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ABSTRACT

Background: Volvo Cars is pioneering an agile transformation
on a large scale in the automotive industry. Social psycho-
logical aspects of automotive software development are an
under-researched area in general. Few studies on team ma-
turity or group dynamics can be found specifically in the
automotive software engineering domain.

Objective: This study is intended as an initial step to fill
that gap by investigating the connection between issues and
problem reports and team maturity.

Method: We conducted a quantitative study with 84 par-
ticipants from 14 teams and qualitatively validated the result
with the Release Train Engineer having an overview of all
the participating teams.

Results: We find that the more mature a team is, the faster
they seem to resolve issues as provided through external
feedback, at least in the two initial team maturity stages.

Conclusion: This study suggests that working on team
dynamics might increase productivity in modern automotive
software development departments, but this needs further
investigation.
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1 INTRODUCTION

An agile approach to projects has become extremely popular
both within [2], and outside software development [17]. In
contrast to traditional plan-driven development (a waterfall
process), this paradigm has been given the name agile, which
literally means to be able to move quickly, easily and be
flexible [23]. Feasible solutions to customer needs should
be developed in close customer collaboration, rather than
being subject to the uncertainties of large up-front design
and planning [19]. With the explosion of software in the car,
this complexity has forced automotive companies to, not just
focus on customer value, but to also to rely on teams, and
teams of teams, to develop modern cars with around 150
Million lines of code. This implies that the social aspect of
group dynamics need to be understood in order to scale the
development projects. The car projects also differ in that
the agile approaches are used across both software, hybrid,
and pure hardware teams. This study, though, focuses on the
software teams in this quite different context since the ~ 800
teams essentially build one single product together.

Research on automotive software engineering has mainly
focused on testing and building software models [9]. We have
not been able to find many studies on organizational psychol-
ogy in general except studies on “human factors” associated
with individuals (e.g., Maro et al. [14]). We have not been able
to find any studies on social psychology in general, or team
maturity in particular, in automotive software development.

Some studies have been conducted on self-organization
in general agile software development (i.e., not automotive)
teams in a broader software engineering context, also referred
to as team autonomy. Moe et al. [16] concluded that one of the
barriers to agile team autonomy was a lack of system support
for teams and reduced external autonomy. More recently,
Hodgson and Briand [11] investigated how teams adopt agile
practices over time. They conclude that some teams do a
“big bang” while other implement agile practices one-by-one.
They saw a trend that team members without much previous
agile knowledge prefer the latter while experienced agile
practitioners prefer the former. Volvo Cars has gone through
an agile transformation in the last five years and there is a
strong push towards providing teams with the mandate to
lead themselves to a larger extent, i.e., a “big bang” on a
very large scale impacting close to 800 teams.

Hoda et al. [10] showed that senior management have a
key role in enabling team agility. That there is a challenge in
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fitting the agile approach into traditional management in a
software engineering context was also shown by Hodgson and
Briand [11]. In more general leadership research, there are
traits that a good leader must have, but on top of that, good
leaders in all fields adapt their leadership style dynamically
to the situation [12]. Leadership could also be seen as a
function of group action [20] and not a role, which makes
it possible to share or change over time. This means that
there is no best leadership style since many different styles
are needed depending on the context, the group, and the
people involved. In the agile space, e.g., servant leadership is
advocated as the foundation for leading, but the definition
of what that is remains vague [18]. Leadership is a difficult
construct to research since it happens in complex systems
and is influenced by a vast number of factors.

Gren et al. [8] found initial indications confirming that
the definition of agile teams overlaps with what is meant by
a mature group in social psychology [22]. Agile teams are
dependent on also being mature in terms of collaborative
behaviur plus having navigated through the initial stages
of group development. Mature teams are also known to col-
laborate better with other teams [21], which is of interest
when scaling the agile ways of working at Volvo Cars. We
define team maturity in this study as the degree to which a
team has navigated through the group development stages
according to Wheelan [21]. In Wheelan’s Integrated Model
of Group Development (or IMGD), small groups (or teams)
start in the Dependency and Inclusion stage where team
members are tentative and polite in their communication and
need to build an initial level of psychological safety. Team
members do not have a common mental model of the group
goal nor do they know the real competencies of the other
team members. When higher levels of psychological safety
start to emerge, the team transitions into the second phase,
Counter-Dependency and Fight. This is a conflict stage but
is absolutely necessary to determine who can contribute to
what and create a shared mental model of the team’s purpose.
After the second stage, the team can organize work better and
set productive group norms. With higher levels of trust and
a continuous improvements of work organization, the team
can reach stage four, which is the Work and Productivity
stage [21].

Leadership, self-organization, and agility can thus be map-
ped onto the team development stages [8]. As the develop-
ment cycle moves along from a psychological perspective, all
members of the team (including the managers or leaders)
must change their behavior [21]. Team maturity, as measured
by the Group Development Questionnaire (GDQ), has been
shown to be correlated to measurements of productivity also
in software engineering [1]. In this study, we used a recently
developed short version of the GDQ comprising 13 items
instead of 60 [5], which makes it practically more useful
considering the time availability of teams.

If the results on the connection between team maturity
and team productivity from social psychology [21] apply to
automotive software development, aspects of productivity
should also be connected to measurements of team maturity
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in that context. One quite objective proxy for productivity
for these Volvo Cars teams was their issue management, i.e.,
how long the teams take to fix issues reported back from
their deliveries. This metric is external to the team, which
makes it in many ways more appropriate than e.g., flow of
backlog items or self-assessed productivity.

2 METHOD

We distributed the short version of the GDQ, (the GDQS
[5]) to 14 teams engaged in software-only development at
Volvo Cars. The teams also logged the number of issues they
have with the delivered software in the same month. Issues
could be for example bugs or other types of change requests.
The number of issues can accumulate since many of them
remain unaddressed so it may not a good measurement of
the current team performance. We, therefore, instead looked
at the average age of issues in the same month as the teams
filled out the GDQS. The average is sensitive to outliers but
Volvo Cars chose that metric as a KPI since all issues need
to be resolved. 82 team members answered the GDQS from
all the 14 teams. Since this is an average of responses per
team and the teams are usually from 3 to 12 individuals, we
estimate this response rate to be around 80%.

We describe the data and its patterns or lack thereof and
avoid using p values for null hypothesis significance testing
in accordance with McShane et al. [15]. We instead use an
approach based on Bayesian Data Analysis (BDA), i.e., we
will plot the re-sampled (using Markov-Chain Monte Carlo)
distribution of all our parameters and be explicit about our
assumptions (see supplementary material). For a description
and tutorial applied to software engineering see Furia et al.
[3].

Note all the shared data in this paper, plots and supple-
mentary material were transformed using arbitrary linear
transformations. This was done so as to not reveal the ab-
solute values of issues and team maturity, since that was
deemed as sensitive information by the company. The aver-
age ages of issues where downloaded from the Volvo Cars
instance of Jira and the team maturity data was collected
through the company’s own survey tool.

In the second step, we interviewed the Release Train En-
gineer (RTE), which is a role that has an overview of this
whole set of teams. The interviewee was asked to describe
the situation around the data collection and also critically
assess the connection between team maturity and the teams’
capacity to resolve reported issues.

Based on previous studies of team maturity and aspects
of productivity (see Section 1), we hypothesize that the first
two stages (Stage 1 and 2) should be positively connected to
the average age of issues, i.e., the more collaborative aspects
to solve in these stages, the longer it would take to solve
reported issues. We would also hypothesize that the latter
stages (Stage 3 and 4) would have the opposite relationship
to reported issues, since higher values on these two scales
imply more maturity (e.g., higher levels of trust etc.).
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Figure 1: Scatter plots with each with one of the developmental
stages of team maturity as independent variable (the x axis)
and the average age of issues as dependent variable (the y
axis).

3 RESULTS

3.1 Quantitative results

The result shown in Fig. 1 indicates that the direction of the
lines are in the hypothesized direction. However, Fig. 2 shows
that only the distributions of stages 1 and 2 are distinct from
zero with close to a 95% credible interval.

As mentioned, we do not want to use classical NHST
inference, which means that we see this quantitative result
as indicative, but further studies are needed. We would like
to, instead, highlight the importance of the qualitative data
below.

In summary, when the teams are newly formed (or less
mature) or in the conflict stage of creating shared mental
models of the team goals and figuring out who can really
contribute with what in order to fulfill these goals, the average
age of issues is higher for those teams.
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(a) Stage 1 (b) Stage 2

(c) Stage 3 (d) Stage 4
Figure 2: Re-sample distributions of four separate models,
each with one of the developmental stages of team maturity
as independent variable and the average age of issues as de-
pendent variable.

3.2 Qualitative validation

Below is a summary of what the RTE commented upon in
the interview.

During the time of the data collection, the teams were
focusing on removing issues that were never to be dealt with.
The team developed their software in-house and wanted to
remove issues they had inherited from suppliers. The teams
were working on two different platforms, one old and one
new. Different teams were working on the different platforms.
The teams working on the old platforms were described as
having lower motivation for their work compared to the
teams working on the new platform. The teams that worked
on the old platform would have preferred to work on the new
platform instead. The teams working on the new platform
used to even be located at a different municipality.

The performance and collaboration of the teams were
described as very different. Regarding their reported issues,
some teams could solve those internally while other teams



CHASE'22 , May 21-29, 2022, Pittsburgh, PA, USA

were highly dependent on suppliers. For some teams, solving
issues was a complex task with many steps.

The teams working on the old platform had closed a high
number of issues, other teams received reports of defects that
were incorrectly perceived as being errors.

The teams working on the old platform were assessed as
having lower team maturity compared to the ones working
on the new platform. They closed a lot of issues that they
realized would never be dealt with. Fixing issues from problem
reports was a part of all the teams’ daily work.

As a form of validation, the team with the highest values
on the y axis in Fig. 1, was the team the interviewee identified
as the least mature team (denoted as a triangle).

4 DISCUSSION

The results of this study suggest that the automotive software
development having transformed into agile ways of working,
might be dependent on team maturity in order to deliver value
in the shape of fixing issues in their delivery. Since the team
as a unit of analysis lies at the heart of an agile organization,
research on automotive agile software development should
also use theories and models from social psychology in order
to understand the mechanisms at play.

On the necessary journey towards being more responsive
to change, Volvo Cars has been on an agile transformation
for the last five years. Some parts of the company has gotten
farther than others at the time of this research, but the vehicle
software and electronics department were the forerunner in
the transformation.

Now that the automotive industry has software as a key
to gaining a competitive advantage, research on software
engineering adapted to the automotive industry is needed
and conducted to understand this somewhat specific context.
The psychological aspects of automotive software engineering
has, though, not been much in focus and this study is a tiny
step in beginning to fill that gap. Research so far has focused
on testing and building software models [9] and the human
factors investigated have been associated with individual
psychology (e.g., Maro et al. [14]). Since the aspects of agile
team autonomy now also surfaces in the automotive software
development, we need to investigate this context further also
with regards to self-organization. Moe et al. [16] concluded,
among other things, that one of the barriers of agile team
autonomy was a lack of system for team support. This is
an aspect identified in the agile transformation at Volvo
Cars as well and the participating teams (and many others)
were trained for at least three hours in Wheelan’s Integrated
Model of Group Development. They were also given access
to a toolbox connected to the different stages after having
filled out the GDQS, which hopefully helped them maturing
further as a team, but this remains to be investigated.

4.1 Practical implications

We have assumed that the team maturity would be connected
to aspects of productivity in the automotive software devel-
opment at Volvo Cars, but this current study is the first one

44

Lucas Gren and Martin Shepperd

showing data on this actually being the case. If the results
of this study would hold for automotive software engineering
in general, it has a multitude of implications for developing
such software. Many of the challenges go hand-in-hand with
the agile transformation, but also provides way of getting
teams to mature faster. One of these implications is to focus
even more on training leaders and managers (in addition
to training teams, of course) in adapting their leadership
style dynamically to the team maturity level [12]. A team
will not self-organize on day one because the team members
are unlikely to have met before. Also there are the lead-
ership challenges of designing teams well and assuring the
emergence of good work principles and norms [6], instead of
micromanaging technical details. Agile leadership has been
described as “servant leadership,” which remains vague [18].
But a key aspect of thinking about servant leadership is that
it challenges many managers’ mental model of leadership
being based on hierarchical power, however, agile leadership
need to be a servant in a way that serves the teams with
what they actually need right now. That could also be to
confront behavior that does not build psychological safety,
as an example [7].

This current study is in line with the result by Al-Sabbagh
and Gren [1] that team maturity as measured by the GDQ is
connected to productivity aspect of software development, but
extends it into the automotive software development domain.
A very practical implication for the automotive industry is
to measure team maturity in a short validated survey, such
as the GDQS [5], train both managers, agile leaders, and
team members in team development, by for example using
the Integrated Model of Group Development [22] in order to
increase the speed of fixing issues in the teams’ deliveries. We
infer this causality by logic and the qualitative data, since
it does not make sense to hypothesize that fixing issues fast
would lead to the team maturing, however, the mediating
role of team maturity between team building interventions
and the speed of fixing issues, of course needs much more
research.

4.2 Threats to validity

We use relevant parts of the checklist created by Gren [4] for
behavioral software engineering research.

Reliability. Both the internal consistency and stability have
been checked multiple times in the development of the GDQ
[22] and GDQS [5]. The lack of a formal definition of what
becomes an issue in the problem reports at Volvo Cars is a
threat to the reliability of us actually measuring the average
age of issues the teams have. Further studies should explicitly
ask for such a definition, or help define it, if it does not exist.
We do not know how extreme values might have affected this
average that Volvo Cars chose to use as a KPI. Perhaps the
median age of issues might have been more reliable.

Construct validity. The constructs under investigation were
the four team development scales and the average age of
issues. The GDQS is a well-validated scale for measuring
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team maturity and we only selected teams in a part of Volvo
Cars that we know reported and maintained their problem
reports continuously. The validity of the used constructs are,
therefore, assessed as high.

Internal validity. We tried to argue for a theoretical reason
for causality between team maturity and average age of
issues, but we did not measure any other confounding factors.
Potential confounds could be type of work, team composition,
conformance to processes, individual competencies, etc., and
in a social complex adaptive system there could be many
more.

Ezternal validity. The small sample of 14 teams and a
collection of data from only one part of Volvo Cars are
other large threats to this study. We do not know if these
teams and the way they work is representative to any teams
outside this context. A random sample was not possible in
this case since it was hard to find a set of teams that were
in a position to continuously report on, and receive feedback
from their deliveries. This is an ongoing transformation at
Volvo Cars, i.e., to become more data-driven. However, it
does seem plausible that they could be applicable to other
similar safety-critical software development environments.

5 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK

We conclude that the average ages of issues in automotive
software development teams were associated with teams hav-
ing higher values on the first two stages of team development.
This could mean that mature teams fix issues faster. How-
ever, this is just an initial study with a small sample and
future studied should sample randomly and also use other
productivity measurements. Another part of the automotive
software development that could be studied in the future is
extending the work of Lenberg et al. [13] and further look at
how teams deal with safety-critical systems.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The Supplementary Material is available on Zenodo!. Tt
includes an anonymized raw data CSV file and all the R
scripts used.
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