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Abstract

Small technology startups are reshaping industries, yet many still manage projects
through improvisation rather than established frameworks. When delivery practices
remain ad hoc, scalability stalls, and decision-making suffers. This study examines how
leaders of U.S.-based tech startups use structured project management frameworks
(PMFs), particularly agile approaches, to drive growth and stay competitive. Ten startup
leaders with hands-on agile implementation experience participated in semi-structured
interviews, which were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019) reflexive thematic
analysis. Five themes emerged: leadership adaptability, team autonomy through
structured routines, operational flexibility, communication integration through shared
tools, and technology investment as a competitive foundation. Rather than constraining
innovation, structured PMFs acted as enabling mechanisms for agility. The findings offer
practical guidance for startup leaders looking to formalize how they deliver without losing
the responsiveness that makes startups effective.

Keywords: project management frameworks, agile methodologies, tech startups,
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Introduction

Technology startups punch above their weight. Fueled by advances in cloud computing,
artificial intelligence, and digital platforms, they have become significant engines of
innovation and economic growth (Bostrom, 2016; lansiti & Lakhani, 2017). But for all the
attention paid to what startups build, far less has been said about how they manage the
work of building it. Structured project management frameworks (PMFs) like agile, Scrum,
lean, and hybrid approaches have proven their value in larger organizations (Project
Management Institute, 2017), yet their adoption in small tech startups remains limited and
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uneven (Hoda & Murugesan, 2016; Moe et al., 2021). Roughly 60% of startups struggle
with operational inefficiencies rooted in inadequate project management (Kim, 2017), and
those inefficiencies show up as disorganized workflows, wasted resources, and
weakened competitive positioning (Cooper et al., 2019; Venczel et al., 2022).

The problem is not that startup leaders have never heard of agile. Many have. But they
associate structured PMFs with bureaucracy, and in environments where speed is
everything, that association is enough to keep frameworks on the shelf (Dikert et al.,
2016). The pressure to ship fast tends to crowd out the discipline needed to ship well,
creating a gap between what project management can offer and how startups actually
operate (Hoda et al., 2016; Ries, 2011). So, teams default to ad hoc practices. Those
practices may work early on, but they become liabilities the moment a startup tries to
scale.

The project management literature has plenty to say about agile, but most of it speaks to
large enterprises and established software shops (Conforto & Amaral, 2016; Uludag et
al., 2018). In those settings, agile has been shown to improve collaboration, speed up
delivery, and help teams adapt to shifting requirements (Ghimire & Charters, 2022;
Serrador & Pinto, 2015). The trouble is that small tech startups look nothing like those
organizations. They run lean. They have flat structures, founder-driven cultures, and a
willingness to pivot that would make a Fortune 500 risk manager flinch (Giardino et al.,
2014). Whether lessons from enterprise agile translate to a 15-person startup operating
out of a co-working space is a question the literature has largely left unanswered.

That gap matters. Small businesses make up the maijority of firms in the technology sector
and drive an outsized share of job creation and innovation (Ries, 2011). If structured
PMFs can sharpen operational efficiency and strategic agility in these firms, then
understanding how startup leaders actually use them is not just an academic exercise. It
is a practical imperative. Yet the research has largely overlooked those leaders: the
people deciding every day whether to run a standup or just wing it.

The present study addresses this gap by exploring how small business leaders in U.S.-
based technology startups apply structured PMFs to improve decision-making
effectiveness, enhance operational efficiency, and support organizational growth and
competitiveness. The guiding research question is: How do small business leaders in
U.S.-based tech startups apply structured project management frameworks to increase
decision-making effectiveness and operational efficiency to support competitiveness and
growth?
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The agile project management (APM) framework grounds this study. APM emphasizes
iterative development, continuous stakeholder feedback, and adaptive planning (Beck et
al., 2001; Schwaber, 2004). It fits the startup context well because its core principles
(flexibility, responsiveness, and incremental progress) mirror how early-stage firms
already think about their work (Conforto & Amaral, 2016). APM does not require a
wholesale overhaul of how a startup operates. Instead, it offers a lens for understanding
how structured practices can be woven into fast-moving environments without killing the
adaptability that keeps startups alive (Moe et al., 2021). From this perspective, structured
PMFs are not the enemy of innovation. They are potential enablers of it.

To explore these questions, 10 U.S.-based technology startup leaders were interviewed
using a semi-structured format. Each participant held direct responsibility for agile PMF
implementation in their organization. They spanned a range of technology subsectors,
from cybersecurity to cloud-based software, and held titles from chief technology officer
to senior project leader. All had at least two years of hands-on experience managing agile
implementations. The interview data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006,
2019) six-phase reflexive thematic analysis, which produced five themes capturing how
these leaders embed structured project management into their daily operations.

The study makes three contributions. First, it brings qualitative depth to a conversation
about agile that has largely bypassed small businesses, despite their economic
significance. Second, it centers the perspectives of the people actually doing the work,
practicing leaders making real-time decisions about process, rather than relying on
surveys or secondary data. Third, it offers a different way of thinking about structure and
agility. The leaders in this study did not experience them as opposites. They experienced
them as complementary, and that reframing carries implications for how we think about
project management in high-growth, resource-constrained settings.

The article is organized as follows. The next section reviews the relevant literature on
agile project management, PMF adoption in startups, and the APM framework. The
method section lays out the research design, how participants were selected, how data
were collected, and how the analysis was conducted. The findings present the five
themes with supporting quotes. The discussion connects those themes to existing theory,
identifies limitations, and suggests directions for future work. A brief conclusion wraps up
the study’s contributions.
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Literature Review
The Evolution of Project Management in Technology Contexts

Project management did not start in tech. It started in manufacturing and construction,
where the work was sequential, the requirements were stable, and the waterfall model
made sense (Project Management Institute, 2017). But software is different.
Requirements evolve mid-project, specifications stay ambiguous longer than anyone
would like, and feedback cycles move fast. Rigid stage-gate processes were never built
for that reality (Cockburn & Highsmith, 2001). When the Agile Manifesto appeared in
2001, it gave formal language to what many practitioners already knew: that working
software, collaboration, and the ability to adapt mattered more than exhaustive upfront
planning (Beck et al., 2001).

Two decades later, agile is no longer the insurgent. Frameworks like Scrum, Kanban, and
Extreme Programming have become standard practice across the technology industry,
and their influence has spread into product development, marketing, and organizational
strategy (Dong et al., 2024; Rigby et al., 2018). PMI (2017) acknowledged the shift by
folding agile and hybrid approaches into its body of knowledge, which amounted to a
formal concession that effective project management in technology requires flexibility
alongside structure. But adoption is still uneven. How agile gets practiced, or whether it
gets practiced at all, varies enormously by organization size, industry, and the disposition
of whoever is in charge (Moe et al., 2021).

Agile Project Management and Organizational Performance

The evidence that agile works is, at this point, substantial. Studies have consistently found
that agile methodologies improve how teams collaborate, how quickly they deliver, and
how well they respond to changing requirements (Serrador & Pinto, 2015). Ghimire and
Charters (2022) found measurable gains in team communication, and Conforto et al.
(2014) showed that organizations using agile approaches completed projects at higher
success rates than those relying on traditional methods alone.

How does agile produce these results? Iterative cycles build in regular checkpoints, which
means problems surface early instead of compounding until launch day (Conforto &
Amaral, 2016). Sprint-based workflows push decision-making down to the team level,
which builds ownership and accountability (Uludag et al., 2018). Ceremonies like daily
standups and retrospectives create communication rhythms that keep people coordinated
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without burying them in bureaucracy (Mauer & Ebers, 2020). Leadership matters here
too. A meta-analysis confirmed that agile leadership positively influences organizational
performance across multiple dimensions (Porkodi, 2024), and other research has shown
that leaders who encourage experimentation and fast decision-making get better results
from agile implementations (Fuentes et al., 2019; Chatterjee et al., 2020).

Digital tooling has amplified these effects. Real-time dashboards, project management
platforms, and Al-assisted planning tools make it possible for distributed teams to stay
aligned across complex, fast-moving projects (Chatterjee et al., 2020; Colomo-Palacios
et al., 2018). The digitalization of project management has opened up new possibilities
for coordination, resource optimization, and data-driven decisions (Marnewick &
Marnewick, 2022). For startups, where teams are often spread across cities or time zones
and budgets for in-person coordination are thin, these tools are not luxuries. They are
infrastructure.

PMF Adoption in Startups Versus Established Organizations

Here is the problem with most of this research: it was done in big companies. Conforto
and Amaral (2016) and Uludag et al. (2018) studied agile adoption in organizations with
hundreds or thousands of employees, where the hard part was scaling practices across
divisions, managing dependencies between teams, and keeping everyone aligned with
corporate strategy. Research on team autonomy in large-scale agile has further explored
how big organizations balance standardization with team-level independence
(Gustavsson et al., 2022). Those are real challenges, but they bear little resemblance to
what a 20-person startup faces.

Startups operate under entirely different pressures: tight budgets, skeleton crews,
organizational structures that are flat by necessity rather than by design, constant
uncertainty about whether the product will find its market, and a culture that values speed
over almost everything else (Giardino et al., 2014; Ries, 2011). Adopting a structured
PMF in that environment carries different stakes. Introduce too much process and you
risk smothering the creativity and speed that got you funded. Introduce too little and you
end up with the disorganized workflows and wasted resources that research has linked
to startup failure (Cooper et al., 2019; Venczel et al., 2022).

The studies that have looked at PMF adoption in startups have mostly catalogued what
goes wrong. Hoda and Murugesan (2016) found that startup leaders equate structured
methodologies with red tape, so they resist adoption even when things are clearly not
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working. Dikert et al. (2016) pointed to cultural barriers: startup teams tend to prioritize
shipping over documenting, which makes any practice requiring formal planning or
record-keeping a hard sell. Narasimhan et al. (2021) highlighted a training gap, noting
that many startup leaders hold operational responsibility for complex projects without any
formal exposure to project management methods. Moe et al. (2021) pulled these threads
together, arguing that there is a fundamental disconnect between what structured PMFs
can deliver and how startups actually use them. A recent systematic review reinforced
the point, documenting that cultural resistance and weak leadership commitment remain
stubborn barriers to agile adoption across organizational types (Perides & Vasconcellos,
2025).

What the literature has not done well is turn the lens around. We know the barriers. What
we know far less about is how leaders who actually succeeded with structured PMFs did
it. How did they pick a framework, adjust it, sell it to their teams, and make it stick in an
environment designed to move fast and break things? That experiential knowledge is
exactly what practitioners need, and it is mostly missing.

The Agile Project Management Framework as a Theoretical Lens

The agile project management (APM) framework provides the theoretical backbone for
this study. Its roots are in the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 2001) and in Scrum (Schwaber,
2004), and its core commitments (iterative development, continuous engagement with
stakeholders, adaptive planning, and team-level autonomy) are well established. What
makes APM different from more prescriptive methodologies is that it operates as a set of
principles, not a fixed set of procedures. Organizations can pick, adapt, and combine
practices to fit their circumstances (Conforto & Amaral, 2016).

That flexibility is precisely why APM works as a lens for studying startups. Early-stage
firms need frameworks that can handle ambiguity, support rapid course corrections, and
grow with the organization. Those are APM’s strengths (Moe et al., 2021). Prior research
has flagged several APM dimensions that matter most in startup contexts: iterative
development cycles, investment in team training, adaptive leadership, technology
platform integration, and cross-functional collaboration (Conforto et al., 2014; Serrador &
Pinto, 2015; Hoda & Murugesan, 2016).

A key assumption of the APM framework, and one that this study tests empirically, is that
structure and agility are not zero-sum. Well-chosen structured practices can actually
enhance organizational responsiveness rather than limiting it (Poth et al., 2019).
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Research on hybrid methodologies supports this view, showing that blending agile
principles with structured planning elements can outperform either approach in isolation
when conditions are complex and uncertain (Reiff & Schlegel, 2022; Serrador & Pinto,
2015). For startups, the implication is that the question is not whether to adopt structure
but how to do it without losing the speed and flexibility that keep the lights on.

Gaps in the Current Literature

Three gaps stand out from this review. First, qualitative research on how small tech
startups actually use PMFs is thin on the ground. Most studies in this space have relied
on surveys and secondary data, which are good at mapping adoption rates and
correlating outcomes but tell us little about the messy, contextual decisions that shape
implementation day to day (Giardino et al., 2014). Second, the voices of practicing leaders
are underrepresented. The people making daily calls about whether to run a retrospective
or skip it in favor of shipping are mostly absent from the literature, which tends to rely on
aggregate data or outside-in observation. Third, while the idea that structure and agility
can coexist has been proposed in theory, there is surprisingly little empirical evidence of
how startup leaders actually negotiate that balance in real time.

This study addresses all three. By interviewing U.S.-based tech startup leaders and
analyzing their accounts through thematic analysis, it aims to produce the kind of rich,
grounded evidence that surveys cannot provide: evidence rooted in the experiences of
practitioners themselves, not just the metrics they generate.

Method

Research Design

A generic qualitative inquiry design guided this study. The goal was to understand how
startup leaders experience, think about, and make decisions around structured PMFs,
questions that do not lend themselves to measurement alone (Aspers & Corte, 2019;
Creswell & Poth, 2016). The study adopted a post-positivist orientation, recognizing that
while PMF implementation practices exist in an objective sense, each leader’s experience
of those practices is filtered through context, interpretation, and organizational culture
(Biedenbach & Mdller, 2011).

A generic design was chosen over grounded theory or phenomenology because the aim
was to explore perspectives and practices, not to build theory from scratch or to capture
the essence of a single lived experience. This approach provided room to conduct semi-
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structured interviews and apply thematic analysis without the tighter methodological
commitments of a particular qualitative tradition, while still maintaining the rigor that
credible qualitative work requires (Kahlke, 2014).

Participants and Sampling

Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure direct, relevant
experience with agile PMF implementation in technology startups (Palinkas et al., 2015).
To be included, participants needed to (a) hold a current or recent leadership role in a
U.S.-based technology startup, (b) have at least two years of experience managing or
overseeing agile PMF implementation, and (c) have been actively involved in agile
projects within the preceding five years. Anyone with a pre-existing personal or
professional relationship with the researcher was excluded to guard against bias.

Recruitment was conducted through LinkedIn and User Interviews, a research participant
platform, to reach professionals across diverse technology subsectors and geographic
regions. A total of 10 participants were recruited and interviewed. The sample included
project managers, senior project managers, and Scrum Masters representing
organizations in cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, cloud-based software, logistics, and
IT infrastructure. Participants were located across seven U.S. states, and their leadership
experience ranged from 5 to 12 years. The companies in which participants operated
ranged in size from fewer than 10 to more than 5,000 employees. This diversity
strengthened the study’s ability to capture a range of experiences and contexts relevant
to PMF implementation in startup environments (Guest et al., 2013).

Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted via Zoom. Each
interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes and followed an interview guide
consisting of open-ended questions designed to elicit detailed accounts of participants’
experiences with agile PMF adoption, adaptation, and implementation. Questions
addressed topics including leadership approaches to project management, decision-
making processes, team coordination practices, tool selection and integration, and
barriers encountered during implementation. Probing questions were used as needed to
clarify responses and explore emerging topics in greater depth.

All interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and transcribed verbatim
using Zoom’s automated transcription feature. Each transcript was subsequently
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reviewed against the audio recording to correct errors and ensure accuracy. The study
received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval prior to data collection, and all
participants provided written informed consent. Participant identities were protected
through the use of alphanumeric codes (P01 through P10), and all data were stored in
encrypted, password-protected files accessible only to the researcher.

Data Analysis

The interviews were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019) six-phase reflexive
thematic analysis. In practice, this meant starting with repeated close reading of each
transcript, making notes on initial impressions and early interpretive hunches. From there,
| generated initial codes manually, assigning descriptive labels to meaningful segments
of text. Codes were derived inductively from the data rather than from a predetermined
framework, which kept the analysis grounded in what participants actually said rather than
what | expected them to say.

In the third phase, codes were grouped into broader categories by conceptual similarity,
then examined for overarching patterns that might constitute themes. The fourth phase
involved checking candidate themes against the coded data and the full data set. Some
initial themes merged when their boundaries blurred; others were sharpened to better
capture the underlying patterns. In the fifth phase, each theme was named and defined
in terms of its central concept and its relationship to the research question. The sixth
phase produced the analytic narrative in the findings section, with representative
participant quotes chosen to illustrate each theme.

This process yielded five inductively derived themes, each grounded in participant data
and directly responsive to the study’s guiding research question. The progression from
initial codes to categories to themes is documented in the findings section.

Trustworthiness

Several strategies were used to ensure that the findings are credible, dependable,
transferable, and confirmable, following established standards for qualitative rigor
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017). For credibility, participants were invited to
review summaries of their interview data to verify that the interpretations accurately
reflected what they meant (Birt et al., 2016). An impartial colleague also reviewed coding
decisions and preliminary themes throughout the process, providing an external check.
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Dependability was supported through the maintenance of a detailed audit trail
documenting all research decisions, including recruitment procedures, coding iterations,
and theme development. This documentation enables future researchers to trace the
analytic pathway from raw data to final themes. Transferability was facilitated through the
use of thick description, including detailed accounts of the research context, participant
characteristics, and data collection procedures, allowing readers to assess the
applicability of findings to other settings (Nowell et al.,, 2017). Confirmability was
strengthened through reflexive journaling, in which the researcher documented personal
assumptions, potential biases, and interpretive decisions throughout the study, as well as
through triangulation across participant accounts to identify convergent and divergent
perspectives (Berger, 2015; Cope, 2014).

Use of Artificial Intelligence

All research activities, including study design, data collection, interview coding, thematic
analysis, and interpretation of findings, were conducted by the researcher without the use
of artificial intelligence tools. During manuscript preparation, an Al-assisted writing tool
was used in an editorial capacity to improve readability, refine sentence-level clarity, and
ensure consistency with journal formatting requirements. All substantive content,
arguments, and analytical conclusions remain the sole work and responsibility of the
author. The Al tool was not used to generate data, produce findings, or create analytical
interpretations.

Findings

Analysis of the 10 interviews produced five themes that together paint a picture of
how startup leaders use structured PMFs to sharpen decisions, streamline
operations, and stay competitive. The themes are: (a) leadership adaptability as a
driver of decision quality and team ownership; (b) team autonomy supported by
structured routines and decentralized decision-making; (c) operational flexibility
through adaptive practices and compliance readiness; (d) communication
integration through shared systems and collaborative platforms; and (e)
technology investment and training as foundations for competitiveness. Each is
presented below with representative quotes.
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Leadership Adaptability and Decision Quality

The first theme captures a shift that participants repeatedly described: moving from telling
people what to do to creating the conditions for them to figure it out. Structured
frameworks were most effective when leaders modeled flexibility, shared decision-making
authority, and focused on enabling their teams rather than controlling them.

P10 described this shift directly: “I shifted from directing to enabling, removing roadblocks,
encouraging ownership, and helping teams adapt quickly.” Similarly, P03 emphasized
how agile structures supported incremental rather than prescriptive decision-making: “As
things change, it allows us to have that ability to make changes on the fly, if you will, and
not necessarily having to have it all planned out, but being able to make those incremental
adjustments, and that was a huge win for us.”

Several participants emphasized that changing the process was not enough; the culture
had to shift, too. PO8 explained how agile ceremonies helped make adaptability an
organizational value rather than just a leadership preference: “We run dedicated agile
learning sprints and cross-team retrospectives, transforming agile from a process into a
shared mindset across departments.” When friction arose during implementation, leaders
leaned toward coaching rather than enforcement. As P01 put it, “You can’t just override
someone’s process. You have to let them work through it, even if it's not how you would
do it.” Across these accounts, leadership adaptability was not a nice-to-have. It was a
prerequisite.

Team Autonomy and Structured Routines

The second theme gets at something counterintuitive: structure gave teams more
freedom, not less. Participants did not treat structured routines and team autonomy as
trade-offs. They described them as mutually reinforcing. Predictable rhythms, like sprint
planning and backlog refinement, gave teams the stability they needed to make their own
calls without constantly checking upstairs.

P03 described how structured coaching transformed team behavior: “Through structured
coaching, including sprint planning and backlog refinement, our team adopted agile
mindsets and shifted delivery habits.” The same participant emphasized the centrality of
feedback mechanisms: “Agile is built on continuous, real-time feedback. We don’t wait for
a quarterly review. We check in after every sprint to adjust course.” P09 highlighted how
workflow centralization supported rather than constrained autonomy: “We moved
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everything into one platform for task tracking, documentation, and sprint boards so the
team could self-manage without constantly checking in with leadership.”

The result, according to participants, was faster delivery and better team-level decisions.
Sprint reviews, daily standups, and backlog refinement gave teams regular checkpoints
to surface problems, reprioritize work, and change direction, all without waiting for
someone higher up to weigh in.

Operational Flexibility and Compliance Readiness

The third theme concerns how structured PMFs helped startups absorb disruption.
Startup environments are volatile by nature. Scope changes, staff turnover, surprise
regulatory requirements: these are not exceptions; they are the norm. Participants
described structured frameworks as shock absorbers, mechanisms for dealing with the
unexpected without losing momentum.

P02 described the challenges of operating without sufficient structure: “We rely on
immersion and mentorship to onboard new staff, but gaps in oversight and resource
planning often lead to missed updates and delayed execution.” This candid
acknowledgment of operational limitations was common among participants, who viewed
structured PMFs as a solution to recurring coordination failures. P10 provided a
contrasting example of how structure enabled rapid adaptation: “When a new compliance
requirement hit mid-project, we pivoted fast. We held a backlog grooming session and
delivered a compliant solution within 6 months.”

P04 described how sprint-based delivery created accountability across functional lines:
“Switching to sprint-based delivery forced cross-functional check-ins that didn’t exist
before. Problems that used to sit for weeks got surfaced in days.” The pattern across
these accounts was clear: operational flexibility did not come from having less structure.
It came from having the right kind of structure: repeatable routines that could bend without
breaking.

Communication Integration and Shared Visibility

The fourth theme is about visibility. Participants described how integrated digital tools and
collaborative platforms broke down information silos and kept distributed teams on the
same page. In remote and hybrid work environments, where people cannot just lean over
a cubicle wall, tool integration was not a convenience. It was the connective tissue that
held the PMF together.
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P07 described a comprehensive integration strategy: “We adopted a unified, inter-
integrated system where backlog management, sprint tracking, version control, security
testing, and development pipelines were all connected. API integrations created a
seamless workflow between platforms.” P10 echoed this emphasis on platform
consolidation: “We use tools like Slack, Teams, and Confluence to document workflows
and keep teams aligned. There are no longer email chains, just real-time collaboration.”

Integration did more than save time. It changed the nature of conversations. P06
described the shift: “When everyone can see the same dashboard showing what’s in
progress, what'’s blocked, and what’s coming next, you stop having meetings just to share
status. The conversations shift to problem-solving.” Across accounts, integrated systems
reduced redundancy, sped up issue resolution, and improved alignment between
technical and business stakeholders. For distributed teams, these platforms were the
infrastructure that made structured PMFs operationally possible.

Technology Investment and Training as Competitive Foundations

The fifth theme reflects something that came through in nearly every interview: the
leaders who treated technology and training as strategic investments, not overhead costs,
were the ones who built lasting competitive advantage. These were not one-time
expenditures. They were ongoing commitments woven into the fabric of the PMF itself.

P07 highlighted the role of Al-enhanced tools in improving retrospective quality: “Al-driven
retrospectives analyze collaboration data and highlight sprint trends, making our reviews
faster, more objective, and data-informed.” P10 described how structured metrics
supported risk management in a cybersecurity context: “We use KPIs like mean time to
detect and incident containment time to assess risk response and continuously refine our
cybersecurity posture.”

Training was equally important. PO5 described how structured onboarding accelerated
readiness: “Structured agile simulations, like sprint boot camps, help new hires ramp up
faster and understand workflows through real project scenarios.” But training was not
limited to onboarding. Retrospectives, knowledge-sharing sessions, and cross-team
rotations all served as ongoing learning mechanisms. Technology and training were not
separate line items for these leaders. They were interconnected parts of a deliberate
strategy to build organizational capability and hold competitive ground.
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Summary of Findings

Stepping back, these five themes tell a coherent story. The startup leaders who
succeeded with structured PMFs did not simply check procedural boxes. They changed
how they led, gave teams real ownership backed by predictable routines, built flexible
operations that could absorb disruption, connected their people through integrated
platforms, and invested in technology and training as competitive assets. The thread
running through all of it is that structure, applied with judgment, did not stifle agility. It
made agility possible.

Discussion

What did these 10 startup leaders actually reveal about project management in practice?
This section connects their experiences to the broader literature, outlines what the study
adds to current thinking, and identifies where practitioners and researchers can go from
here.

Interpreting the Findings

Across all five themes, one insight kept surfacing: structure did not slow these teams
down. It sped them up. The startup leaders in this study did not treat PMFs as rigid
procedural systems. They treated them as adaptive scaffolding, something to lean on
when things got complex, not a cage to operate inside. That runs counter to a stubborn
assumption in both the literature and practitioner circles, the idea that structure and agility
are fundamentally at odds and that startups have to pick a side (Dikert et al., 2016; Ries,
2011).

Sprint  planning, backlog refinement, integrated dashboards, and formalized
retrospectives. These are not glamorous. But participants described them consistently as
the mechanisms that let their teams move faster. That aligns with Conforto and Amaral’s
(2016) argument that agile gains its power through consistent application, not ad hoc
improvisation. What this study adds is context. Those findings were generated in
established organizations. The leaders interviewed here were running teams of 10, 30,
maybe 50 people, often without dedicated project management staff. The fact that the
same principles held in those conditions is noteworthy.

Leadership kept coming up. That is not surprising; prior research has consistently
identified leadership behavior as a make-or-break factor in agile transformations (Fuentes
et al., 2019; Chatterjee et al., 2020). But the form it took in this study was distinctive. In a
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startup, the leader is not sitting two levels above the work. They are in it. The participants
who described the smoothest implementations were the ones who stopped directing and
started enabling: clearing obstacles, handing off ownership, and thinking in iterations
themselves. Dikert et al. (2016) identified leadership commitment as a driver of agile
success, and these findings sharpen that claim. In small, flat organizations, commitment
is not a memo from the C-suite. It is visible, daily behavior.

The relationship between structure and autonomy deserves particular attention.
Participants did not describe these as trade-offs. Standups, sprint reviews, and
centralized workflow tools gave teams the predictability they needed to self-organize.
That echoes Jacobsson and Linderoth’s (2025) work on organizational ambidexterity and
Uludag et al.’s (2018) research on agile scaling. The difference is scale. Those studies
examined organizations with thousands of employees. The dynamics reported here
played out in teams small enough that everyone knew each other by name.

The emphasis on communication integration and technology investment extends work by
Chatterjee et al. (2020) and Colomo-Palacios et al. (2018) on digital tools in agile
environments. In startups, integrated platforms served two purposes at once: they were
operational necessities for keeping distributed teams connected, and they were strategic
investments in the coordination capacity needed to scale. The finding that Al-enhanced
retrospectives and structured KPIs improved both decision quality and forecasting
accuracy is worth highlighting. It suggests that technology integration in startup PMFs has
moved past basic task tracking into genuinely analytical territory.

Theoretical Contribution

The core contribution here is a reframing. A good deal of startup literature treats structure
as adrag on speed (Giardino et al., 2014; Ries, 2011). These findings tell a different story:
structure enables speed, provided it is selectively adopted, adapted to context, and
championed by leaders who practice what they preach. The numbers from PMI (2024)
back this up. Hybrid project management adoption jumped 57.5% between 2020 and
2023, which signals a broader shift toward frameworks that blend structure with flexibility.
The practices described by the leaders in this study fit squarely within that trend. Recent
scholarship on hybrid approaches has documented similar convergence (Cocchi et al.,
2023).

This reframing also extends the APM framework itself (Beck et al., 2001; Schwaber,
2004). APM was developed with software teams in established organizations in mind.
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What this study shows is that its principles do not just transfer to startups; they take on
different shapes there. lterative development becomes less about process optimization
and more about survival, a way of navigating uncertainty when the product, the market,
and sometimes the team are all in flux. Stakeholder responsiveness happens through
Slack channels and shared dashboards, not formal review gates. Team autonomy grows
out of structured routines rather than explicit empowerment programs. The framework
holds, but the way it plays out on the ground looks different from what the original
architects likely envisioned.

There is also a shift in emphasis worth noting. Previous research has spent considerable
energy documenting why startups resist structured frameworks: cultural misalignment,
lack of training, fear of bureaucracy (Hoda & Murugesan, 2016; Moe et al., 2021;
Narasimhan et al., 2021). That work is valuable, but it tells only half the story. The present
findings turn the lens toward how successful adopters actually pulled it off: what
leadership behaviors, cultural shifts, and technology investments made structured PMFs
stick over time. That is a more actionable conversation for practitioners.

Practical Implications

For startup leaders reading this with an eye toward their own organizations, several
takeaways stand out. First, do not try to implement a framework without investing in the
people leading it. The data were clear on this point: structured PMFs did not take root in
organizations where leaders treated them as process rollouts. They worked where
leaders changed their own behavior first, stepping back from directive management and
modeling the adaptive, iterative mindset they expected from their teams. Recent empirical
work confirms this pattern, identifying people, culture, and leadership as among the
strongest predictors of agile project success (Pacagnella Jr. et al., 2024).

Second, start small. The leaders who had the smoothest implementations did not
overhaul everything at once. They introduced sprint-based delivery and feedback rituals
first, let teams experience the benefits, and then expanded to integrated tooling and
performance metrics. That incremental approach lowered resistance and built buy-in
organically. Trying to roll out a full Scrum implementation on day one in a startup that has
never run a standup is a recipe for backlash.

Third, treat your tooling as part of the strategy, not an afterthought. Integrated
communication platforms, dashboards, and Al-enhanced retrospective tools came up
repeatedly, and not as nice-to-haves. Participants described them as core to how their
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PMFs actually functioned. If the tools are disconnected, the framework is disconnected.
Leaders should evaluate their technology stack alongside their process decisions, not
after them.

For organizations like the Project Management Institute, these findings point to an
underserved audience. Most practitioner frameworks are designed for enterprise
contexts. There is an opportunity to develop PMF adoption guidance that speaks directly
to the realities of startups and small businesses, where the constraints, cultures, and
leadership dynamics look fundamentally different.

Limitations

No study is without constraints, and this one is no exception. Ten participants is a
defensible sample for thematic analysis, and the interviews produced detailed, rich data
(Guest et al., 2013). But the findings cannot be statistically generalized to all technology
startups. The goal was transferability, not generalizability. Readers should judge for
themselves whether the conditions described here resemble their own.

Recruitment through LinkedIn and a research platform may have introduced self-selection
bias. The leaders who said yes to a study about project management frameworks likely
feel more positively about those frameworks than the ones who said no, including those
who tried structured approaches and abandoned them. Their perspectives would add
important nuance.

The study also focused exclusively on U.S.-based startups. Cultural norms, regulatory
environments, and economic conditions vary widely across countries, and those
differences shape how PMFs are perceived and used. Finally, interviews were the sole
data source. Adding direct observation of team practices or analysis of project artifacts
would have rounded out the picture. Semi-structured interviews are well suited to
exploratory work, but they capture what people say they do, which is not always the same
as what they actually do.

Directions for Future Research

Several directions for future research follow from these findings. Comparative studies
across leadership levels, from C-suite to team leads, could reveal whether structure is
perceived and practiced differently depending on where someone sits in the organization.
Cross-sector comparisons would test whether the patterns identified here hold in other
innovation-driven fields like health technology, clean energy, or defense. Quantitative or
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mixed-methods designs could put numbers behind the qualitative relationships surfaced
here, testing whether specific leadership behaviors or technology investments predict
measurable gains in project performance.

Longitudinal research would be especially valuable. Tracking startups over time as they
grow from early-stage to growth-stage would show how PMF practices evolve, and where
the balance between structure and agility shifts. Several participants in this study pointed
to compliance pressures as a catalyst for formalizing project management, which
suggests that external forces like regulatory mandates, investor expectations, and
cybersecurity requirements also deserve systematic investigation.

Conclusion

This study set out to understand how leaders of small U.S.-based tech startups use
structured project management frameworks in practice. Ten leaders shared their
experiences through semi-structured interviews, and thematic analysis surfaced five
patterns: leadership adaptability as a driver of better decisions, team autonomy built on
structured routines, operational flexibility through adaptive practices, communication
integration through shared platforms, and technology investment as a foundation for
staying competitive.

The headline finding is straightforward: structure and agility are not enemies. When PMFs
are chosen carefully, adapted to the environment, and backed by leaders who walk the
talk, they give startup teams the scaffolding to move faster, decide better, and stay
coordinated as the organization grows. That is not a theoretical claim. It is what these
leaders reported experiencing.

For the project management field, this study extends agile thinking into a setting that has
been talked about more than studied: the small, resource-constrained startup. It shows
that APM principles do not just survive the transition from enterprise to startup. They take
on new and practically meaningful forms. And by focusing on leaders who made it work
rather than cataloguing reasons for failure, the study offers a constructive complement to
existing research on adoption barriers.

For practitioners, the takeaway is concrete: invest in leadership development before
process rollout, introduce structure incrementally, and treat your technology stack as a
strategic asset. For the discipline at large, there is an opportunity to develop guidance
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that speaks directly to small businesses and startups, a segment that existing frameworks
were not designed for but clearly need to serve.

Startups are not going to stop driving innovation. The question is whether they will
manage that innovation well enough to sustain it. This study offers one set of answers
from leaders who figured out how to do both, and it invites others to build on what they
learned.

References

Aspers, P., & Corte, U. (2019). What is qualitative in qualitative research? Qualitative Sociology,
42(2), 139-160. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-019-9413-7

Beck, K., Beedle, M., Bennekum, A. V., Cockburn, A., Cunningham, W., Fowler, M., Grenning,
J., Highsmith, J., Hunt, A., Jeffries, R., Kern, J., Marick, B., Martin, R. C., Mellor, S., Schwaber,
K., Sutherland, J., & Thomas, D. (2001). Manifesto for agile software development.
https://agilemanifesto.org/

Berger, R. (2015). Now | see it, now | don’t: Researcher’s position and reflexivity in qualitative
research. Qualitative Research, 15(2), 219-234. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112468475

Biedenbach, T., & Miiller, R. (2011). Paradigms in project management research: Examples
from 15 years of IRNOP conferences. International Journal of Managing Projects in Business,
4(1), 82—104. https://doi.org/10.1108/17538371111096908

Birt, L., Scott, S., Cavers, D., Campbell, C., & Walter, F. (2016). Member checking: A tool to
enhance trustworthiness or merely a nod to validation? Qualitative Health Research, 26(13),
1802-1811. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870

Bostrom, N. (2016). The control problem. In S. Schneider (Ed.), Science fiction and philosophy:
From time travel to superintelligence (2nd ed., pp. 308-330). Wiley-Blackwell.
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118922590.ch23

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706gp0630a

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in
Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589-597. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

Chatterjee, S., Moody, G., Lowry, P. B., Chakraborty, S., & Hardin, A. (2020). Information
technology and organizational innovation: Harmonious information technology affordance and

© 2026 Melanie Christian
www.pmworldlibrary.net Page 19 of 23



http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-019-9413-7
https://agilemanifesto.org/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112468475
https://doi.org/10.1108/17538371111096908
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732316654870
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118922590.ch23
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

PM World Journal (1SSN: 2330-4480) Structured Agility: How U.S. Tech Startup Leaders
Vol. XV, Issue Il — March 2026 Apply PM Frameworks to Scale Innovation
www.pmworldjournal.com Featured Paper by Melanie Christian

courage-based actualization. The Journal of Strategic Information Systems, 29(1), Article
101596. https://doi.org/10.1016/].jsis.2020.101596

Cocchi, N., Danese, P., Chiocca, D., & Medini, K. (2023). Hybrid project management: A
systematic literature review on practices, challenges, and emerging trends. Project
Management Journal, 54(5), 518-537. https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728231187800

Cockburn, A., & Highsmith, J. (2001). Agile software development: The people factor.
Computer, 34(11), 131-133. https://doi.org/10.1109/2.963450

Colomo-Palacios, R., Gonzalez-Marcos, A., & Stantchev, V. (2018). Open source tools for
project management. International Journal of Systems and Service-Oriented Engineering, 3(1),
65—79. https://doi.org/10.4018/jss0e.2012010105

Conforto, E. C., & Amaral, D. C. (2016). Agile project management and stage-gate model: A
hybrid framework for technology-based companies. Journal of Engineering and Technology
Management, 40, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jengtecman.2016.02.003

Conforto, E. C., Salum, F., Amaral, D. C., Da Silva, S. L., & De Almeida, L. F. M. (2014). Can
agile project management be adopted by industries other than software development? Project
Management Journal, 45(3), 21-34. https://doi.org/10.1002/pmj.21410

Cooper, R. G., Edgett, S. J., & Kleinschmidt, E. J. (2019). Lean, rapid, and profitable new
product development. BookBaby.

Cope, D. G. (2014). Methods and meanings: Credibility and trustworthiness of qualitative
research. Oncology Nursing Forum, 41(1), 89-91. https://doi.org/10.1188/14.ONF.89-91

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among
five approaches (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.

Dikert, K., Paasivaara, M., & Lassenius, C. (2016). Challenges and success factors for large-
scale agile transformations: A systematic literature review. Journal of Systems and Software,
119, 87-108. https://doi.org/10.1016/}.jss.2016.06.013

Dong, Z,, Li, D., Zhang, L., & Chen, C. (2024). Research trends of agile project management in
the construction industry: A bibliometric analysis. Project Management Journal, 55(4), 396—416.
https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728241247610

Fuentes, M., Smits, H., & Dol, T. (2019). Agile leadership from a business perspective. Journal
of Modern Project Management, 7(3), 110-121.

Ghimire, D., & Charters, S. (2022). Agile practices and their impact on team communication: A
systematic literature review. Journal of Systems and Software, 188, Article 111260.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jss.2022.111260

© 2026 Melanie Christian
www.pmworldlibrary.net Page 20 of 23



http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsis.2020.101596
https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728231187800
https://doi.org/10.1109/2.963450
https://doi.org/10.4018/jssoe.2012010105
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jengtecman.2016.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1002/pmj.21410
https://doi.org/10.1188/14.ONF.89-91
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jss.2016.06.013
https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728241247610
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jss.2022.111260

PM World Journal (1SSN: 2330-4480) Structured Agility: How U.S. Tech Startup Leaders
Vol. XV, Issue Il — March 2026 Apply PM Frameworks to Scale Innovation
www.pmworldjournal.com Featured Paper by Melanie Christian

Giardino, C., Wang, X., & Abrahamsson, P. (2014). Why early-stage software startups fail: A
behavioral framework. In C. Lassenius & K. Smolander (Eds.), Soffware business: Towards
continuous value delivery (pp. 27—41). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-08738-2 3

Guest, G., Namey, E. E., & Mitchell, M. L. (2013). Collecting qualitative data: A field manual for
applied research. SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781506374680

Gustavsson, T., Ljung, L., & Soderberg, A. (2022). Team autonomy in large-scale agile: A
multiple case study. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 35(4/5), 647-662.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JOCM-04-2021-0114

Hoda, R., & Murugesan, L. K. (2016). Multi-level agile project management challenges: A self-
organizing team perspective. Journal of Systems and Software, 117, 245-257.
https://doi.org/10.1016/.jss.2016.02.049

Hoda, R., Salleh, N., & Grundy, J. (2016). Systematic review on agile governance. Information
and Software Technology, 80, 57—-70. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infsof.2016.07.006

lansiti, M., & Lakhani, K. R. (2017). The truth about blockchain. Harvard Business Review,
95(1), 118-127.

Jacobsson, M., & Linderoth, H. C. J. (2025). Navigating ambidextrous tensions in digital
transformation: A case study of an established project-based organization. Project Management
Journal, 56(2), 135-151. https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728241303903

Kahlke, R. M. (2014). Generic qualitative approaches: Pitfalls and benefits of methodological
mixology. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 13(1), 37-52.
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940691401300119

Kim, Y. (2017). Challenges in the startup ecosystem: Focus on the project management and
collaboration in the early stage. International Journal of Engineering Research and Technology,
6(12), 216—-222.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. SAGE Publications.

Marnewick, C., & Marnewick, A. L. (2022). Digitalization of project management: Opportunities
in research and practice. Project Leadership and Society, 3, Article 100061.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.plas.2022.100061

Mauer, R., & Ebers, M. (2020). Dynamics of new venture development: A process perspective.
International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behavior & Research, 26(5), 985-1005.
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEBR-08-2018-0531

Moe, N. B., Stray, V., & Hoda, R. (2021). Trends and updated research agenda for autonomous
agile teams: A summary of the second workshop at XP 2019. Agile Processes in Software
Engineering and Extreme Programming. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-78098-2 1

© 2026 Melanie Christian
www.pmworldlibrary.net Page 21 of 23



http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-08738-2_3
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781506374680
https://doi.org/10.1108/JOCM-04-2021-0114
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jss.2016.02.049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infsof.2016.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728241303903
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940691401300119
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.plas.2022.100061
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEBR-08-2018-0531
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-78098-2_1

PM World Journal (1SSN: 2330-4480) Structured Agility: How U.S. Tech Startup Leaders
Vol. XV, Issue Il — March 2026 Apply PM Frameworks to Scale Innovation
www.pmworldjournal.com Featured Paper by Melanie Christian

Narasimhan, R., Kumar, S., & Sridhar, R. (2021). Assessment of challenges for adoption of
agile methodology using analytical hierarchy process. Vilakshan — XIMB Journal of
Management, 18(1), 77-94. https://doi.org/10.1108/XJM-06-2020-0018

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J. (2017). Thematic analysis: Striving to
meet the trustworthiness criteria. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16(1), 1-13.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847

Pacagnella Jr., A. C., Silva, W. A. S., & Giacon, J. (2024). Success factors and barriers in agile
project management: A systematic literature review. Revista de Gestao e Projetos, 15(1), 1-32.
https://doi.org/10.5585/gep.v15i1.24771

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015).
Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method implementation
research. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health Services Research,
42(5), 533-544. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y

Perides, M. P. N., & Vasconcellos, E. P. G. (2025). Organizational changes required for the
adoption of agile project management. Project Management Journal, 56(1), 70-90.
https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728241291826

Porkodi, S. (2024). Agile leadership and organizational performance: A systematic review and
meta-analysis. International Journal of Organizational Leadership, 13(1), 91-111.
https://doi.org/10.33844/ij0l.2024.60404

Poth, A., Sasabe, S., Mas, A., & Mesquida, A. L. (2019). Lean and agile software process
improvement in traditional and agile environments. Journal of Software: Evolution and Process,
31(1), Article e1986. https://doi.org/10.1002/smr.1986

Project Management Institute. (2017). A guide to the project management body of knowledge
(PMBOK® guide) (6th ed.). Project Management Institute.

Project Management Institute. (2024). Pulse of the profession 2024: The future of project work.
Project Management Institute. https://www.pmi.org/pulse

Reiff, J., & Schlegel, D. (2022). Hybrid project management: A systematic literature review.
International Journal of Information Systems and Project Management, 10(2), 45—63.
https://doi.org/10.12821/ijispm100203

Ries, E. (2011). The lean startup: How today’s entrepreneurs use continuous innovation to
create radically successful businesses. Crown Business.

Rigby, D. K., Sutherland, J., & Noble, A. (2018). Agile at scale. Harvard Business Review, 96(3),
88-96.

Schwaber, K. (2004). Agile project management with Scrum. Microsoft Press.

© 2026 Melanie Christian
www.pmworldlibrary.net Page 22 of 23



http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/
https://doi.org/10.1108/XJM-06-2020-0018
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847
https://doi.org/10.5585/gep.v15i1.24771
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/87569728241291826
https://doi.org/10.33844/ijol.2024.60404
https://doi.org/10.1002/smr.1986
https://www.pmi.org/pulse
https://doi.org/10.12821/ijispm100203

PM World Journal (1SSN: 2330-4480) Structured Agility: How U.S. Tech Startup Leaders
Vol. XV, Issue Il — March 2026 Apply PM Frameworks to Scale Innovation
www.pmworldjournal.com Featured Paper by Melanie Christian

Serrador, P., & Pinto, J. K. (2015). Does agile work? A quantitative analysis of agile project
success. International Journal of Project Management, 33(5), 1040—1051.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2015.01.006

Uludag, O., Kleehaus, M., Caprano, C., & Matthes, F. (2018). Identifying and structuring
challenges in large-scale agile development based on a systematic literature review. In
Proceedings of the IEEE International Enterprise Distributed Object Computing Workshop (pp.
212-221). https://doi.org/10.1109/EDOC.2018.00032

Venczel, T., Berenyi, D., & Hriczko, D. (2022). The project and risk management challenges of
start-ups. Acta Polytechnica Hungarica, 21(2), 151-166.
https://doi.org/10.12700/APH.21.2.2024.2.8

About the Author

Melanie Christian, DBA, PMP, CSM

Bowie, Maryland, USA

=

Melanie Christian holds a Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) degree and is a
certified Project Management Professional (PMP) and Certified ScrumMaster (CSM).
She currently serves as a product manager in the technology sector and as an
instructor in project management and business administration. Her research focuses on
project management frameworks, agile methodologies, and operational efficiency in
technology startups. Dr. Christian brings both academic rigor and practitioner expertise
to her work, drawing on hands-on leadership experience at the intersection of structured
project management and small business innovation. Her research contributes to
bridging the gap between scholarly inquiry and practical application in the program and
project management field. She can be contacted at melanie.christian@gmail.com and
melanie.christian@uopeople.edu

ORCID: 0009-0005-2365-9726

© 2026 Melanie Christian
www.pmworldlibrary.net Page 23 of 23



http://www.pmworldjournal.com/
http://www.pmworldlibrary.net/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijproman.2015.01.006
https://doi.org/10.1109/EDOC.2018.00032
https://doi.org/10.12700/APH.21.2.2024.2.8
mailto:melanie.christian@gmail.com
mailto:melanie.christian@uopeople.edu

