MASTER THESIS

AN INVESTIGATION OF TRUST IN AGILE
TEAMS: A MIXED METHOD STUDY
THROUGH THE LENS OF GOAL-SETTING
THEORY

K.C. BUIS
S2571625

FACULTY OF BEHAVIOURAL MANAGEMENT AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Examination committee
Dr. L. Carminati

Dr. S.D. Schaftheitle

DOCUMENT NUMBER
VERSION 1.0

FEBRUARY 2025

*
g vy &40
s so00, Tae
«tPt0, Los
ety Yo

UNIVERSITY OF TWENTE.




Abstract

In today’s rapidly evolving environment, public organizations must adapt quickly to new challenges
despite constraints such as hierarchical structures, bureaucratic decision-making, and shifting political
contexts. The use of agile methodologies and self-managing teams enables organizations to respond
more effectively to change, with trust in management being a crucial factor in their success. However,
research on the key factors facilitating agile adoption in public organizations remains limited. Drawing
on goal-setting theory, this study examines trust in management as a potential mediator between goal
clarity and team performance, goal commitment, and organizational commitment while also exploring
transparent communication as a potential moderator between goal clarity and trust in management.
Using a concurrent mixed-methods approach, data were collected from 70 survey participants and eight
interviewees. Quantitative findings indicate that goal clarity positively affects team performance and
goal commitment but not organizational commitment. Trust in management does not mediate these
relationships but has a direct positive effect on organizational and goal commitment. Additionally,
transparent communication moderates the relationship between goal clarity and trust in management.
Qualitative findings reveal three key dimensions: (1) Barriers to trust in management, (2) Positive
outcomes of trust in management, and (3) Trust enablers, providing deeper insight into the observed
relationships. This study contributes to the theoretical understanding of agile self-managing teams in
public organizations by firstly examining the factors that influence trust in management and its impact
on performance and commitment outcomes in an agile setting, and secondly by introducing goal-setting
theory in an agile context, addressing the unique challenges faced by public organizations. Managers
should focus on setting clear goals and communicating them transparently to the teams to improve the

success of self-managing teams.

Keywords: Agile; self-managing teams; goal clarity; transparent communication; trust in management;

team performance; goal commitment; organizational commitment; goal-setting theory.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In today’s rapidly changing environment, organizations across all sectors face increasing pressure to
adapt swiftly to new challenges and demands (McCann & Selsky, 2012). This need for adaptability is
particularly pronounced in public organizations. Public organizations are part of the government
structure and are primarily funded and operated by the government (Rainey et al., 1976). Therefore,
public organizations are subject to hierarchy and bureaucracy with multiple formalities in decision-
making (Rainey et al., 1976). Additionally, public companies differ from private companies in
numerous ways such as the objectives, legal and political rights, as well as structure. Since public
organizations operate in a turbulent environment where rules and requirements often change due to the

political context (Hahm et al., 2013), adapting to these changes quickly is crucial and challenging.

The use of agile methodologies and self-managing teams helps to respond quickly to such changes,
increase creativity, and maintain or improve motivation (Laanti et al., 2013). To correctly make use of
agile self-managing teams, defined as collaborative, cross-functional groups that have the authority to
make their own decisions about how to accomplish their work to deliver value quickly and adaptively
in response to changing requirements (Magpili & Pazos, 2018), clear goals and priorities should be set
for the agile teams to implement them (Ciri¢ & Graganin, 2017). Research in the traditional setting has
shown that defining goals improves team performance, trust in management, and organizational and
goal commitment (Bipp & Kleingeld, 2011; Jiang & Probst, 2015; Locke et al., 1988; Ross, 2006; van
der Hoek et al., 2018). Furthermore, transparent communication boosts the effectiveness of clear goals,
leading to improved trust in supervisors (Bang et al., 2010; Cho & Poister, 2013; Werbel & Lopes
Henriques, 2009). While agile self-managing teams have the above benefits, implementing them in
public organizations can be more difficult due to the hierarchical environment they would operate in
(Kuipers et al., 2014). Furthermore, the implementation could result in issues related to organizational
change (Dikert et al., 2016), such as a lack of trust in the managers, which would hinder their agile

adoption and effectiveness (Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Nuottila et al., 2022).

Trust is indeed an important factor in teams and organizations (Dikert et al., 2016; Magpili & Pazos,
2018), even more so in agile teams, where traditional leadership styles are missing and instead
leadership is shared among all team members (Magpili & Pazos, 2018). Agile self-managing teams are
dependent on the management to set and prioritize clear goals, which reflects their reliability and
integrity and increases the trust in the management (Cirié & Gracanin, 2017; De Jong et al., 2016;
Sholihin et al., 2011). The management should create an environment of trust between them and the
agile teams, enabling teams to become successful (Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Tyagi et al., 2018) since

achieving a trusting environment is crucial to enhancing team performance and commitment to goals



and the organization (Giraldo, 2021; Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Moldjord & Iversen, 2015; Trzeciak &
Banasik, 2022). In the traditional setting trust in management has been positively related to team
performance, organizational commitment, and goal commitment (Cho & Poister, 2013; Dirks & Ferrin,
2001; Jiang & Probst, 2015; Locke et al., 1988; Sholihin et al., 2011; Zeffane et al., 2011). Additionally,
trust in management drives team performance in the agile setting, characterized by the group’s
efficiency and effectiveness in achieving shared goals (Dirks, 2000; Dirks & Jong, 2022; Fagerholm &
et al., 2015; Magpili & Pazos, 2018). In a general sense, organizational commitment is how individuals
commit themselves to the organization, while goal commitment reflects an individual's dedication to
achieving established goals (Shahnawaz & Goswami, 2011; Sholihin et al., 2011). These outcomes are
crucial for agile team success and trust in management can have a critical role in improving these

outcomes (Magpili & Pazos, 2018).

However, while goal clarity positively affects trust in management which in turn enhances team
performance, goal commitment, and organizational commitment (Cho & Poister, 2013; Crossley et al.,
2013; Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Sholihin et al., 2011; Trzeciak & Banasik, 2022; Zeffane et al., 2011),
its application as a potential mediator in the agile context remains insufficiently explored. Furthermore,
although the goal-setting theory has demonstrated its effectiveness in increasing organizational and goal
commitment, as well as team performance in traditional teams (Ashraf et al., 2012; Locke & Latham,
2019; Sholihin et al., 2011), its use in agile self-managing teams is underdeveloped (van der Hoek et
al., 2018). This is critical since agile teams, operating in rapidly changing environments, rely on clear
goals for driving commitment and performance in agile teams (Ciri¢ & Gra¢anin, 2017; Magpili &
Pazos, 2018; Sholihin et al., 2011; van der Hoek et al., 2018). Additionally, given that agile practices
are not commonly used in public organizations (Kuipers et al., 2014), studies exploring management
practices, such as setting clear goals and communicating transparently and their impact on performance,
trust in management, and commitment outcomes could provide valuable insights for effective
managerial strategies (Cho & Poister, 2013). Public sector employees often show lower commitment
than their private-sector counterparts, complicating agile implementation (Abdullah et al., 2023;
Nuottila et al., 2022; Rakowska et al., 2015). This issue is worsened by the difficulty in establishing
clear, consistent goals in the complex, dynamic environment public organizations operate in (van der
Hoek et al., 2018), where multiple, sometimes conflicting, objectives, make it difficult to commit to
them (Staniok, 2016). Transparent communication and trust in management can help overcome these
challenges by facilitating alignment and cooperation, thereby encouraging employees to quickly adapt
to new goals despite reduced hierarchical control (Abdullah et al., 2023; Magpili & Pazos, 2018;
Nuottila et al., 2022; van der Hoek et al., 2018).



This highlights the importance of understanding the factors that build trust in management within agile
environments in the public sector, as well as their subsequent effects. This leads to the following

research question (RQ):

RQ: How can clear goals and transparent communication influence the trust agile teams place in their
managers, and to what extent does trust mediate the relationship towards team performance, as well as

organizational and goal commitment in public organizations?

By answering the above research question, this research extends our current knowledge of agile self-
managing teams in public organizations in two ways. Firstly, this research examines the factors that
influence trust in management and how trust in management impacts performance and commitment
outcomes in an agile setting. Secondly, this work adds to goal-setting theory by introducing it in an
agile setting, addressing the particular challenges faced by public organizations. This contributes
theoretically by suggesting through the lens of goal-setting theory how agile could be adapted
successfully in public sector contexts despite hierarchical challenges, emphasizing the role of trust in
management in this process. The research also provides practical insights into managing agile
transformations within public organizations, acknowledging the challenges of trust deficits. The results
might show the practical importance of building trust in the management and ways to achieve it.
Managers recognize that by prioritizing transparent communication and establishing clear goals, they
can enhance trust in them, leading to improved performance and stronger commitment from their teams.

This will make working agile in public organizations more effective and efficient.

The remaining part of the study is organized as follows: it starts by explaining the theoretical framework
and reviewing existing literature on goal-setting theory. Next, the agile methodology is explained,
highlighting why goal-setting may differ in an agile environment. Finally, the hypothesis is presented.
Following the theoretical framework, the methodology section discusses the research method employed
in this study. Afterwards, the results are presented indicating whether the hypotheses are supported.

This research concludes with a discussion and conclusion, showing the main results of the study.



2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1 GOAL-SETTING THEORY

According to the goal-setting theory, setting specific and challenging goals enhances task performance
and goal commitment (Locke & Latham, 1990; Locke et al., 1988). The theory examines the
relationship between the goals that have been set and the effect of it. Additionally, the theory is also
applicable to group settings, where the relationship between team goals and team performance is
supported (Locke & Latham, 2019). In agile self-managing teams, where changes to goals are frequent,
ensuring these goals are specific and clear is crucial, as clear and specific goals directly enhance team
performance, organizational commitment, and goal commitment (Locke & Latham, 2019; Sholihin et
al., 2011; Steegh et al., 2025; Trzeciak & Banasik, 2022). Recent research directions explore various
moderators and mediators that can affect the relationship between goal-setting and performance (Swann
et al., 2021). To fully understand how goal-setting theory translates clear goals into improved team
performance and commitment outcomes, it is essential to consider the other factors that might influence

this relationship (Locke & Latham, 2019).

Goal-setting theory describes how specific and challenging goals improve performance (Lunenburg,
2011; Williamson et al., 2022). However, three criteria must be satisfied to justify this relationship
(Latham, 2016). Firstly, goals should be specific: when goals are specific, misunderstandings are greatly
reduced. To increase specificity in goals, measurable criteria such as deadlines, quantities, or quality
standards are included (Locke & Latham, 2006). This is especially important for agile self-managing
teams, who have limited time to deliver their work. Clear and specific goals help them focus their efforts
and resources efficiently (Locke & Latham, 2019; Steegh et al., 2025). Secondly, goals should be
challenging yet attainable, as goals too easy or difficult might demotivate individuals or teams (Locke
& Latham, 2019). Challenging goals can push individuals or teams beyond their current capabilities
and performance levels. When these goals are still attainable, they are likely to improve motivation
without discouragement (Locke & Latham, 2006; Williamson et al., 2022). Thirdly, feedback on one’s
results will yield little to no effect if goals are not specified or challenging (Latham, 2016).
Consequently, specific and challenging goals will motivate individuals or groups, and performance will

increase (Locke & Latham, 2019; Williamson et al., 2022).

Building on these criteria, recent research highlights that trust in management plays a crucial role in the
effectiveness of goal-setting, illustrating how trust in management can be a factor that explains the
relationship between clear, challenging goals and performance and commitment outcomes (Locke &
Latham, 2019; Park & Choi, 2020; Sholihin et al., 2011). Trust in management may serve as a critical
enabler in the relationship between clear goals, performance, and commitment outcomes, as it increases
team members' belief in the achievability of these goals and their confidence in receiving the necessary

support to accomplish them (Crossley et al., 2013; Locke & Latham, 2006).



2.2 THE AGILE METHODOLOGY

Agile methodologies emerged in recent years as a response to the limitations of traditional methods.

Traditional methods often had difficulties adapting to projects characterized by frequently changing

requirements, tight schedules, and high-quality demands. Agile methodologies aim to improve activities

related to project success, including development, time management, quality control, customer

relationships, and professional growth of team members (Ilieva et al., 2004).

The Agile Manifesto, created in 2001, gathered software developers who sought alternatives to

traditional approaches. The Manifesto established four core values:

Table 1. Agile values

Agile Values

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools

Working software over comprehensive documentation

Customer collaboration over contract negotiation

bl bl e

Responding to change over following a plan

In addition, the Manifesto outlined twelve principles that guide Agile practices (Abbas et al., 2008).

Table 2. Agile principles

Agile Principles

Our highest priority is to satisfy the customer through early and continuous delivery of valuable
software.

2. Welcome changing requirements, even late in development. Agile processes harness change for the
customer's competitive advantage.

3. Deliver working software frequently, from a couple of weeks to a couple of months, with a preference
to the shorter timescale.

4, Business people and developers must work together daily throughout the project.

5. Build projects around motivated individuals. Give them the environment and support they need, and
trust them to get the job done.

6. The most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and within a development team is
face-to-face conversation.

7. Working software is the primary measure of progress.

8. Agile processes promote sustainable development. The sponsors, developers, and users should be able
to maintain a constant pace indefinitely.

9. Continuous attention to technical excellence and good design enhances agility.

10. | Simplicity—the art of maximizing the amount of work not done—is essential.

11. | The best architectures, requirements, and designs emerge from self-organizing teams.

12. | At regular intervals, the team reflects on how to become more effective, then tunes and adjusts its

behavior accordingly.




Agility in organizations is characterized by the ability to deal with changes (Sharifi & Zhang, 2001).
Therefore, correctly implementing agile may benefit the organization to respond to a dynamic
environment. However, to successfully implement agile depends on external (doing agile) and internal
(being agile) structures (Eilers et al., 2020). “Doing agile” is everything that affects the employees in
their work by using agile methods, while “Being agile” is linked to the internal processes of individuals,

such as attitudes, mentality, and orientations towards agile values and principles (Eilers et al., 2020)

The organization and management play a crucial role in “doing agile” to facilitate their agile teams
(Eilers et al., 2020). Key agile principles demonstrate the importance of collaboration, clear
requirements, and communication within and to the agile teams (Abbas et al., 2008). Business owners
and product management should set clear goals (features) and prioritize them to enable agile, self-
managing teams to effectively adapt to constantly evolving needs. This approach aligns with the agile
value: “Responding to change over following a plan” (Ciri¢ & Graganin, 2017). Based on these features,
self-managing teams establish their own internal team goals and priorities (Magpili & Pazos, 2018).
Although agile self-managing teams operate autonomously without a leader, features that have higher
priority and need to be completed first should be communicated clearly from management to the teams
(Park & Choi, 2020). Additionally, changes in information or priorities must be communicated rapidly,
enabling the teams to make the necessary adjustments on time (Magpili & Pazos, 2018). When the
features and their priority are clear, and changes are communicated timely with the teams, important
for the core value “individuals and interactions over processes and tools,” management appears more
transparent, and teams feel more valued, resulting in increased trust in management (Tyagi et al., 2018).
In the agile way of working, setting goals emphasizes flexibility, short-term adaptability, and
continuous feedback, allowing teams to adjust goals based on project changes and market conditions.
In contrast, traditional goal-setting prioritizes stability, long-term planning, and milestone-based
reviews, minimizing changes and focusing on predefined objectives (Steegh et al., 2025). Since agile
teams continuously refine their goals through interactions with stakeholders and management, goal-
setting in this context differs from traditional approaches and may require trust in management, as trust
enhances collaboration between teams and management (Tyagi et al., 2018). By setting clear goals and
communicating them transparently to agile teams, management strengthens the trust agile teams have
in them, which in turn improves performance and commitment. This ultimately supports the successful
implementation of agile self-managing teams within the organization. (Eilers et al., 2020; Magpili &

Pazos, 2018; Tyagi et al., 2018).

Building on goal-setting theory and the agile context, the following hypotheses examine how clear and
achievable goals, reinforced by transparent communication, influence trust in management and, in turn,

impact team performance, goal commitment, and organizational commitment in agile teams.



2.3 HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

2.3.1 The relationship between goal clarity and team performance, organizational commitment,
and goal commitment in the agile context

Despite their broad organizational adoption, research shows inconsistencies in the potential of self-
managing teams to improve their performance (Dikert et al., 2016; Magpili & Pazos, 2018). Successful
implementation of self-managing teams requires a thorough understanding of input factors and the
ability to manage them at different organizational levels. Having clear goals is one of the significant
predictors of task performance in self-managing teams, which translates to improved team performance
in a group context (Locke & Latham, 2019; Magpili & Pazos, 2018; van der Hoek et al., 2018). In this
research, clear goals are defined as the teams’ perception of management establishing specific, clear,
and achievable objectives. Here, management refers to the business owner and product management.
Clear goals set by management not only help teams define their own team goals but also ensure better
alignment between team goals and organizational objectives, ultimately contributing to improved team
performance (Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Steegh et al., 2025). Consequently, a lack of clear goals

significantly undermines the performance of self-managing teams.

Team performance is important for team dynamics and has been extensively researched in the
traditional and agile context about specific and achievable goals (Locke & Latham, 2019; Magpili &
Pazos, 2018; van der Hoek et al., 2018). Team performance is defined in past research as "the extent to
which a team meets established standards of performance, fulfills the expectations of the team’s
stakeholders, and achieves its intended outcomes efficiently and effectively" (Hoegl & Gemuenden,
2001, p. 438). For this study team performance is referred to as the team’s self-assessment of their
current effectiveness and productivity (Gibson et al., 2009). Research has shown that defined goals,
improve team performance and shared understanding, as well as correlate positively with organizational
commitment (Conway & Briner, 2012; Fagerholm & et al., 2015; Uraon et al., 2024; van der Hoek et
al., 2018). When goals are clear, it may alleviate some stress associated with task completion (Caillier,
2016), an issue in a turbulent environment like the government where goals often change due to the
political context. Moreover, an organization that sets clear goals strengthens employees' sense of
commitment to the organization by providing clarity and direction (Trzeciak & Banasik, 2022).
Commitment to an organization in the agile context has been researched (Dupret & Pultz, 2022;
Jaenudin et al., 2024) and is related to clear goals (Trzeciak & Banasik, 2022). This commitment is
particularly valued in public organizations, where it plays a critical role in employee retention and
performance (Caillier, 2016). In this research, organizational commitment is measured by the degree of
loyalty employees feel toward the organization and their willingness to contribute to its success

(Mowday et al., 1979). Building on this, clear goals also play a critical role in enhancing goal



commitment, defined in this research as "one's attachment to or determination to reach a goal" (Locke
& Latham, 1990, p. 125). Goal commitment encompasses cognitive, affective, and behavioral aspects
of striving toward objectives. Research indicates a strong relationship between goal clarity and goal
commitment, with specific clear goals leading to higher levels of commitment (Klein et al., 2000).
Moreover, goal clarity emerges as a key predictor of goal commitment, further reinforcing its

importance in achieving team success (Bipp & Kleingeld, 2011).

While research on the relationship between goal clarity and goal commitment in the agile context is
limited, the Agile Manifesto emphasizes clear goals as essential for creating the motivation to achieve
them (Asproni, 2004). Given the established positive relationship between goal clarity and goal
commitment in traditional contexts (Bipp & Kleingeld, 2011; Klein et al., 2000), it might have a similar

positive correlation in the agile context.

The goal-setting theory states that setting challenging and specific goals improves team performance,
goal commitment, and organizational commitment (Dupret & Pultz, 2022; Locke & Latham, 2006;
Mathieu et al., 2008; van der Hoek et al., 2018) since all three are positively associated with specific
and clear goals in traditional settings (Bipp & Kleingeld, 2011; Dupret & Pultz, 2022; van der Hoek et
al., 2018). To investigate whether specific and achievable goals also have a positive effect on team

effectiveness in an agile setting, the following hypotheses are formed:

Hypotheses la: Clear goals have a positive effect on team performance in the agile context.
Hypotheses 1b: Clear goals have a positive effect on collective organizational commitment in the agile
context.

Hypothesis Ic: Clear goals have a positive effect on goal commitment in the agile context.

2.3.2 The mediating and moderating factors influencing the relation between goal clarity and
team performance, organizational commitment, and goal commitment in the agile context
Current research asks to enlarge the knowledge of relevant mediators and moderators in the goal-setting
theory to better understand how setting clear goals results in improved performance (Locke & Latham,
2019; Locke & Latham, 2006). Past research indicates that the effect of trust in management and
perceived transparent communication might mediate and moderate this relationship between clear
organizational goals and team effectiveness in the agile setting (Bang et al., 2010; Egriboyun, 2015;
Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Sholihin et al., 2011; Trzeciak & Banasik, 2022; Zeffane et al., 2011).

Team’s trust in management as a mediating factor
Trust is defined as “the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on

the expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of

8



the ability to monitor or control that other party” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 712). In the context of this
research, trust in management is defined as the respondent's willingness to be vulnerable to the
management (Mayer & Gavin, 2005). Lack of trust in management is seen as a factor contributing to
resisting the implementation of self-managing teams (Magpili & Pazos, 2018). Additionally, research
indicates that trust in management improves the success of self-managing teams in the agile context
(Magpili & Pazos, 2018), and as well as shown to be positively related to team performance (Dirks &
Jong, 2022).

In the traditional setting, goal clarity has been revealed to be a critical element of building trust in
leadership (Cho & Poister, 2013). Past studies on goal-setting theory have revealed several mediators
that can explain the relationship between goals and team outcomes (Locke & Latham, 2019), with
interpersonal trust in supervisors emerging as a notable mediator (Sholihin et al., 2011). Indeed, trust
in management can be the condition to achieve outcomes by making team members more likely to view
goals as attainable and feel supported in accomplishing them (Crossley et al., 2013; Locke & Latham,
2006). Moreover, research has consistently shown that there is a relationship between trust in
management and key job outcomes, including organizational commitment, team performance, and goal
commitment in the traditional setting (Cho & Poister, 2013; Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Jiang & Probst,
2015; Locke et al., 1988; Sholihin et al., 2011; Zeffane et al., 2011). Additionally, individuals in high-
trust climates have better job-related outcomes and fewer negative outcomes based on trust, suggesting
that management plays a critical role in overall job performance in the traditional setting (Jiang &

Probst, 2015).

Based on evidence from past research in traditional team settings, the relationship between clear goals,
trust in management, and outcome variables suggests that trust in management could serve as a
mediator. Trust in management can be understood as a psychological mechanism that explains how
clear goals influence outcome variables from an individual perspective (Crossley et al., 2013;
Egriboyun, 2015; Mathieu et al., 2008; Sholihin et al., 2011). Moreover, agile teams often operate in
rapidly changing environments, where traditional goal-setting approaches may be less effective due to
frequent shifts in goals (McCann & Selsky, 2012; Steegh et al., 2025). In such turbulent conditions,
trust in management becomes even more critical. Agile teams emphasize adaptation, autonomy, and
self-management, which reduces reliance on hierarchical control for alignment. Trust in management
helps bridge this gap by facilitating alignment and cooperation and enables employees to quickly adapt
to new goals set by the managers and align their efforts toward achieving them (Magpili & Pazos, 2018;
van der Hoek et al., 2018). This aligns and adds to goal-setting theory, which emphasizes that clear,
specific, and transparent goals signal reliability, competence, and fairness on the part of managers (Cho
& Poister, 2013; Locke & Latham, 1990; Six, 2007). Such signals foster trust by reducing uncertainty

and demonstrating alignment with team expectations. In turn, trust in management acts as a key enabler

9



for positive outcomes. Employees who trust their manager are more likely to be motivated and
committed to engaging with their goals. Additionally, trust strengthens collaboration between teams
and management, creating a supportive environment where teams feel confident in sharing progress and
challenges with the management (Crossley et al., 2013; Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Six, 2007). Therefore,
trust in management can be seen as a critical mechanism that explains how clear goals translate into
improved team performance, organizational commitment, and goal commitment (Mathieu et al., 2008).
To investigate if trust in management mediates the relationship between clear goals and the outcome

variables, the following hypotheses are formed:

Hypothesis 2a: The team’s trust in management positively mediates the relationship between clear
goals and team performance of SMTs within the Agile context.

Hypothesis 2b: The team’s trust in management positively mediates the relationship between clear
goals and organizational commitment of SMTs within the Agile context.

Hypothesis 2c: The team’s trust in management positively mediates the relationship between clear

goals and goal commitment of SMTs within the Agile context.

Transparent communication as a moderator

A factor that can impact the relationship between clear goals and trust in management is transparent
communication (Cho & Poister, 2013). Transparent communication is defined in this research as the
clarity and timeliness of the information that team members receive from management (Rawlins,
2008b). In agile, self-managing teams, transparent communication from management is crucial for
providing necessary information and ensuring alignment with organizational goals (Magpili & Pazos,
2018). Research in the traditional setting has revealed that transparent communication is critical in
facilitating trust in management, as transparent communication can result in higher levels of trust (Cho
& Poister, 2013; Wei et al., 2020; Yue et al., 2019; Zeffane et al., 2011). Thus, through the lens of goal-
setting theory, transparent communication could be suggested to moderate the relationship between
clear goals and trust in management (Sohrab et al., 2015). To test the potential moderating effect of
transparent communication between goal clarity and the team’s trust in management, the following

hypothesis is formed:

Hypothesis 3: Transparent communication positively moderates the relationship between goal clarity
and trust in management of SMTs within the Agile context.
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Figure 1. The conceptual model of team effectiveness in the Agile context
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Note: Each plus sign in the model represents a positive relationship between the associated variables.
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3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 RESEARCH DESIGN

This research used a mixed-method study to investigate whether the conceptual model and the
hypotheses can be supported. The thesis relies on a quantitative approach, which primarily focuses on
quantifying data and applying statistical methods to understand patterns, relationships, and effects of
variables (Watson, 2015), and on a qualitative approach that aims to understand the meaning of the
underlying dimensions of these phenomena (Fossey et al., 2002). The methodological approach of a
mixed-method study leverages the strengths and weaknesses of both quantitative and qualitative
methods to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem (McKim, 2017).
Furthermore, it allows for triangulation to take place by using multiple data collection methods to cross-
verify data, enhancing the accuracy and validity of the research findings by comparing quantitative and
qualitative data sets (Migiro & Magangi, 2011). This increases the validity of findings and gives readers
more confidence in the results and conclusions, providing a more comprehensive understanding of the
study topic (McKim, 2017). This research has chosen the mixed-method study since quantitative data
can provide context and test the hypotheses, while qualitative insights can explain unexpected and
unexplained quantitative findings (McKim, 2017). Moreover, this method provides practical relevance
with its ability to provide comprehensive, evidence-based insights that are both statistically robust and
contextually rich (McKim, 2017). The mixed-method research was done concurrently, meaning that
there were two data collection phases and both datasets were integrated during the analysis stage to
develop a comprehensive understanding (Ostlund et al., 2011). A concurrent design was chosen to
cross-verify the results from the quantitative method with the qualitative data, providing a more
comprehensive and nuanced understanding. First, the quantitative part of this research was conducted
to test the hypotheses and determine the relationships within the conceptual model (McKim, 2017,
Watson, 2015). This was done by using a survey, which is a research tool used to collect data from a
predefined group of respondents to gain information and insights on various topics of interest (Watson,
2015). Secondly, qualitative research offered more in-depth explanations of the agile context in addition
to the quantitative results (Fossey et al., 2002; McKim, 2017). For the qualitative data collection
method, semi-structured interviews were carried out, combining predefined questions with the
flexibility to explore topics in more depth based on the interviewee's responses (Adeoye-Olatunde &

Olenik, 2021).

3.2 SAMPLING AND DATA COLLECTION

3.2.1 Quantitative research

The data was collected through an online survey via Qualtrics, and ethical approval was obtained from
the University of Twente. The data is from self-managing teams working in the agile context of a public

organization in the Netherlands. The sampling method used for the quantitative research is random
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sampling (Saunders et al., 2009). The population for this study consists of employees from two agile
release trains (ARTs) within the same organization. For sampling purposes, each ART was treated as a
cluster (Saunders et al., 2009). A one-stage cluster sampling method was employed, where specific
ARTs were selected as clusters, and all employees within those ARTs were included in the study.
Cluster sampling was chosen due to the company's organizational structure, as not every department in
the organization works agile. The target group is members of self-managing teams within an agile
context and this criterion is crucial to the research focus and outcomes. Furthermore, all participants are
involved in self-managing teams, ensuring that all sample members share this defining characteristic.
Through the network of the researcher, a public organization working agile with self-managing teams

was contacted and a platform with a total of 130 members was used.

70 members out of the 130 members participated in the quantitative research, which is a 53.8% response
rate. After the removal of invalid responses, the sample remained at 70 members. The self-managing
teams had 10 members on average of which the ages ranged from younger than 25 to older than 55 and
the largest age group was > 55. Out of the 70 participants, 74.3 % were male, 21.4 % female, and 4.3
% other. In terms of working time at the company, 18.6 % have been working less than 1 year, 30%
working 1-3 years, 14.3% working 3-5 years, and 37.1% working more than 5 years. Lastly, the time
working in the same team was as follows, 7.1% working less than 4 weeks, 8.6% working between 4
and 16 weeks, 24.3% working between 16 and 52 weeks, 20% working between 1 and 2 years, and 40%

working more than 2 years in the same team.

3.2.2 Qualitative research

For the qualitative research, participants were purposively selected from a pool of willing individuals
who were part of various teams involved in the quantitative study. In addition, three managers were
interviewed. This approach enhances engagement and encourages richer, more detailed responses
(Ochieng et al., 2021). Additionally, it ensures diversity, reduces selection bias, and increases the

validity of the findings (Trochim, 2007). The characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 3 below.

Table 3. Sample qualitative interviews

category description quantity %

Gender Female 2 25 %
Male 6 75%
other 0 0 %

Work position Management role 3 37.5%
Product owner 2 25 %
Scum master 1 12.5%
Development team 2 25%
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3.3 RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS

3.3.1 Measures for quantitative research

The data collection method for the quantitative research was a questionnaire. Each variable has a scale
to assess its concept. All questions were rated by members of the self-managing teams. The
questionnaire was done in Dutch and translated back to English. The researcher is fluent in Dutch, and
to ensure the accuracy and quality of the translations, Dutch speakers were consulted to clarify and

explain their interpretations of the questions, thereby confirming a good translation of the questionnaire

(Forsyth et al., 20006).

Clear goals

The short 4-item version of the vision dimension of the team climate inventory scale (TCI) was used to
assess the level of clear goals that self-managing teams receive from the management (Kivimaki &
Elovainio, 1999). The Team Climate Inventory scale (TCI) is a well-established tool to measure team
climate in work groups and organizations (Anderson & West, 1998). The vision dimension focuses on
clear and realistic objectives (Kivimaki & Elovainio, 1999). The response format is the 5-point Likert
scale, which presents 1 as “strongly disagree” and 5 as “strongly agree”. Sample questions from the
short TCI scale are: “How clear are you about what your team’s objectives are?”. “To what extent do
you think your team’s objectives are clearly understood by other members of the team?”. “To what
extent do you think these objectives are realistic and can be attained?”. See Appendix A for the short

version of the vision dimension of the TCI scale. The results indicated a Cronbach's alpha of 0.714.

Transparent communication

Transparent communication was measured using Rawlins' (2006) transparent communication scale,
which divides the construct into four dimensions: 1) substantial information, 2) participation, 3)
accountability, and 4) secrecy. This research adopted the substantial dimension which includes
statements regarding the relevance, clarity, completeness, accuracy, reliability, and verifiability of the
information shared. The response format is the 5-point Likert scale, which presents 1 as “strongly
disagree” and 5 as “strongly agree”. Sample questions are “The management provides information in a
timely fashion to the me” and “The management provides information that is relevant to me” (Rawlins,
2008a). See Appendix B for the transparent communication scale about the substantial dimension. The

results indicated a Cronbach's alpha of 0.897, demonstrating excellent internal consistency.

trust in management
To assess the trust in management, the trust in management scale was employed (Mayer & Gavin,
2005). This scale comprises 10 items that evaluate individuals' willingness to be vulnerable to the

management’s trustworthiness at work (Mayer & Gavin, 2005). The response format was a 5-point
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Likert scale, which presented 1 as “strongly disagree” and 5 “strongly agree”. Sample questions are: "
I would tell the management about mistakes I’ve made on the job, even if they could damage my
reputation.". "I feel quite confident that the firm will always try to treat me fairly.". " If I had my way,
I wouldn’t let the management have any influence over issues that are important to me (R)" (Mayer &
Gavin, 2005). See Appendix C for the questions of the trust toward management. The analysis revealed

a Cronbach's alpha of 0.714

Team performance

Team performance was assessed by the team performance scale of Gibson et al. (2009), it captures the
overall sense of how effective the teams are. The scale consists of 4 items, measured on a 5-point Likert
scale, with 1 “strongly disagree” and 5 “strongly agree”. Sample questions are “This team is consistently
a high-performing team” and “This team makes few mistakes” (Gibson et al., 2009). See Appendix D

for the full team performance scale. The results showed a Cronbach's alpha of 0.821.

Organizational commitment

The variable organizational commitment was measured by the Organizational Commitment
Questionnaire (OCQ) by Mowday, Steers, and Porter 1979. This scale has 15 items that assess the
emotional and psychological attachment employees feel towards their organization, which influences
their willingness to continue working there and go beyond their formal job requirements (Mowday et
al., 1979). This research utilizes the shorter 9-item version, which includes only the positively worded
items. This approach is considered appropriate when concerns about the questionnaire's length and
completion time arise (Mowday et al., 1979). The response format was presented by the 5-point Likert
scale, which presented 1 as “strongly disagree” and 5 as “strongly agree”. Sample questions are “I am
willing to put in a great deal of effort beyond what is normally expected to help this organization be
successful.” And “I am proud to tell others that they are part of this organization.” (Mowday et al.,

1979). See Appendix E for the shortened OCQ scale. The analysis yielded a Cronbach's alpha of 0.840.

Goal commitment

To measure goal commitment, this study used the short 5-item version developed by Klein et al.
(2001), which is based on the 9-item goal commitment scale by Hollenbeck et al. (1989). The five-
item scale was recommended for future research on goal commitment (Klein et al., 2001) and
measures an individual's determination to achieve a goal. The items are measured by a 5-point Likert
scale with 1 “strongly disagree” and 5 “strongly agree”. Sample questions are “I am strongly
committed to pursuing this goal.” And “It is hard to take this goal seriously. (R)” See Appendix F for

the 5-item goal commitment scale. The results showed a Cronbach's alpha of 0.709.
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3.3.2 Semi-structured interview for qualitative research

To collect data for the qualitative research, semi-structured interviews were held. Semi-structured
interviews are a qualitative research technique that ensures flexibility while focusing on specific
research areas. This method follows a set guideline, allowing additional questions to delve into specific
responses (Adams, 2015; Brinkmann, 2014). The semi-structured interview was held online in Dutch
and was audio recorded. Furthermore, the recording was transcribed verbatim. Notes were made if there
were apparent non-verbal cues, and the data was anonymized to protect the participants' confidentiality.
A semi-structured interview (SSI) is conducted conversationally with one respondent at a time. It
combines closed- and open-ended questions, often supplemented by follow-up questions such as "why"
or "how" to get more detailed responses (Adams, 2015). A disadvantage of semi-structured interviews
is that they require sophisticated interviewers who are knowledgeable and prepared (Adams, 2015),
however, SSIs excel in obtaining individual insights, conducting formative evaluations, and exploring
uncharted areas. Additionally, they are particularly valuable in mixed-methods research for adding
depth (Adams, 2015). See Appendix G for the semi-structured interview guide designed for team

members and Appendix H for the corresponding guide tailored to managers.

3.4 DATA ANALYSIS

3.4.1 Quantitative research

Initially, the data was cleaned to ensure that missing data was removed, and inconsistencies were
checked. Furthermore, the variables were scaled correctly, and reverse-coded questions were corrected.
No cases were deleted out of the 70, which led to an eventual sample of N = 70. The preliminary
descriptive analysis shows the reliability of the data in Table 4. The unidimensional reliability showed
that the Cronbach alpha for each variable was above 0.7 which means that all variables are reliable
(Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). The descriptive and correlation table (Table 4) presents Pearson’s
correlation coefficients between the variables. Interestingly, all variables exhibit significant correlations
with one another, except for team performance, which only shows a significant correlation with goal
clarity. This lack of significant correlation with team performance is noteworthy, as it suggests that
factors like trust in management, and transparent communication may not directly influence team

performance.

After these preliminary analyses, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was done to test the validity of
the hypothesized measurement model, specifically to confirm whether the set of observed variables

(indicators) reliably measured the set of latent constructs (factors) (Kyriazos, 2018).

Once the CFA was completed stepwise model building was done to evaluate the hypothesized model.
By looking at the adjusted R-squared values, every variable was evaluated in the model (Table 5). The

R-squared value reflects the proportion of the variance in the dependent variable explained by the
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predictors, adjusted for the number of predictors and sample size. (Miles, 2005). In addition to the R-
squared values, an evaluation of the SRMR, dULS, and dG metrics was done. These three criteria
provide different measures of how well the model fits in SEM. The SRMR measures the difference
between the predicted and observed correlations, while dULS and dG focus on discrepancies between
the co-variance using different mathematical approaches (Russo & Stol, 2021). As a rule of thumb,
SRMR values below 0.08, and both dULS and dG values below < 0.05, indicate a good model fit, with
lower values demonstrating a better fit (Zheng et al., 2024). When the values exceed the threshold, the
model is unlikely to be true (Zheng et al., 2024).

Structural equation modelling (SEM) was used to determine the possible mediation and moderation
effect (Gunzler et al., 2013) and the predictive power of the independent variable on the dependent
variable (Sarstedt et al., 2019). Through the different types of analysis mentioned above, the hypotheses

were either accepted or rejected.

3.4.2 Qualitative research

The research employed thematic analysis to examine the data, focusing on identifying patterns and
themes, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis follows a systematic coding process.
First, familiarize yourself with the data (step 1), to generate initial codes (step 2), search for common
themes (step 3), review the themes (step 4), Define and name the themes (step 5), Produce the report
(step 6) (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The procedure for the coding process is as follows: It starts with the
transcription, followed by the codes. After this, similar codes will be grouped under a broader theme.
Thirdly, these themes are examined. (Step 6), the themes are refined, and names will be generated
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). After this was done the analysis followed the Gioia method for structuring
data, in which first-order codes evolve into second-order themes and ultimately converge into aggregate
dimensions (Gioia et al., 2012). These aggregate dimensions are then organized into a dynamic

grounded theory model (Gioia et al., 2012).
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4. FINDINGS
4.1 QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS

This section presents the quantitative findings of the research. First, the descriptive statistics and
correlations among the variables are reported. Next, the hypotheses are tested using three structural

equation models (SEM).

The first model focuses solely on the direct effects of the input variable (goal clarity) on the output
variables (team performance, goal commitment, and organizational commitment). This provides a
baseline understanding of the primary relationships without considering additional variables. The
second model introduces trust in management as a mediator which allows us to explore if the effect of
goal clarity on the output variables is transmitted through trust in management. The third model includes
transparent communication as a moderator in the relationship between goal clarity and trust in
management. This last model investigates whether the strength or direction of this relationship changes

depending on levels of transparent communication.

By testing the three models sequentially, the research builds from simple to more complex
representations of the relationships among variables. This approach ensures that each layer of
complexity (direct effects, mediation, moderation) is justified and contributes meaningfully to the
understanding of the relationships. Additionally, the model fit indices are evaluated to determine
whether the data adequately represents the population. It helps identify which model provides the best

explanation for the observed data, ensuring validity and reliability.

4.2.1 Descriptive statistics and correlations

The descriptive statistics and correlations are presented below in Table 4. The analysis reveals that all
variables are significantly correlated, except for Team Performance, which shows a significant
correlation only with the input variable, Goal Clarity. Moreover, all significant relationships are
positive, aligning with the theoretical expectations and findings discussed in the literature reviewed in

this thesis.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlation for the variables

Variable Mean SD TP ocC GCom GCla T C
TP 3.593 0.657 1

(o]0 3.427 0.514 0.053 1

GCom 3.874 0.513 0.226 0.443 %% 1

GCla 3.386 0.597 0.355%* 0.402%*** 0.707*** 1

T 3.574 0.460 0.139 0.488%** 0.428*** 0.373** 1

C 3.283 0.622 0.214 0.369** 0.561*** 0.560%** 0.638*** 1
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**%_Correlation is significant at < 0.001 level (2-tailed)
**_Correlation is significant at <0.01 level (2-tailed)

*_ Correlation is significant at < 0.05 level (2-tailed)

4.2.2 Hypothesis testing
This section presents the results of the hypothesis testing, illustrated in Figure 2. The outcomes of the
three models are summarized in Table 5, which includes the direct effects, standard errors, significance

levels, and model fit indices.

Hypotheses la, 1b, and lc propose that goal clarity has a positive and significant effect on team
performance, organizational commitment, and goal commitment in self-managing teams within an agile
context. Model 1, presented in Table 5, evaluates goal clarity as a predictor for these outcomes. The
model fit index SRMR is .0837, which slightly exceeds the threshold of .08, indicating a suboptimal fit.
The results demonstrate that goal clarity maintains a positive and significant relationship with all three
outcomes: team performance (5 =.3487, p <.01), organizational commitment (f = .3487, p <.05), and

goal commitment (f = .3487, p <.001). Therefore, hypotheses 1a, 1b, and 1c are supported.

Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2¢ examine the mediating role of trust in management between goal clarity and
the outcome variables (team performance, organizational commitment, and goal commitment) in self-
managing teams within an agile context. Model 2, as presented in Table 5, incorporates trust in
management as a mediator in the relationship between goal clarity and the outcomes. Important to note
is that the inclusion of trust in management improves the model fit, with the SRMR value decreasing to
.0558, which falls below the threshold indicating a good fit. Goal clarity has a positive significant effect
on trust in management (f =0.3586, p < 0.01). In turn trust in management has a positive significant
direct effect on goal commitment (f =0.1855, p < 0.05) and organizational commitment (5 = 0.3293, p
< 0.01), and a negative insignificant direct effect on team performance (f =-0.0194, p = 0.8824).
Furthermore, concerning the mediation analysis, the findings reveal that there are no statistically
significant indirect effects linking goal clarity to the outcome variables. This indicates that trust in
management does not function as a significant mediator in the relationship between goal clarity and any
of the specified outcome variables: team performance (f = -.0070, p = .8888), organizational
commitment (5 =.1181, p =.0599), and goal commitment (f =.0665, p =.0979). This implies that the
impact of goal clarity on the outcome variables does not depend on trust in management. Essentially,
trust in management does not act as a "bridge" between goal clarity and the outcomes in your analysis.

Thus, hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c¢ are not supported.
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However, it is worth noting that the relationship between goal clarity and organizational commitment
is nearly mediated by trust in management. Additionally, in Model 2, when trust is included, the direct
relationship between goal clarity and organizational commitment becomes non-significant (B = 0.23006,

p =0.0872). As a result, hypothesis 1b is not supported in Model 2.

Hypothesis 3 suggests that transparent communication moderates the relationship between goal clarity
and trust in management within self-managing teams in an agile context. In Model 3 (Table 5),
transparent communication is introduced as a moderator between goal clarity and trust in management.
The inclusion of transparent communication improves the model fit, since it reduces the SRMR to
0.055, indicating a good fit. The results reveal that goal clarity no longer has a significant direct effect
on trust in management (f = -.0454, p = .6950). However, transparent communication (f = .6490, p <
.001) and its interaction effect (transparent communication x goal clarity) (f = .2566, p < .05) both
exhibit significant effects on trust in management (see Figure 2 below). These findings suggest that
transparent communication moderates the relationship between goal clarity and trust in management,
such that the impact of goal clarity on trust in management depends on the level of transparent
communication. Furthermore, goal clarity is only relevant for trust in management when transparent

communication is present. Consequently, Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Figure 2. The interaction effect between goal clarity and trust in management

______________ —— Low Transparent
""""" communication
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Table 5. Hypothesis testing SEM

TP oC GCo T TP oC

GCo

GCo T TP oC
GCl 0.3487%* 0.3487* 0.5935%%* 0.3586%* 0.3557%* 0.2306 0.5270%** | -0.0454 0.3557%* 0.2306 0.5270%**
(0.1164) (0.1337) (0.1169) (0.1285) (0.1316) (0.1333) (0.1203) (0.1158) (0.1347) (0.1190)
(0.1281)
T -0.0194 0.3293%*  (.1855* -0.0194 0.3293%* 0.1855*
(0.1304) (0.1080) (0.0778) (0.1308) (0.1096) (0.0798)
TC 0.6383%**
(0.1068)
GCIXTC 0.2566*
(0.0995)
Adjusted R? 0.114 0.150 0.492 0.1158 0.0957 0.1927 0.3637 0.4536 0.0957 0.1927 0.3637
SMSR 0.0837 +0.0558 +0.0550
dULS 0.0700 0.0467 0.0847
dG 0.0229 0.0167 0.0351

*p <.05, ¥*p < .01, ***p < .001. Standard errors in parentheses. + SRMR < 0.08
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Figure 3. Graphical representation of the hypothesized model on Agile SMTs effectiveness.
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4.2 QUALITATIVE FINDINGS

In addition to the survey, interviews were conducted to gain deeper insights into the relationships
examined in this study. The interviews provided valuable perspectives, particularly on why there is an
insignificant mediation effect of trust in management between goal clarity and the outcome variables,
as well as on the specific outcomes associated with trust in management. They also offered a deeper
understanding of how trust in management functions within the agile context and the role of goal-setting
theory in an agile public sector environment, highlighting how agile goal ambiguity, environmental
barriers to the agile way of working, and lack of agile team maturity influence trust in management.
Notably, external leadership and transparent communication are important in strengthening the
relationship between goal clarity and trust in management. The positive outcomes of trust in
management include a more positive work environment, increased psychological safety, and improved
team cohesion. Three aggregated dimensions were identified after coding the qualitative data using the
Gioia methodology. These dimensions include barriers to trust in management, positive outcomes of
trust in management, and trust enablers (see Figure 4 for the Gioia model). The subsequent section
provides a detailed discussion of the second-order themes and their corresponding first-order concepts,
supported by illustrative quotes from the interviews. Codes marked with a (T) represent statements
made exclusively by team members, while those marked with an (M) represent statements made only

by managers. If no (T) or (M) is indicated, the statement was made by both groups.
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Figure 4. The Gioia model. Codes with (T) are statements exclusively from team members, and (M)
indicate those from managers. If no (T) or (M) is indicated, the statement was shared by both groups.

First-order concepts Second-order themes Aggregated dimensions

1a. Lack of clear goals lead to
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&c. Feedback from agile teams are
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4.2.1 Aggregated dimension: Barriers to trust in management
The first dimension is called "Barriers to trust in management" and consists of three second-order
themes called, Agile goal ambiguity, Environmental barrier to the agile way of working, and Lack of
agile team maturity. The themes are related since all act as barriers to developing trust in management

in the agile context.

Agile goal ambiguity
The second-order theme "Agile goal ambiguity" is composed of three first-order concepts: (1) Lack of
clear goals leads to impediments in the agile planning, (2) Frequent and unexpected changes in goals

disrupt the agile focus, and (3) Late arriving requirements hinder continuous delivery. These concepts
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collectively illustrate the challenges teams face due to the lack of clarity surrounding the goals they are

expected to achieve.

A significant issue within the company is the lack of clear and concrete specifications, which leads to
confusion and undermines team motivation and engagement. A team member highlighted: "The biggest
problem within [company name] is the specifications.” This vagueness often results in mismatches
between planning and expectations, as exemplified by the following statement of a team member:
"Sometimes it seemed like a new regulation was similar to an earlier one. But as soon as the team
started talking with the business, it turned out to be a completely different scheme, with different
requirements and a larger scope. This led to a mismatch between the planning and expectations.” As a
result, teams are often left uncertain about what needs to be done: "And that’s one of the reasons why
they don'’t effectively reach their goals because there’s still too much uncertainty about what exactly
needs to be done.” This lack of clarity can also undermine engagement, as one team member noted: "If

the specifications are not clear, it can reduce engagement, as the team feels it’s not their problem."

In addition to this, the company struggles with frequent and unexpected changes in goals, which further
limit their achievability. As one team member explained: "They are achievable as long as no extra
projects are picked up in the middle or rules change suddenly. Unfortunately, this happens quite often."
These unexpected changes often arise even after goals have been planned, as a team member shared:
"Yes, if something extra comes up, like a web service that needs to be built because another team is
ready for it, and that wasn'’t known during the PI events, then another goal shifts.” This situation leads
to teams feeling pressured by shifting priorities, as one team member noted: "Sometimes challenges
come up unexpectedly, things that turn out to be suddenly important. Then you re a bit tighter on time."

The impact of these shifts on planning is evident: "Changing priorities put the schedule at risk."

Finally, the late arrival of requirements compounds the challenges for teams, creating additional stress
and frustration. One team member pointed out: "One thing that happens a lot is that requirements, for
example, aren’t finished on time, which causes us to get stuck and have to meet tight deadlines." Despite
these delays, deadlines remain rigid and inflexible, as one team member shared: "I¢’s still not exactly
clear what needs to be done, but it has to be finished before January Ist.” This situation often leads to
teams being asked to start work without clear specifications, which results in frustration: "We can’t start
building without clear specifications, but sometimes we’re asked to start anyway. This leads to

frustration.”

Environmental barrier to the agile way of working
The second-order theme "Environmental barriers to the agile way of working" consists of two first-

order concepts: (1) Political external interference hinders the agile way of working and (2) Technical
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dependency restricts the agile way of working. Both concepts describe complex issues related to the

environment in which agile teams operate.

The hierarchical environment in which [company name] operates presents challenges that hinder the
ability of agile teams to perform effectively, particularly in planning and achieving goals. A key
contributor to this is the external interference from ministry directives. As one team member shared:
"We of course receive assignments from the ministries, and the ministry says, 'We need to build a
subsidy, and it must look like this," and then at the last minute, they come with, 'Oh, actually, it should
also be like this.' And actually, it also needs to be added, and do you want to do this as well?" Although
management makes efforts to mitigate these issues, the inability to fully shield the team from political-
administrative pressures leaves the team feeling unsupported. One manager explained: "Despite
attempts to reduce the pressure, there is also political-administrative pressure and expectations, which
limit the ability to completely remove that pressure.” Another manager elaborated: "The pressure is
partly determined by political-administrative factors, such as when the regulation has to be opened,

which ultimately affects the planning of the regulations.”

The complexity of the environment at [company name] is reflected in the interdependencies between
teams and systems. One team member explained: "When we plan a technical upgrade, it also affects
other teams, so we seek alignment with product management." These cross-team dependencies are
further complicated by gaps in technical knowledge, which can create bottlenecks. As another team
member noted: "From an architectural perspective, we provide sufficient input, but sometimes product
management lacks technical background, which means we have to support them.” Moreover,
unforeseen dependencies can disrupt workflows even when teams are supposed to operate
independently. One team member highlighted: "The teams have few interdependencies, but if the
generic teams run into issues with planning, it affects the regulatory teams.” The need for long-term
system stability sometimes conflicts with immediate delivery goals, illustrating how technical
dependencies require careful balancing. As one team member observed: "Sometimes, you need to take
a step back to make the current platform more robust and prevent uncontrollable growth." Lastly, a
lack of expertise and poor knowledge sharing further exacerbate these challenges. As one team member
emphasized: "There’s a need for knowledge transfer so that more people are aware of the systems and

there’s space to organize the documentation properly."”

Lack of agile team maturity

The second-order theme "Lack of Agile Team Maturity" encompasses three first-order concepts: (1)
New teams are reluctant to ask for help, (2) Teams overcommit in the sprint planning, and (3) Teams
lack the agile mindset. These concepts are interconnected as they collectively describe how teams lack

the maturity needed to effectively operate in an agile environment.
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At [company name], new teams often hesitate to seek help from management, preferring to address
challenges independently. This reluctance can result in inefficiencies and rework. One team member
illustrated this with an example of a new team: "Interestingly, during the last PI,  made an intervention
with a team that just said, 'Let’s just try it." Even though all the signs were red, everyone on the team
took turns saying, 'Let’s just try it." And they ended up having to do everything over." This mindset is
further reflected in the struggles of new Product Owners, as another team member noted: "The only
thing I sometimes notice is that new Product Owners occasionally struggle in their role, perhaps finding
it difficult to ask for the help they need.” There is also a need for a mindset shift among new teams,
particularly in how they view their workload. One team member explained: "When there is a lot of
work, the team thinks it's our problem that there is so much work. But that's not their problem. That's
the problem of the Product Owner and the business. That there is so much work, and that's a shift in

mindset they need to make."

Additionally, some teams take on more work than they can realistically handle, which affects efficiency
and leads to incomplete outcomes. A manager stressed the importance of recognizing the team’s limits:
"You can only handle a limited amount of work, and it’s important to stay realistic about what you can
achieve, based on your experience.” Another manager elaborated on the consequences of
overcommitting: "There were teams working on multiple goals simultaneously. Both goals were loosely
defined and contained a lot of complex tasks, which made it impossible to complete either one fully.”

This behaviour is partly driven by a strong sense of responsibility within the teams, as noted by a
manager: "That team took on more than they could handle because they felt responsible for getting
everything done.” However, despite management’s efforts to caution against overcommitting, some
teams persist in this approach. One manager explained: "There was a team that was given more work
than they could handle. From a Scrum Agile perspective, as a team, you shouldn’t accept that, but they

did, despite repeated warnings."

Finally, some teams are still struggling to fully embrace the agile methodology. A team member noted
the uneven progress across the organization: "Yes, things are actually running smoothly for us. But
recently, I attended that Agile symposium at a different location in [place name], and you notice that
it’s not yet the case everywhere.” He further emphasized the importance of the agile mindset: "/ think
that when the entire organization thinks that way, you can implement this methodology more effectively,
and everything will run much more smoothly.” Another team member confirmed this perspective,
pointing out the difficulties faced by less experienced parts of the organization: "But you can sometimes
still notice that for parts of the organization that have less work experience with the SAFe methodology,

it takes some getting used to."
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4.2.2 Aggregated dimension: Positive outcomes of trust in management
The second dimension is called positive outcomes of trust in management and is divided into three
themes namely, Positive work environment, Psychological safety, and Team cohesion. These themes

are related since all are a result of teams having trust in the management.

Positive work environment

The second-order theme "Positive work environment" is divided into three first-order concepts: (1)
Teams are happy at work, (2) Organizational goals align with personal goals, and (3) Teams experience
freedom at the workplace. These first-order concepts are aligned as they collectively explain why the
work environment is perceived positively. A positive work environment is characterized by employee

satisfaction, alignment between organizational and personal goals, and the freedom to make decisions.

Team members shared insights into what contributes to their happiness at work. As one team member
expressed: "It’s a great place to work. I have a wonderful team, a good manager, and colleagues at
[company name] who are not only skilled at their work but are also great people to collaborate with."
Another team member highlighted the positive atmosphere created by hybrid working and good
colleagues: "Moreover, pleasant colleagues around me and hybrid working works perfectly for me. It’s
a combination of factors that create a very pleasant atmosphere.” Management also recognized a sense
of satisfaction within the teams, attributing it to the nature of their work. As one manager had explained:
"I do think that people here do what they enjoy. It could be a tester who really enjoys testing certain
things and saying, 'Great, we 've got it right,’ or just ticking off items on their to-do list. But it could
also be for people who are more visually oriented, who look beyond that and find something else in it."
The happiness of the teams is reflected in their motivation and pride in their achievements. One team
member noted: "Well, they re really happy, so that’s all fine. It’s motivating and also nice to see because

it shows the great products we ve delivered here."

Another key factor contributing to the positive work environment was the alignment between team
members' personal goals and the organization's objectives. One team member expressed it this way: "/
think the goals align, yes. I believe it’s about creating great products and, in the end, helping Dutch
businesses, fishermen, and farmers.” A manager replicated this sentiment: "That you work on a task
that resonates with you, contributing to sustainable agriculture and good nature.” Additionally, a team
member expressed enthusiasm for the company’s vision: "What [company] stands for—I definitely find
that interesting.” And followed up with: "When you log in to the intranet, you open it and see all kinds
of topics, which I always enjoy browsing through. It’s interesting to see what [company] is working on.
For example, if a project has been successful or if a study has been conducted, you can see that, and |

always find that inspiring.”
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Furthermore, the teams felt a sense of freedom in organizing their work, as one team member explained:
"It might come more from my manager, but you get a lot of freedom to organize your work in your own
way." Another team member added: "On one hand, there’s the freedom you have. For example, if you
notice something interesting, you can always say, ‘Hey, 1'd really like to be involved in that.” Or you
can ask, ‘Is it possible to arrange something, like swapping tasks with a colleague?’" Lastly, a team
member shared that they could choose their working hours and location: "You have the option to work

both from home and at the office. A full 36-hour workweek, that kind of thing, I like."

Psychological safety

The second-order theme "Psychological safety" consists of two first-order concepts: (1) Teams can
make mistakes and (2) Teams can express concerns/ask for advice. These concepts are interconnected,
as they both emphasize how teams perceive their environment as safe. A psychologically safe
environment allows teams to make mistakes without fear of negative consequences and feel comfortable

expressing concerns or seeking advice.

When the teams make mistakes, they are not concerned about being blamed. Instead, they focus on
learning and improving from the experience. As one team member explained: "Even if you don’t meet
the goals of a sprint or deliver as agreed, it’s never blamed on an individual. Instead, the focus is on
understanding what went wrong and why it couldn’t be done. It’s always approached in a positive way,
and I think that really helps." Another team member echoed this sentiment, emphasizing the importance
of acknowledging mistakes and understanding the reasons behind them: "Yes, definitely. If it's our
responsibility, then we should just acknowledge it, and that's okay. But we will always ask the question,
"Why?' and have that conversation.” Additionally, the team members highlighted that they feel
supported when they are in the wrong role, as one team member noted: "If you're not doing well in a
certain role in the app, we will never let go of an employee. They will always be placed somewhere else,

in a different role."

The teams also feel comfortable asking for advice or expressing their concerns. As one team member
shared: "If I don’t understand something, I can ask (the management), ‘What do you mean?’ Because
otherwise, I can’t do anything with it.”" Another member highlighted how he can ask the product
manager for advice: "If I have a specific question and need to brainstorm with someone, I usually speak
to the product manager." The teams feel safe to ask for help due to the strong relationships the team
members have with their managers. As one member explained: "I have a good relationship with my

manager. If [ run into something, I can just call him. We discuss it together and come up with solutions.”

29



Team cohesion

The second-order theme "Team cohesion" encompasses five first-order concepts: (1) Teams encourage
openness and collaboration, (2) Teams commit to goals they set themselves, and (3) Teams feel
responsible for delivering high-quality services. These concepts are all interconnected, as they highlight
the various aspects of strong team cohesion. Together, they illustrate how a supportive and collaborative
environment, built on trust, mutual respect, and shared responsibility, leads to teams that work

effectively, efficiently, and with a sense of ownership over their goals and outcomes.

Within the team, open communication is encouraged, both in addressing concerns and giving
compliments, as one member explained: "I think we discuss things well; we are an open team. We dare
to address each other if we see something we don’t like. But we also always give each other a
compliment, for example, when someone does something well." The members also feel comfortable
addressing others or being addressed themselves, as another team member shared: "I would feel
comfortable within the team either addressing someone or being addressed myself. I have no problems
with that." This open communication in the teams is viewed as a positive aspect of the team dynamics,
as expressed by another member: "I think it’s a positive point within the team that things are said openly
and not kept under wraps. If something’s wrong, they mention it.” Collaboration is another key strength
of the teams, with members emphasizing their collective effort to improve continuously. As one
member stated: "The team really does its best to bring out the best in themselves and tries to improve
the retrospectives each time. We take those retros seriously and strive to bring out the best in ourselves.
That’s really a team effort, I think.” Another team member shared: "/ believe we have an experienced

development team that is well-coordinated and works seamlessly together."

The teams were highly motivated and committed to the goals they set for themselves, as demonstrated
by this quote: "Even when you do a sprint planning, they (the team) just want to achieve the goals that
are in it. That gives them commitment, they go for it." Another team member expressed the motivation
to complete their own goals: "We (the team) are just very motivated to achieve the sprint goal and burn
the points." A further example of a team member highlighted their drive in completing their planning:
"We make the PI Planning. That is our plan, and I will go for it to achieve it." Additionally, the team
members felt a strong sense of responsibility since it’s their planning: "I believe that when the team
does a sprint planning and makes a commitment, you're essentially telling the business, 'This is what
we will deliver this sprint.' I think, and I'm not alone in this, that everyone on the team feels that we

must stick to that commitment."”

This sense of responsibility extends beyond just meeting goals. Team members felt frustration when
they fail to deliver as promised. As one team member explained: "It’s frustrating when you have to talk

to your stakeholders again. You just want to be a reliable team that delivers what it has promised.
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That’s the motivation for me to achieve the goals."” This sense of responsibility is further highlighted by
another team member: "We could take it on, and afterward, we also provide feedback like: 'Okay, we
will make this and this for you.' They expect it to be made for them, and that motivates you to achieve
it. You are in contact with them about the progress, they are waiting for you, they need you." The team
members were also driven by a desire to deliver the best possible work, as expressed by one member:
"You want to deliver the best possible work and support entrepreneurs as best as you can so that the
service is at the highest possible level."” This commitment to quality was acknowledged by the managers
as well as one told: "I think it’s mostly about making beautiful products and ultimately helping

businesses in the Netherlands, like fishermen and farmers."

4.2.3 Aggregated dimension: Trust enablers
The third dimension is called "Trust enablers" and is divided into two themes namely, (1) The
management provides external leadership and (2) Transparent communication. These themes are
interconnected, as both play a role in moderating the relationship between clear goals and trust in

management through transparent communication and guidance from the management.

The management provides external leadership

The second-order theme "The management provides external leadership" consists of two first-order
concepts: (1) The management supports the agile teams, and (2) The management provides guidance to
agile teams. These first-order concepts are all related to management’s role in guiding and supporting
the teams with their tasks. They emphasize the importance of the management engaging in external

leadership.

In recent years, the teams have experienced increased external support from management. This
improvement was highlighted by the following quote from a team member:
"Someone receives a lot of trust, but if you then give that person the feeling they are falling short in
their role — failure might be too strong a word — then that trust can be damaged. Despite that person’s
efforts, there was sometimes a lack of sufficient support. I think this trust has grown over the past period,
especially now that we have a new Product Manager and the Business Owner is becoming more
involved." When the new Product Manager was interviewed, she explained that she encouraged business
stakeholders to directly communicate and clarify their requirements to the teams. This approach ensures
that teams receive input directly from the business. She stated: "I¢’s no longer just that you hear from
the Product Owner what needs to be done. Now you also get input from someone in the business
explaining why something is needed and what steps follow. If that’s handled well and the results are
shared, it increases engagement and satisfaction.” Furthermore, a team member noted that the Business
Owner offered support when needed: "In case of problems, the Business Owner can provide advice or

make a decisive choice." In addition, management works to resolve obstacles the teams face:
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"Obstacles are addressed and resolved where possible."

Management also guided the teams by leveraging agile ceremonies as a key mechanism for alignment
and direction. A team member observed: "Previously, I felt that communication was sometimes too late,
but I notice that the PI events and quarterly meetings help to provide more direction.” One way
management provided guidance was by highlighting key focus areas for the upcoming quarter: "The
Product Manager clarifies topics and creates a roadmap, highlighting key points.” Another team
member emphasized how PI events encouraged teams to engage actively and ask questions: "During
the PI days, everything is well communicated. These days are designed so that, at the end of the first
day, questions are asked to the management by the Product Owners. The next day, a decision follows
from the Business Owner."” When asked about the focus of management in providing direction, a team
member said: "Nowadays in the PI event, I believe the management has a strong focus on team capacity
and what is realistically achievable." Additionally, a product manager showed her approach to provide
structure and clear boundaries for how requests should be presented: "One thing I gave back to the
Product Owners for the Pl is: if you want something on my agenda or need me to make a decision, give

me two options to choose from."

Transparent communication

The second-order theme "Transparent communication" consists of three first-order concepts: (1)
Proactive communication, (2) Open and accessible information sharing from management to the teams,
and (3) Management incorporates feedback from agile teams. These first-order concepts are
interconnected as they both focus on the importance of transparent communication from management

to the agile teams.

It became evident that the management maintained proactive communication with the teams, as was
highlighted by team members’ remarks. One team member explained: "If I need him, or if he has topics
in mind that we need to address, he gets back in touch with me to discuss whether those can be included
in the sprint.” The teams also emphasized the significance of proactive communication in avoiding
surprises: "It’s important to clearly communicate upfront what the possibilities are and how the
regulation is structured. By asking the right questions, you can ensure the team won’t be surprised.”
Another team member had added: "I think communication is good, especially through the Product

Owners, about the tasks and decisions being made. This leads to better predictability.”

The management emphasized how they maintained open communication with the teams, as was
explained by one manager: "I coordinate in a personal way, for example, by calling someone to discuss
a topic." Team members shared similar experiences, highlighting the efficiency of these interactions:

"There are short lines of communication with the Product Managers. If I email or call them, I get in

32



touch immediately.” Additionally, a manager had described how this open communication fosters
transparency between them and the teams: "I share it and leave it up to the other person to decide what

to do with it, but at least I'm transparent about what's going on."

Building on this, management has shown a strong commitment to incorporating feedback from the
teams into their decisions. This approach was reflected in the following statement from management:
"[ find it very important to listen to the Product Owners, and thus indirectly to the teams. What is
realistic? What is feasible? And why should we have a discussion about it?" The teams also recognized
this practice when they raised challenges or problems with management. One team member shared: "/t
is also discussed with Product Management. The management discusses it together: where do we see
bottlenecks? Then any solutions get reported back to the teams. On the second day, the management
further adjusts this." Another team member had shared his perspective on feedback, stating: "/ do feel

like we are being listened to, which helps with our motivation."

The interview outcomes reveal that trust in management in the agile context is influenced by several
factors. Agile goal ambiguity, environmental barriers to the agile way of working, and lack of agile
team maturity diminish trust in management by creating confusion, frustration, and a reduced sense of
autonomy. When goals are unclear or change unexpectedly, teams struggle with alignment, reducing
confidence in management’s direction. Political hierarchical pressures and technical dependencies
further hinder teams’ ability to adapt and deliver, leading to the perception that management is not
shielding them from external factors. Additionally, a lack of maturity in teams, such as hesitancy to
seek help or overcommitting to tasks, reflects a disconnect between management’s guidance and the
team’s actions, undermining trust in management. Despite these challenges, the organization has
succeeded in maintaining a certain level of trust in management, which has led to the development of a
positive work environment, psychological safety, and team cohesion, which in turn allows teams to
learn from mistakes, enjoy their work, and collaborate more effectively. The management’s efforts to
provide external leadership, which includes offering both support and guidance and communicating
transparently improves the alignment of teams with organizational goals and is key in clarifying goals
and ensuring that teams receive quick responses to challenges. This proactive approach helps the teams
remain aligned with management’s expectations and strengthens trust in them. Overall, despite the
challenges, the efforts of management to maintain clear communication, offer support, and provide

guidance have contributed to building and maintaining a certain level of trust in management.

Based on the qualitative data, the tested model has been adapted to reflect the specific dynamics of the
agile setting (see Figure 5). Agile team maturity appears to play a crucial role in facilitating the
relationship between goal clarity and trust in management within the agile context. Additionally, team

cohesion emerges as a key outcome of trust in management, particularly in self-managing agile teams.
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Figure 5: The adjusted hypothesized model (the variables represented by the pentagon denote the

additional variables incorporated into the model)
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S. DISCUSSION
5.1 THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

This research indicates that, within the agile context in a public organization, clear goals positively
affect goal commitment and team performance but not organizational commitment. Furthermore, goal
clarity does not relate to trust in management when transparent communication is added as a moderator
in the model, and trust in management fails to mediate the relationship between goal clarity and the
outcome variables. However, trust in management has a positive direct effect on both organizational
commitment and goal commitment. Additionally, transparent communication moderates the
relationship between goal clarity and trust in management, emphasizing its role as a facilitating factor

for trust in management.

Overall, the findings of this research contribute to the agile literature in two keyways. Firstly, this
research examines the factors that influence trust in management and how trust in management in turn
can impact performance and commitment outcomes in an agile setting. Secondly, this research adds to
goal-setting theory by introducing the theory in an agile setting, while highlighting the important factors
to improve success in self-managing agile teams within public organizations. This contributes
theoretically by drawing on the goal-setting theory and introducing it in a public organization within

the agile context (Locke & Latham, 1990; Locke et al., 1988; Mathieu et al., 2008).

5.1.1 Factors influencing trust in management and its impact on performance, organizational
commitment, and goal commitment

The quantitative findings of this research reveal insignificant indirect effects between goal clarity and
the outcome variables through trust in management, contradicting prior studies in the traditional setting
(Cho & Poister, 2013; Crossley et al., 2013; Sholihin et al., 2011; Six, 2007). Additionally, no direct
significant relationship was identified between trust in management and team performance which also
contradicts current scientific research (Cho & Poister, 2013; Dirks & Jong, 2022; Magpili & Pazos,
2018; Mayer & Gavin, 2005). This highlights the complexity of the relationship between goal clarity,
trust in management, and performance, and suggests that additional factors may play a role. Transparent
communication emerged as a key moderator between goal clarity and trust in management, meaning
that the impact of goal clarity on trust in management is influenced by the level of transparent
communication. Additionally, goal clarity is only significant for trust in management when transparent

communication is present.

Transparent communication has a moderation effect on the relationship between goal clarity and trust
in management, aligning with previous research in the traditional setting (Cho & Poister, 2013; Yue et

al., 2019; Zeffane et al., 2011). When transparent communication was included, goal clarity no longer
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had a significant effect on trust in management. Since a key foundation for increasing trust in a
supervisor is their engagement in trustworthy behaviour, it is possible that transparent communication
itself was perceived as a trustworthy action and not setting clear goals (Sholihin et al., 2011). Therefore
the management's interaction with agile teams to clarify organizational goals helps build trust in them
(Cho & Poister, 2013). Additionally, since goals can change rapidly in agile settings, communicating
these changes quickly and transparently is crucial (Dorairaj et al.; Hess et al., 2019). The qualitative
data reveals how trust in management is built. Employees noted that the management provides external
leadership in which they support and provide guidance to the agile teams. This creates certainty for the
agile teams and enhances their trust in management (Magpili & Pazos, 2018). Additionally,
management engages in transparent communication, proactively addressing challenges, maintaining
open lines of communication, sharing accessible information, and incorporating feedback from the
teams (Dikert et al., 2016; Hess et al., 2019; Magpili & Pazos, 2018). This approach reinforces the agile
values "Individuals and interactions over processes and tools" by prioritizing transparent
communication and collaboration, and strengthens "Responding to change over following a plan" by
ensuring that teams receive the necessary feedback and guidance to adapt quickly and efficiently to
evolving challenges. This, in turn, could strenghten the relationship between goal clarity and trust in

management.

While trust in management was present, it did not mediate the relationship between goal clarity and the
outcome variables, as initially expected. The assumption that trust in management mediates the
relationship between goal clarity and performance or commitment outcomes was based on the idea that
trust enables alignment and cooperation between agile teams and management (Magpili & Pazos, 2018;
van der Hoek et al., 2018). When employees trust their managers, they are motivated and committed to
achieving goals. This trust creates a supportive environment where teams feel confident in sharing
progress and challenges which strengthens collaboration (Crossley et al., 2013; Magpili & Pazos, 2018;
Six, 2007). Several factors may explain the lack of a significant mediating effect or direct relationship
with team performance. To explain the insignificant direct relationship between trust in management
and team performance, it is important to note that team performance was assessed based on how the
team collectively functions, whereas the outcomes’ goal commitment and organizational commitment
reflect individual attitudes toward the team's goals and the organization. The agile setting may have
lowered the importance of trust in management, given the team-based nature of the agile way of
working. As a result, within agile teams, intra-team trust might be a stronger predictor of team
performance compared to trust in management, as it enhances internal collaboration and cohesion (De
Jong et al., 2016; Tyagi et al., 2018). Additionally, while goal-setting theory suggests that trust in
management mediates the relationship between goal-setting participation and goal commitment
(Sholihin et al., 2011), this study examined goal clarity rather than participation, which may account

for the differences in findings. Furthermore, the qualitative data highlights how goal ambiguity in an
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agile environment made it difficult to align team and management objectives, directly conflicting with
the Agile value of "Customer Collaboration Over Contract Negotiation" (Abbas et al., 2008). When
goals are unclear or misaligned between teams and management, it creates confusion about the true
needs of the customer, diminishing the team's focus on delivering customer value. This lack of
alignment weakens the potential role of trust in management as a mediator between team performance,
goal commitment, and organizational commitment (Magpili & Pazos, 2018; van der Hoek et al., 2018).
Furthermore, a lack of agile team maturity emerged as a challenge, where teams hesitated to seek
support, overcommitted in their sprint planning, or felt less confident in their performance. This directly
conflicts with the Agile value of "Individuals and Interactions Over Processes and Tools", as the
reluctance to seek support might indicate a failure to prioritize open communication and collaboration
between teams and management (Abbas et al., 2008; Gren et al., 2017),. This may have diminished the
positive impact of trust in management, as teams were less inclined to share progress or challenges
(Gren et al., 2017). Lastly, the company operates in an environment shaped by hierarchical political
pressures and technical dependencies. The ministry often imposes tasks that management is unable to
resist, leading to a conflict between agile methodologies and external demands. This creates a dual
approach to work, undermining the agile way of operating (Dikert et al., 2016). Furthermore, the
technical dependencies between teams exacerbate the perception that management is either unaware of
or not adequately addressing the challenges the teams face. This clashes with the agile value
"Individuals and Interactions Over Processes and Tools" since failing to shield teams from external
pressures and provide the necessary technical support signals a failure to prioritize people over
processes (Abbas et al., 2008). In doing so, the management risks further eroding trust in them and

hindering the effectiveness of the agile process (Dikert et al., 2016; Magpili & Pazos, 2018).

Although trust in management does not mediate the relationship between goal clarity and the outcome
variables, it has a direct positive effect on organizational and goal commitment which is in line with the
literature in the traditional setting (Jiang & Probst, 2015; Sholihin et al., 2011). Qualitative data
highlight that trust in management fosters a positive work environment, psychological safety, and team
cohesion, enhancing employee satisfaction and commitment (Geue, 2018; Mach et al., 2010; Newman
et al., 2017). Employees trust their managers and as a result, experience a positive and open work
environment and therefore increase commitment to the organization (Hanaysha, 2016). This aligns with
the agile value of "Building Projects Around Motivated Individuals", which emphasizes creating an
environment where individuals are motivated to perform at their best (Abbas et al., 2008). Because
employees trust management, it creates a sense of psychological safety, enabling teams to make
mistakes and seek advice without fear of blame. This directly aligns with the agile principle "The most
efficient and effective method of conveying information to and within a development team is face-to-
face conversation” and value "Individuals and interactions over processes and tools" (Abbas et al.,

2008; Edmondson et al., 2004). Due to the high psychological safety present in the company, employees
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were more likely to identify with the company's goals, stay motivated, and remain committed to
contributing positively to its success (Chandrahaas & Narasimhan, 2022). Team cohesion is a key
outcome of trust in management and is an antecedent of goal commitment in the literature (Grossman
et al., 2022; Klein & Mulvey, 1995). When teams trust their management and feel supported, they are
motivated to deliver high-quality work and establish themselves as trustworthy and reliable. This aligns
with the Agile principle of "At regular intervals, the team reflects on how to become more effective,
then tunes and adjusts its behavior accordingly”, where trust in management fosters accountability and
drives teams to strive for excellence (Abbas et al., 2008). As team members take ownership of their
work and feel a sense of responsibility to both their team and the organization, this accountability

strengthens their commitment to organizational goals (Grossman et al., 2022).

These observations provide new insights. Firstly, transparent communication moderates the relation
between goal clarity and trust in management and is important when adopting agile in the public sector.

Secondly, trust in management positively affects both commitment outcomes.

5.1.2 The application of goal-setting theory to the agile context in the public sector

The quantitative findings of this research show a positive significant effect of goal clarity on both team
performance and goal commitment, while the effect on organizational commitment was found to be
insignificant. This study contributes to goal-setting theory by confirming that goal clarity positively
influences team performance and goal commitment in agile settings within the public sector, aligning
with findings from traditional work environments in the public sector (Bipp & Kleingeld, 2011;
Rakowska et al., 2015; Staniok, 2016; van der Hoek et al., 2018). Clear goals improve agile team
performance and commitment to goals by providing a strong foundation for alignment. Agile teams
have the autonomy to set their own goals, but their ability to do so effectively depends on clear
organizational objectives. When organizational goals are well-defined, teams can better align their
efforts, leading to higher performance and stronger commitment to their objectives (Bipp & Kleingeld,
2011; Locke & Latham, 2006; Magpili & Pazos, 2018). Additionally, having clear goals makes it easier
to commit to them and reduces conflicting objectives, a common challenge in the public sector, which
reduces team performance (Staniok, 2016; van der Hoek et al., 2018). The qualitative data supports this,
as the management supports and guides the teams. Through agile ceremonies, the management provides
guidance, and they provide support by setting boundaries, which can enhance team performance and
goal commitment (Magpili & Pazos, 2018; Staniok, 2016). This approach reflects the Agile principle
of "Build projects around motivated individuals. Give them the environment and support they need, and

trust them to get the job done" (Abbas et al., 2008).

However, despite the positive effects on team performance and goal commitment, the quantitative data

shows that goal clarity did not have a significant positive effect on organizational commitment, which
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contradicts previous research on goal-setting in the public sector (Caillier, 2016). However, studies
suggest that high goal ambiguity weakens organizational commitment in the public sector (Jung & Ritz,
2014). Qualitative findings support this, as employees reported experiencing goal ambiguity within the
company. When goals are unclear, employees must spend additional time clarifying expectations,
increasing stress and reducing their attachment to the organization (Caillier, 2016). Additionally, it
contradicts the agile principle: "Our highest priority is to satisfy the customer through early and continuous
delivery of valuable software”. Ambiguous goals divert focus from delivering value to customers by
requiring teams to invest time in clarifying expectations, rather than aligning their efforts toward
productive outcomes (Abbas et al., 2008). Furthermore, the environment posed hierarchical problems
and technical dependencies, common obstacles to agile adoption in public organizations (Abdullah et
al., 2023; Dikert et al., 2016; Nuottila et al., 2022). The government could push tasks and if employees
felt that their managers would not push back enough, this could decrease their feelings of attachment to
the organization. Additionally, the technical dependency caused frustration as employees could not

continue their work.

These observations provide valuable insights. Firstly, goal-setting theory applies to the agile context,
where clear, specific goals are crucial for enhancing team performance and goal commitment. Secondly,
this research highlights that goal clarity positively impacts team performance and commitment in the

public sector in an agile setting.

5.2 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

This research provides practical insights for managers aiming to strengthen the trust teams have in them
while enhancing performance and commitment in agile self-managing teams. The results of this thesis
highlight key factors that can influence trust in management and overall team outcomes in the agile
setting of a public organization. To improve trust in management, and in turn team performance, goal
commitment, and organizational commitment, managers should focus on making goals clear and
communicate them transparently to the teams. Specifically, addressing challenges such as agile goal
ambiguity, environmental barriers to the agile way of working, and lack of agile team maturity, as these
factors hinder team outcomes and the successful adoption of agile in the public sector. By establishing
clear goals, management improves the teams' understanding of organizational objectives, enabling
better alignment with broader strategic priorities. Additionally, actively guiding and supporting agile
teams with agile ceremonies and setting clear boundaries helps to refine current goals and enhance
alignment. Furthermore, managers should communicate transparently since clear and honest
communication fosters a deeper understanding of goals, allowing teams to recognize management’s
honesty, which in turn enhances trust in the management. This strengthened trust and alignment foster
a psychologically safe environment, allowing agile teams to enjoy their work, collaborate effectively,

and stay engaged, ensuring their efforts are efficiently directed toward organizational success (Franz et

39



al., 2017; Geue, 2018; Newman et al., 2017; Widmeyer & Martens, 1978). In the long term, trust in
management, transparent communication, and goal clarity can transform the dynamics of agile teams,

leading to sustained organizational success.

5.3 Limitations and Future Research

Also, this research has limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, the quantitative sample size
consisted of only 70 participants, which is relatively small considering the measurement of six variables.
Initially, a larger participant pool was available; however, due to unforeseen challenges within the
company, a significant portion of the agile teams became unavailable for participation. This limited
sample size reduces the statistical power of the analysis and may restrict the ability to detect significant
mediating effects. However, the use of well-established scales with Cronbach’s alpha above 0.7, along
with participants who are professionals who are working agile gives confidence in the results. Future
research should aim for a larger sample to improve statistical robustness and explore potential mediation

effects more comprehensively.

Secondly, the cross-sectional design of this study, with data collected at a single point in time, limits
the ability to establish causal relationships between the measured variables. Time constraints prevented
the possibility of collecting data at multiple time points. However, the study included both a survey and
interviews, with the interviews conducted at a later stage. The mixed-method design allowed for the
exploration of potential causal relationships. To better understand the directionality and causal nature
of the relationships identified, longitudinal research designs should be employed in future studies,

where both the survey and interviews are conducted across multiple periods.

Thirdly, the software used for quantitative analysis, JASP, presented a technical limitation in conducting
a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) with all six variables simultaneously, as it could only
accommodate a maximum of five factors. This restriction limited the potential depth of the CFA and
may have constrained the validation of the measurement model. The software successfully performed
the other analyses, and instead of using a more complex six-factor model, three separate models with
four factors each were used for the CFA. This approach allowed for testing the three dependent variables
individually. Future research could benefit from alternative software tools capable of handling a larger

number of variables, such as R, to ensure a more comprehensive CFA.

Lastly, both quantitative and qualitative data for this study were drawn from two separate ARTs.
Although the teams in both ARTSs operate in an agile manner, their distinct operational contexts could
lead to varying levels of difficulty in achieving goals, potentially impacting the results. Despite these

differences in goal complexity, both ARTs share the same managers, and the researcher ensured that
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participants held similar roles across ARTs. Future research should consider a more uniform sample to

better control for such differences.
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6. CONCLUSION

This research has improved our understanding of trust in management in an agile context in the public
sector by highlighting transparent communication as a significant moderator in the relation between
clear goals and trust in management. While trust in management did not mediate the relationship
between clear goals and team performance or commitment, it still had a significant direct effect on
commitment outcomes, underscoring its importance for creating commitment in agile self-managing
teams. Furthermore, our findings suggest that goal-setting theory is applicable in agile environments,
where clear goals, transparent communication, and trust in management are critical to the successful
adoption of agile self-managing teams in the public sector. Team cohesion, psychological safety, and a
positive work environment emerged as key themes and outcomes of trust in management which
illustrates the complexity and importance of trust in management on agile team outcomes. Ultimately,
transparent communication is crucial for building trust in management, which fosters a positive,

psychologically safe work environment and strengthens team cohesion in public sector agile teams.
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APPENDIX

Appendix A: Goal clarity Kiviméki & Elovainio (1999)

items

1. How far are you in agreement with these objectives?

2. To what extent do you think your team's objectives are clearly understood by other members of the
team?

3. To what extent do you think your team's objectives can actually be achieved?

4. How worthwhile do you think these objectives are to the organization?

Appendix B: Transparent communication scale, the substantial dimension (Rawlins, 2008a).

Items
I. The management provides information in a timely fashion.
2. The management provides information that is relevant to me.
3. The management provides information that is complete.
4. The management provides information that is easy for me to understand.
5. The management provides accurate information to me
6. The company provides information that is reliable.
7. The management provides information that can be compared to previous performance
8. The management presents information to people like me in a language that is clear.
9. The management provides information that can be compared to previous performance

Appendix C: trust in management (Mayer & Gavin, 2005)

Items

1. If I had my way, I wouldn’t let the management have any influence
over issues that are important to me ®

2. I would be willing to let the management have complete control
over my future in this company.

3. I really wish I had a good way to keep an eye on the management. ®

4. I would be comfortable giving the management a task or problem
Which was critical to me, even if I could not monitor
his/her (its) actions.




5. If someone questioned the management’s motives, I would give the management
the benefit of the doubt.

6. I would tell the management about mistakes I’ve made on the job,
even if they could damage my reputation.

7 I would share my opinion about sensitive issues with
management even if my opinion were unpopular.

8 I am afraid of what management might do to me at work. ®

9 If the management asked why a problem happened, I would speak
freely even if [ were partly to blame.

10 If the management asked me for something, I respond without
thinking about whether it might be held against me.

Appendix D: Team Performance Scale (Gibson et al., 2009)

Items

This team is consistently a high performing team.

This team is effective.

This team makes few mistakes.

Sl Rl o e

This team does high quality work.

Appendix E: Shortened Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ) (Mowday et al.,
1979)

Items

1. I am willing to put in a great deal of effort beyond what is normally expected to help this organization
be successful.

2. I talk up this organization to friends as a great organization to work for.

3. I would accept almost any type of job assignment in order to keep working for this organization.

4, I find that my values and the organization’s values are very similar.

5. I am proud to tell others that they are part of this organization.

6. This organization really inspires the very best in the team in the way of job performance.

7. I am extremely glad that they chose this organization to work for over others considering at the time I
joined.

8. I really care about the fate of this organization.

9. For me this is the best of all possible organizations for which to work.

Appendix F: Goal commitment (Klein et al., 2001)

Items

1. It is hard to take this goal seriously. (R)

2. Quite frankly, I don't care if | achieve this goal or not. (R)




3. I am strongly committed to pursuing this goal.
4. It would not take much to make me abandon this goal. (R)
5. I think this goal is a good goal to shoot for.

Appendix G: Semi-structured interview guide for team members

Topic Questions
Team 1. How would you describe your team’s overall performance? What do you think
Performance contributes to its strengths or weaknesses?
2. In your opinion, how effective is your team in terms of achieving its goals and
maintaining high standards of quality?
3. Can you think of a time when your team performed exceptionally well or made a
significant mistake?
Organizational | 1. How would you describe your level of commitment to the organization? What motivates
Commitment you to go beyond what’s expected?
2. In what ways does this organization inspire you or align with your personal values?
3. Have you ever considered leaving the organization? If so, what factors contributed to
those thoughts, and what kept you from leaving?
Goal 1. How committed do you feel to achieving the goals set by your team or management?
commitment

2. What motivates you to stay dedicated to these goals, even when challenges arise?

3. Can you describe a time when you went above and beyond to meet a specific goal?
What drove you to do so?

Goal clarity

1. How clear do you feel the objectives of your team are, and could you explain how they
were communicated to you?

2. In your opinion, how aligned are the goals from management with what the organization
aims to achieve?

3. How realistic and achievable do you find the goals from management, and what
challenges, if any, do you foresee in reaching them?

Trust in 1. How confident are you in management’s ability to make decisions that benefit both the
Management organization and its employees?
2. How would you describe the level of sincerity in management’s efforts to consider
employees' perspectives?
3. In your opinion, do you feel management is trustworthy when it comes to treating
employees fairly?
Transparent 1. Can you describe how management shares information with the team? How do you feel
Communication | about the timing and relevance of this communication?

2. How would you assess the clarity and completeness of the information you receive from
management?




3. In your experience, how reliable is the information provided by management? Do you
feel you can trust the communication?

General Is there anything else about the management or organization that you'd like to add or that
question we haven't covered yet?

Probing

questions

Why or why not?

Can you give an example?

Why do you think that?

What do you think led to that outcome?

Appendix H: Semi-structured Interview guide for managers

Topic Questions
Team 1. How would you assess a team’s overall performance? What do you believe
Performance contributes most to their successes or challenges?
2. In your view, how effectively do teams meet their goals while maintaining quality
standards?
3. Can you share an example of when a team exceeded expectations or when there was a
performance setback?
Organizational 1. How would you describe the level of commitment that agile teams show toward the
Commitment organization? What do you think motivates them to go beyond what’s expected?
2. In what ways do you, as a manager, or the organization as a whole, inspire the teams?
Goal 1. How committed do you think agile team members are to achieving the goals you set?
commitment

2. What do you think motivates them to stay dedicated to these goals, even when
challenges arise?

3. Can you describe a time when they went above and beyond to meet a specific goal?

Goal clarity

1. How clear do you feel the objectives are to the teams?

2. In your opinion, how well are the team goals aligned with the organization’s broader
objectives?

3. How do you decide whether goals are achievable

Trust in
Management

1. how confident are you in making decisions that benefit the organization and the agile
teams?

2. How sincere are you in considering your perspectives and those of the teams?

3. Do you believe you come across as trustworthy for the teams




Transparent
Communication

1. Can you describe how you share information with the teams?
2. How would you assess the timing and relevance of this communication?

3. How would you evaluate the clarity and completeness of the information you provide
to the teams?

4. How do you ensure that the information you provide is reliable?

General question | Is there anything else that you'd like to add or that we haven't covered yet?

Probing
questions

Why or why not?

Can you give an example?

Why do you think that?

What do you think led to that outcome?

Appendix G: CFA of Team performance, organizational commitment and goal commitment

Team performance

Model X? df CFI RMSEA SRMR
1 4-factor 519 318 0.747 0.095 0.098
2 3-factor 552 321 0.709 0.101 0.099
3 2-factor 581 323 0.675 0.107 0.104
4 1-factor 677 324 0.554 0.125 0.120
Organizational commitment
Model X? df CFI RMSEA SRMR
1 4-factor 738 458 0.716 0.093 0.108
2 3-factor 773 461 0.682 0.098 0.110
3 2-factor 797 463 0.660 0.102 0.112
4 1-factor 937 464 0.519 0.121 0.122
Goal commitment
Model X? df CFI RMSEA SRMR
1 4-factor 588 344 0.712 0.101 0.100
2 3-factor 621 347 0.677 0.106 0.100
3 2-factor 654 349 0.641 0.112 0.107
4 1-factor 688 350 0.603 0.117 0.107




