, relevance, and modifiability (Glaser, 1978).

9.1 Fit

Fit refers to the validity of concepts and categories and their fit in the data. The fit is “the
ability of the categories and their properties to fit the realities understudy in the eyes of the
subjects, practitioners, and researchers in the area” (Glaser, 1992). Therefore, grounded
theory should present the experiences and viewpoints of practitioners as closely as possible
(Nathaniel, 2003).

One suggested an approach to ensure fit is that the researcher should avoid a pre-literature
review in order to avoid reconceptualizing concepts and categories so that the data analysis
is performed without pre-assumptions about the research topic (Breckenridge, 2010).
Following these guidelines, the authors of this present study did not conduct the literature
review before all concepts and categories have emerged from the data.

Another way that ensures fit is to continually refine the emerged categories using the
constant comparison method (Glaser, 1998), which helps to refine and correct the categories
to fit the data from which these are originally derived (Glaser, 1978). Categories are neither
static nor rigidly imposed, therefore these can be renamed and restructured to accommodate
variation in the data. (Dip, 2009).

9.2 Work

Presented grounded theory’s ability to “explain what happened, predict what might happen
and interpret what is happening in an area of substantive or formal inquiry” is called work
(Glaser 1978 p.4). Participants” main concern must be well presented in the generated theory.
In this study practitioners’ main concern “customer involvement” is presented well in the
theory. Systematic generation of categories in the process of data analysis helped to generate
the concepts, codes, and categories to present actual happening in the area of concern.

9.3 Relevance

Relevance refers to whether the theory is grounded in the data and systems analysis steps are
followed. This can be ensured if grounded theory procedures are applied and if the problem
(research question) and its process of resolution emerge from the data. For this study, we
followed Grounded theory coding procedures systematically and all the mentioned factors
are categories that were generated from the data.
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9.4 Modifiability

The ability of the presented theory to be altered with additional collection and analysis of
data is called modifiability (Thulesius et al., 2003). Grounded theory is an “ever-developing
entity, not ... a perfected product” (Glaser and Strauss 1967 p.43). Once the grounded theory
is developed it is not meant to be proven, instead it should be further modified with additional
data collection (Glaser, 2003). The theory emerged “is only ever partially closed, as new
ideas will always hone it to better suit current circumstance” (Breckenridge, 2010). The
theory presented in this study regarding customer involvement is in a transitory state and is
open to further modifications with new data in the relevant area.

10 Conclusion

Customer involvement plays a major role in successful agile projects. A grounded theory
study was conducted to study the factors that can have an impact on customer involvement.
Based on interview data, this paper presented the enablers and barriers to customer
involvement. Enablers are factors that can help to enhance customer involvement. The
suppliers listed the following factors: time spent on understanding the customer’s perception
of success; effective communication; being forthcoming and accommodating; transparency
and openness and establishing trust. The factors the supplier expects to be met by the
customer in order for their involvement to be optimal are customer attention; a product owner
who understands the business; a good understanding of the technical and functional side;
and persistent cooperation. The study suggested the following barriers to customer
involvement: not getting enough customer time; lack of understanding on the customer’s
part; people without the right skills; and lack of communication. The implications and
limitations of this study are also presented
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