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ABSTRACT

Increasingly, agile approaches are being followed in a distributed setup to develop software. An agile
approach is characterised by the need to regularly welcome change requests and update the software
artefact accordingly whereas distributed teams prefer to work towards following a plan to fulfil project
objectives defined upfront. This results in contradictory tensions when agile is practised with teams oper-
ating in a globally distributed format. This chapter focuses on exploring the central conflict and discuss
approaches to manage the conflicting forces in an agile distributed development setup. Furthermore, it
presents an industry case study to provide more clarity on conflict management in such settings.

INTRODUCTION

Over the last decade, agile approaches have become the de facto standard owing to their promise of
iterative and incremental software development. Unlike traditional approaches, Agile recognizes the
need for software requirements to evolve with and thrive on frequent changes to the product definition
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(Paetsch et al., 2003). In essence, agile offers flexibility to continuously update the software artefact and
deliver relevant functionality, with work being coordinated by self-managing teams (Boehm & Turner,
2003; Moe et al., 2010). Heretofore, this necessitated the co-location of the software team, a mode
which promoted extensive face-to-face communication so that developers could collaborate efficiently
on project-related tasks.

To meet the demands of globalized development, software teams are increasingly operating in a dis-
tributed setup. Their main objective is to develop high-quality software in multiple time-boxed iterations
by optimizing resources that are available globally (Jiménez et al., 2009; Shrivastava & Date, 2010). In
direct contrast to flexibility, teams working in a distributed setup seek stability to predictably meet the
objectives of a project plan. They prefer to operate with clarity on what needs to be delivered upfront in
order to ensure that the project progresses in a smooth manner.

There is, therefore, a conflict between flexibility and stability when the promise of agile meets the
reality of a distributed setup.

In an Agile Distributed Development (ADD) model, projects are implemented by teams located
across multiple geographies and following an agile approach (Ramesh et al., 2012). Depending upon
the contingencies presented by different variants of ADD setup, which are described in the next section,
the conflicting forces between flexibility and stability surface in a nuanced form. A holistic view of the
contingencies experienced by software teams in varied setups has received scant attention within exist-
ing literature (Jalali & Wohlin, 2011). This chapter elaborates on the potential drivers of the flexibility-
stability conflict across different types of ADD setup.

Dealing with such a conflictis not unique to the ADD setting. Researchers (e.g., Gibson & Birkinshaw,
2004) have examined other domains that involve demands of similar nature across an entire business unit.
Invariably, organizational settings have demonstrated the need for the simultaneous pursuit of trade-off
decisions rather than strictly selecting one over another. In this regard, the capability of organizational
ambidexterity provides guidance in managing the conflicting forces. This chapter dwells on the potential
drivers of ambidexterity, which enable teams to manage the tensions posed in the ADD setting. We also
present findings from a case study to provide evidence from the field.

BACKGROUND

This section outlines the basic principles of agile software development and the fundamentals of distrib-
uted teamwork. We focus on the foundational aspects of agile approaches (i.e., theoretical underpinnings)
and the constraints induced when teams operate in a distributed setup. These elements are essential to
uncover conflicting experiences in ADD settings.

Agile Software Development

Agile practices picked up pace since the enunciation of a manifesto in 2001. The academic community
began to take note of this new approach towards developing software starting 2005, and their contribu-
tions have steadily increased since then (Dingsgyr et al., 2012). Over the last decade, the domain of agile
software development (ASD) has generated a significant amount of literature uncovering theoretical
underpinnings, among many other themes (Hoda et al., 2018).
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