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ABSTRACT 
Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) exhibit problems in planning and providing 
information and systems technology (IST) facilities in the context of third party provision. 
To explore this problem, the research methodology utilizes a case study strategy, with data 
collected primarily via face-to-face semi-structured interviews with key IT decision makers 
in four SMEs in the north west of England. Improvisation theory is used as a theoretical 
lens to both guide the data collection and interpret the research. Based on the analysis of 
one example case study called Mercury there is precious little in the literature that reflects 
the reality of this SME; Mercury follows a strategy of improvisation in accessing and using 
third party IT services. The findings capture the process through which Mercury goes 
about providing their IST facilities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The research described in this paper relates to information and systems technology (IST) in 
a SME setting. Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) have shown that they have an 
intrinsic value to the economy and society as the economies of virtually all countries 
depend heavily on their SME sector. This, together with a changing pattern of information 
systems and technology (IST) provision towards increased use of third party provision, has 
provided the focus and rationale for this research.    
 
SMEs exhibit problems dealing with IST provision arising from both in-house provision 
and from 3rd party provision in the form of software as a service (SaaS). For in-house 
provision the evidence in the academic and the practice literatures is considerable. 
Researchers have tried to address the problems that SMEs face and offer suggested 
‘solutions’ e.g. the influential work of Margi Levy and Phillip Powell discussed later. For 
3rd party provision to SMEs the situation is very different and SaaS provision is an area 
that is under researched. The latter leads to the overarching question for this research: 
‘How do SMEs access and use third party IT services?’ 
 
The objective of this research is twofold. First, to provide a better theoretical appreciation 
of how SMEs go about the provision of their IST in light of third party provision. Second, 
it aims to provide guidance for improved practice for SaaS arising from the empirical work 
and the theoretical insights. The next section is a review of relevant literature.   

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review is divided into two parts. Part one deals with IST planning and the 
issues associated with third party provision. Only the key points of the problematic domain 
are presented here to signal the legitimacy of the research area. Part two of the literature 
review deals with the main interpretive frame. 

2.1 Third party IT provisioning in SMEs 

In this section, we intend to explain key issues in SMEs’ third party IT use. Current 
literature discusses six key issues. SMEs that get their IT services delivered through a third 
party vendor face a new set of problems that primarily deal with managing the service 
contracts. The first problem that small firms face is vendor dependency as SMEs have 
concerns about the financial stability of software vendors (Yao et al., 2010).  The authors 
argue that although SMEs like to get their services delivered through third party vendors, 
they fear the increasing dependency on vendors; something that might affect them in a 
negative sense whether vendors are pure Application Service Providers (ASPs) or 
Independent Software Vendors (ISV).  One important thing that Yao et al. (2010) 
recommend is forming an ‘exit strategy’ with the software vendor as SMEs are concerned 
about the data management that happens when their relationship with the software vendor 
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comes to an end, i.e. how can the vendor deliver the data to the client? How will the 
vendor get rid of their copy of the data? 
     
Altaf and Schuff (2010),based on a survey of 101 SMEs in the Northeastern United States, 
reinforce arguments of Yao et al. (2010) about the financial stability of third parties 
contending that  

‘Those who are likely adopters of ASPs consider financial stability an important 
consideration.  In the past, this has been an issue with ASPs – many went bankrupt, 
leaving businesses using their services without mission-critical applications’ (p. 
142).   

 
This might be the reason why SMEs don’t want to be completely dependent on third party 
service providers.  Yao et al. (2010), based on a survey of 200 decision makers in medium 
and large firms in different industries followed by personal interviews of ASP founders, 
managers, and directors, contend that SMEs are concerned about the possibility of 
bankruptcy or acquisition of their software vendor.  In case of acquisition, the authors add 
that SMEs also fear to be forced to use IT services provided by unfamiliar vendor. 
 
The second issue that small firms face when dealing with third party service providers is 
service reliability (Altaf and Schuff, 2010).  The authors make a case that SMEs are 
concerned about their Service Level Agreements (SLAs) and whether SLAs provide 
guidelines to follow in case of system failure.  The practitioner community literature 
reinforces Altaf and Schuff’s arguments and pinpoints service reliability to be an important 
issue that small and medium firms have concerns about.  For example, SMEs are 
concerned about how they would go about a fix in the product or service, and the service 
provider that will be responsible for redundancy (Businesscomputingworld, 2009).  SMEs 
need to know which supplier is responsible for what service.   
 
Walsh (2003) and Altaf and Schuff (2010) allude to the third issue which revolves around 
security.  The authors argue that SMEs like to have a disaster recovery plan that underpins 
their security against loosing data.  Small and medium firms are concerned about security 
when dealing with third party vendors.  Particularly they are worried about whether the 
link between SMEs and the hosting provider is safe (Businesscomputingworld, 2009).  The 
website further suggests that SMEs lack understanding in the different technologies that 
hosting providers use to provide security for their data.  Brodkin (2010), based on Forrester 
survey of 211 north American and European enterprise software decision makers, supports 
this argument and suggests that ‘among IT departments that haven’t adopted SaaS, 51% 
say security concerns contributed to their decision’ (p. 27).  The author argues that security 
is the top issue for companies when it comes to using SaaS.  This paragraph shows the 
consensus among group of researchers which pinpoints security to be a major issue for 
SMEs engaging with third party provision.  
 
The fourth issue that SMEs face is cost (Altaf and Schuff, 2010, Yao et al., 2010).  
Although software vendors tend to deliver services to small businesses at relatively 
acceptable cost, this is not always the case.  SMEs are concerned about the rising of 
maintenance costs (Yao et al., 2010).  SMEs are interested in cost-efficient services that 
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reduce their IT spending.  Moreover, the practitioner community literature agrees with the 
academic literature and suggests that cost is one of the problems that small firms face in 
SaaS provision (Datamonitor, 2008).  The issue of cost is challenging because one of the 
reasons that small and medium firms turn to third party service providers is that SMEs 
want to get a fixed monthly cost for their IT services rather than investing huge amount of 
money to build services in-house.  Yet, SMEs are experiencing rising of service costs.  
Brodkin (2010) confirms that total cost of ownership is one of the top SaaS concerns.  
Consequently, there is an agreement in the literature that one of the problems with SaaS 
planning and provision is cost whether it is service cost, maintenance cost, or total cost of 
ownership.     
 
Service flexibility is the crux of the fifth issue.  Small firms tend to have high degree of 
uncertainty which leads to changes in business requirements.  SMEs seek service 
flexibility when business requirements change as a result of unexpected external factors 
over which SMEs have no control (Datamonitor, 2008).  Altaf and Schuff (2010) reinforce 
this finding arguing that  

‘cost, capability, and security all may have an effect on the adoption of an ASP.  
However, we propose that another important reason for their lack of adoption 
(especially by SMEs) is their lack of flexibility’ (p. 139).   

 
The authors further point to the lack of customization that accompanies the lack of 
flexibility.  Brodkin (2010) agrees that the lack of customization and the lack of integration 
with other applications are two of top SaaS concerns.  Moreover, Altaf and Schuff (2010) 
argue the complexity of applications that third party service providers deliver to SMEs is a 
problem that the latter face when planning and providing their IT facilities.  SMEs would 
like to use applications and services that are user friendly; do what the user expects them to 
do.  Some SMEs are concerned about the ease of use element and they tie that to their 
adoption to particular services or applications.   
 
The sixth issue that is problematic to SMEs is the issue of losing control 
(Businesscomputingworld, 2009).  The website indicates that some SMEs if not most of 
them don’t recognize that their corporate data is owned by the hosting provider.  As a 
result, the website adds that small firms might be in jeopardy of losing their corporate data 
as a result of having conflict with the hosting provider.  For example, if SMEs are late on 
making a payment to the hosting provider, they might be in a position to lose their data 
permanently or at least temporarily (Businesscomputingworld, 2009).  The website 
advocates that SMEs don’t also recognize that they don’t have control over the upgrade 
process; while service providers make sure that their software is up to date, the times that 
they choose to run software upgrade patches might be inconvenient to SMEs and may 
affect other systems as well.   
 
The location of the hosting centre is a concern for SMEs because there might be 
implications if the hosting centre is located in another country or yet in another continent 
(Businesscomputingworld, 2009).  Brodkin (2010) reinforces this finding by contending 
that ‘You don’t always know where your data is’ when using SaaS (p. 27). Table 1 
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provides the authors’ summary of some of the key issues that SMEs face with SaaS 
provision. 
 

Table 1: Problems SMEs face with SaaS provision 

Inhibitor  Examples Source 
Vendor 
dependency and 
financial stability 
of software 
vendors 

Fear of increasing vendor 
dependency.  
Data management with 
software vendors. 
Concerns about financial 
stability of software vendors 

Yao et al. (2010); Altaf and Schuff 
(2010)  

Service reliability Fear of service interruption 
 

Altaf and Schuff (2010); 
Businesscomputingworld (2009) 

Security Concerns about confidentiality Walsh (2003); Altaf and Schuff 
(2010); Businesscomputingworld 
(2009); Brodkin (2010) 

Cost The rising in maintenance costs 
and 
service costs 

Altaf and Schuff (2010); Yao et al. 
(2010); Datamonitor (2008); 
Brodkin (2010) 

Service flexibility Lack of flexibility, lack of 
customization, and lack of 
integration with other 
applications, complexity of 
applications and services 

Datamonitor (2008); Altaf and 
Schuff (2010); Brodkin (2010) 

Losing control Fear of losing control over 
corporate data 

Businesscomputingworld (2009); 
Brodkin (2010) 

 
As can be seen from the academic and practitioner community literatures presented in 

the table above, SMEs experience problems with SaaS provision. While academics such as 
Levy and Powell have made a significant contribution by addressing the problems that 
SMEs face with in-house IT provision there is no equivalent academic contribution in the 
context of SaaS provision.  As a result, this paper will seek to address this shortcoming. 
The overarching research question introduced earlier ‘what are the experiences and 
theoretical implications of SMEs accessing and using IST in the context of third party 
provision?’ provides the framework for the research inquiry. In turn this has, and 
continues, to surface further questions such as: What characterizes planning in the context 
of third party provision? Is the ‘stage’ based development process in the influential Levy 
and Powell model valid in the SaaS setting? How is improvisation (bricolage) manifested 
within third party provision of IST and can it be conceptualized? 

2.2 Improvisation theory 

Improvisation theory is used as a theoretical lens or an interpretive framework that is used 
to both guide data collection and interpret research.  
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2.2.1 Context and definition of improvisation 
Improvisation has various definitions in the literature. For example, Suchman (1987) 
defines improvisation as the action that bridges the gap between formal procedures and 
actual events that take place on a daily basis in an organization. Table 2 below presents 
other definitions of improvisation in different publications.  
 

Table 2: Definitions of improvisation 

Definition Author(s) 
‘A just-in-time strategy’ (p. 229) 
 

Weick (1987) 

‘Organizing in such a way that the actors both adaptively innovate and 
efficiently execute’ (p. 2) 

Eisenhardt 
(1997) 

‘Intuition guiding action in a spontaneous way’ (p.1) 
 

Crossan and 
Sorrenti (1997) 

‘The degree to which composition and execution converge in time’ (p. 
698) 

Moorman and 
Miner (1998) 

‘Situated performance where thinking and action emerge simultaneously 
and on the spur of the moment. It is purposeful human behavior which 
seems to be ruled at the same time by intuition, competence, design and 
chance’ (p. 78) 

Ciborra (1999) 

 
Improvisation is investigated in different contexts in the literature. For example, Weick 

(1993b) looks into improvisation in the context of organizational redesign. Orlikowski and 
Hofman (1997) suggest improvisation in the context of change management. Crossan 
(1998) draws on theatre improvisation. Moorman and Miner (1998) present a 
comprehensive review that summarizes the definition of improvisation in several contexts, 
i.e. organizational, musical, theatre, therapy, teaching, and others such as sports, politics, 
sociology, and anthropology. 

2.2.2 Improvisation as a form of strategy 
In rapidly changing industries such as the information technology industry, decision 
makers need to take a different perspective on strategy. Eisenhardt (1999) suggests that 
‘the ability to make fast, widely supported, and high-quality strategic decisions on a 
frequent basis is the cornerstone of effective strategy’ (p. 66). Improvisation should be 
treated as a form of strategy in organizations (Weick, 1987). This concurs with the work of 
Mintzberg on emergent strategy. Mintzberg (1987) differentiates between crafting strategy 
and planning strategy arguing that ‘the crafting image better captures the process by which 
effective strategies come to be. The planning image, long popular in the literature, distorts 
these processes and thereby misguides organizations that embrace it unreservedly’ (p. 66). 
Mintzberg’s main argument is that strategies don’t have to be deliberate where formal 
planning exists, but they can also be emergent where crafting takes place.  
 
Similarly, Weick (1993b) argues that ‘improvisation is about process and about designs 
that are continuously reconstructed’ (p. 348). We argue that the crafting image that 
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Mintzberg embraces is captured in the improvisation strategy of Weick and is suited for the 
provision of IST in SMEs. It is perfectly suited because the provision of IST in SMEs is 
not an event, but a process characterized by a series of events. In the words of Orlikowski 
and Hofman (1997) ‘when the technology being implemented is new and unprecedented 
and, additionally, is open-ended and customizable, an improvisational model providing the 
flexibility for organizations to adapt and learn through use becomes more appropriate’ (p. 
18). Although Orlikowski and Hofman establish this finding in the context of big firms, we 
argue that it is also relevant in the context of SMEs.  
 
Improvisation is also suited for the provision of IST in SMEs because the goals and 
objectives of IST often lack clarity in SMEs. This is also evidenced in Mintzberg (1994) 
argument that goals and objects might not be clear in the beginning in which defining these 
goals and objects might be difficult; instead goals and objects might emerge and develop as 
part of a learning process in organizations. The main theme of Mintzberg (1994) is that 
‘there must be other ways besides planning to make strategy’ (p. 3). Although Mintzberg 
doesn’t explicitly use the word improvisation we argue here that improvisation is one of 
the ways to make a strategy.   
 
Improvisation has implications for decision making. According to Mintzberg and Westley 
(2001) there are three main approaches to decision making: ‘thinking first’, ‘seeing first’, 
and ‘doing first’. The authors suggest that the three approaches relate to science, art, and 
craft respectively. People who value facts tend to prefer the thinking approach, people who 
value ideas tend to prefer the seeing approach and people who value experiences tend to 
prefer the doing approach (Mintzberg and Westley, 2001). Formal strategic planning 
models are good examples of the ‘thinking first’ approach. On the other hand, the 
improvisational theory of Karl Weick is a classic example of the ‘doing first’ approach.  
 
Mintzberg and Westley (2001) are critical of the ‘thinking first’ approach arguing that 
‘when organizations separate the thinking from the doing, with the former coming from the 
heads of powerful formulators and the latter assigned to the hands of ostensibly docile 
implementers, those formulators lose the benefits of experimenting – and learning’ (p. 93). 
On the other hand, the ‘doing first’ approach suggests that people execute different things, 
figure out which of these things work, make sense of the thing that works, adopt it and 
repeat it, and they abandon the things that don’t work (Mintzberg and Westley, 2001). The 
authors add that this approach is purely based on experience where the doing of an activity 
stimulates thinking. We argue here that the ‘doing first’ approach is nothing but an 
improvisational strategy. 
 
Going back to Weick’s argument about improvisation being a form of a strategy, it is 
necessary to unpack the meaning of strategy first. According to Mintzberg (1987) 
‘strategies are both plans for the future and patterns from the past’ (p. 67). This suggests 
that while a strategy is a plan for what needs to happen in response to certain events in the 
future, the strategy should not lose its important link to the past. The Danish philosopher 
Soren Kierkegaard once said that ‘life can only be understood backwards; but it must be 
lived forwards’.  Similarly, Mintzberg encourages managers to understand strategy through 
looking at the past, and live it through looking at the future. This leads us to the first 
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characteristic of improvisation which is an emergent strategy that is lived forwards but 
understood backwards.  According to Weick (1993b), people try to make sense of their 
surroundings by looking at the past, learning from it, and incorporating that in their future 
actions. The things that people do can be considered as pretext to their actions and 
interpretations in the future. This means that improvisation is a process of interpretation 
and sense making rather than a process of decision making, and people are driven by 
attention rather than intention to do a particular activity (Weick, 1993b). 
 
The second characteristic of improvisation strategy revolves around who makes it. 
Mintzberg (1987) argues that ‘the notion that strategy is something that should happen 
way up there, far removed from the details of running an organization on a daily basis, is 
one of the great fallacies of conventional strategic management’ (p. 69). In most 
organizations strategy is decided by senior management teams who are not involved in the 
day-to-day activities in the organization, and this might be the cause for the failure of these 
strategies sometimes. The second characteristic of improvisation is that it is an emergent 
strategy that is shaped by the decision maker who is engaged in the day-to-day business 
activities of the organization.   
 
The third characteristic of improvisation is that it includes trial and error activities that 
individuals learn from and try to improve upon. Mintzberg (1987) argues that emergent 
strategies evolve through a ‘fluid process of learning’ (p. 66). It is important to note that 
Mintzberg doesn’t call for a pure emergent strategy but a mix of deliberate strategy and 
emergent strategy is more likely to be present in organizations. Crossan (1998) agrees with 
Mintzberg that in improvisation the environment is an important source for teaching 
individuals if they allow it to, instead of seeking to control it. Improvisation is one way of 
how organizations learn what works for them and what doesn’t (Moorman and Miner, 
1998). The agreement between these authors emphasizes the significance of this feature to 
improvisation. 
 
Improvisation is distinguished by two more characteristics; first is an effective 
communication among actors in the organization, and second is relying on limited 
structure in which there exists few rules to be followed precisely but, outside these rules, 
the actors have a great deal of leeway in executing decisions (Eisenhardt, 1997). Moreover, 
one of the most important features of improvisation is spontaneity of action (Crossan, 
1998, Weick, 1998). Improvisation happens in a moment that is not planned for, but 
sudden and extemporaneous (Ciborra, 1999).  
 
These six characteristics make improvisation a relevant way of thinking in organizations. 
This is because organizations do experience dynamic change in different aspects of their 
business. Weick (1993b) emphasizes the dynamic nature of organizations, and encourages 
decision makers to recognize unpredictability instead of searching for stability. The field of 
information technology is a classic example of a field that is very dynamic and 
continuously changing. This has implications for the provision of IST in both big firms and 
SMEs. Decision makers in these companies tend to experiment with emerging things that 
bring with them surprise and seem to be difficult to control at times. 
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2.2.3 Improvisation and bricolage 
Improvisation is often linked with bricolage. Bricolage is a French word that means to use 
the resources that someone has at hand to perform the task that someone faces. The term 
bricolage was first introduced in Levi-Strauss (1966) book titled ‘The Savage Mind’. Levi-
Strauss (1966) defines bricolage as ‘making do with the materials at hand’ (p. 17). In his 
description of Mann Gulch fire fighters, Weick (1993a) argues that bricolage is a 
significant part of improvisation. However, Moorman and Miner (1998) suggest that 
bricolage is an important skill that happens during improvisation and it is not part of the 
definition of improvisation. Whether it is part of improvisation or a skill that happens 
during improvisation, bricolage will be highlighted and used as an important dimension of 
the bigger theoretical lens – improvisation. The next section explores the methodology of 
this research. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

The empirical work utilizes a case study strategy, with data collected primarily via face-to-
face semi-structured interviews. To date the researcher has conducted a total of 25 
interviews with key IT decision makers in four SMEs in the north west of England. Each 
company was visited six times and all interviews were taped and transcribed. On average, 
the interviews were between 60-90 minutes each. Triangulation was sought and achieved 
across varied personnel and documentary sources. The main topics focused on capturing 
the changing experience/relationship between the SME and the provider including the 
implications of that. These SMEs are (All company names in the study are pseudonyms): 

1. Mercury 
2. Saturn 
3. Jupiter 
4. Mars 

 
The selection of these four companies was based on the following criteria: 

1. The companies had to be SMEs [number of employees > 10 and < 250; revenue > 
£2 million and < £20 million] 

2. The companies had to be using third party IT services (SaaS) 
3. The companies were willing to participate in this research 

 
Mercury provides cleaning, security and washroom services. They employ 77 people and 
they turn over £3.1 million. Saturn provides technical and engineering recruitment 
services. They employ 36 people of which 33 are full time and 3 are part time. They turn 
over £15.7 million. Jupiter provides cutting technology and plastic solutions. They employ 
29 people and they turn over £3.5 million. Mars provides bespoke software to the health 
care industry. They employ 42 people and they turn over £3.5 million. Mars is different 
from the other three companies mentioned above because it is both a provider and a 
consumer of third party IT services while the other three are only consumers of third party 
IT services. For this paper the focus turns to one of these 4 companies – Mercury. The next 
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section delves into the analysis of one example case study through the theoretical lens of 
improvisation including its important dimension bricolage. 

4. ANALYSIS OF MERCURY 

The strategy that Mercury has for accessing and using IST is one of improvisation. This 
analysis shows the spontaneity of actions that decision makers have when it comes to IST 
provision. This SME has accessed and used different softwares differently. We use the 
term ‘software profile’ to refer to the different softwares that a SME accesses and uses. 
The software profile in Mercury consists of Sage software, Target software, Datafile 
software, and the website. Mercury uses Sage software for the financial accounting of the 
business. The provision of Sage was driven by two main reasons. First, Sage came as a 
result of an advice from an accountant.  

‘You ask your accountant you know, I am setting up this type of business, this is the 
sort of business I am running, what sort of applications should I run? And nearly 
all of them suggest Sage anyhow, don't they? So, on the recommendation's advice 
of an accountant we went with Sage’ (The managing director) 

 
Consequently, the managing director of Mercury was influenced by an accountant to 
access and use Sage. This shows that the provision of Sage was spontaneous in nature; 
there wasn’t a formal planning mechanism. The provision of Sage was guided by the 
actions of the managing director and the accountant. It seems that the time difference 
between the planning and the implementation of Sage was so small that they converged. 
Second, Mercury chose Sage because it is universal and widely recognized as a market 
leader for running the business; running the payroll and the invoicing.  

‘I think because of its name is why we chose it; it is widely recognized and 
supported by a lot of management institutions and accountancy practices. It is 
preferred model, preferred software to use’ (The financial controller) 

 
This shows another spontaneous action which drove the provision of Sage. It also reveals 
that decision makers at Mercury were willing to engage in trial and error activities in 
accessing and using Sage.  
 
Mercury uses Target software for running the payroll and the general running of the 
business, i.e. invoices. Target is only used for the cleaning and security businesses. There 
were also two reasons behind the provision of Target. First Target was driven by an 
advertisement in a trade journal; Mercury saw an advertisement in a trade journal for the 
specific piece of software and they had demonstrations of it, and they thought it was very 
good. Subsequently that was when they went live with it. Although the provision of Target 
software was different from the provision of Sage, it shows that it wasn’t based on a formal 
planning mechanism.  
 
Second, Mercury chose Target because it was industry specific to their business. Although 
the software has flaws in the longevity of its company’s business, it seemed to satisfy their 
needs at the time. Because they have had Target for few years, Mercury can see flaws in it 
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and they realize now that it is not the best product for them going forward. This confirms 
that IST provision involves processes that are continuously evolving. Decision makers 
respond to these evolving processes based on their judgment and intuition rather than a 
formal planning mechanism. 
 
Mercury uses Datafile for the washroom business to do all their invoicing. They chose 
DataFile because it is industry specific; very much bespoke to what they need for the 
business. They have also implemented software called CleanLink because it is also 
industry specific software for them as a company. 
 
The provision of the website in Mercury is an example of a complex provision where 
decision makers responded to evolving processes based on their intuition. Hawaii was the 
company that provided the two versions of the website. The first website was very quickly 
done in 2002 mainly to have some presence than no presence on the World Wide Web. 

‘In the early days of the business when we were going to see clients we knew they 
would've quickly checked to see if we got a website, and if we didn't have one, it 
may have looked a little bit unprofessional so we felt that having some website was 
better than, although it wasn't perfect, it was better than having none at all’ (The 
shareholding director) 

 
The above quote shows that the clients of Mercury had a big influence on the provision of 
the website in this SME.  
 
Rhode Island is a company that is responsible for accessing the website and doing the 
updates for Mercury. Mercury has engaged with this third party company to help them 
increase the website’s activity on Google Analytics. Rhode Island supplies Mercury with 
the mobile phone technology for the security business. The company offered Mercury 
additional service that they will keep the website fresh by putting newsletters on the 
website, creating case studies, putting blogs on Twitter to increase the activity. This has 
resulted in improving the website as Google Analytics has increased significantly. 

‘It was only through a choice meeting with Rhode Island and them providing us the 
technology to run the security side of the business that through conversations with 
them we engage with them on a retainer to do work on the website’ (The 
shareholding director) 

 
The professional writer is a third actor that helped Mercury with the content of the website. 
The main issue was what to put on the site, as the managing director and the shareholding 
director are just business people and not writers.   

‘You’ve got to have some passion and that passion then has got to come across in 
your words. And the words have then got to sound professional’ (The shareholding 
director). 

 
It might be easy to just build the platform and images, but it might not be easy to compose 
the right content and create all the words. That was one of the things that they had to 
overcome. To deal with the content issue, Mercury engaged with a professional writer to 
help them with the content of the website.  
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‘I think that was one of the things that we had to overcome, I think we did that 
through having our own empathy and our own desires of what we want as a service 
business but also looking at what our competitors were doing and also engaging 
with a professional writer to help us get the words together, really. I found that 
difficult’ (The managing director) 

 
As a result, accessing and using the website was not an event in this SME, but a process 
characterized by a series of events. 
 
Mercury employs a part-time IT guy called Bob to help in the provision of the different 
IST services. The management team at Mercury thought of contingency plans to recreate 
the system. For example, if the place is burned down and everything is gone, then they are 
depending on their IT guy Bob to get them up and running across the road somewhere in 
another office.  

‘We're looking at potentially doing that, engaging with Bob to firing up all the 
systems again elsewhere, so we have continuity of business’ (The managing 
director) 

 
Having such a contingency plan shows that Mercury engages in informal planning; the 
managing director discusses a contingency plan with his management team but his strategy 
is not documented anywhere. This informal planning approach provides a general direction 
for the provision of IST in this SME. In summary, decision makers at Mercury execute 
different things, figure out which of these things work, make sense of the thing that works, 
adopt it and repeat it, and they abandon the things that don’t work. Their approach is 
purely based on experience where the doing of an activity stimulates thinking.  
 
The next section presents the findings and contributions based on the analysis of one case 
study.  

5. CONCLUSIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

This section provides the basis for answering the research question and draws to date on 
the detailed analysis of Mercury. But early analysis suggests that the other cases will 
reinforce these contributions.   
 
The first contribution relates to the nature of IST planning in small firms. Formal 
organization of IST planning doesn’t necessarily exist but what is common is that IST 
strategic commitments are embedded in the budgets. The strategic choices manifest as 
contracts with third parties. Moreover, in their wider planning activities such as the away 
days that happen twice a year and the monthly management meetings, IST emerges as an 
‘issue’ to be resolved. In the absence of formal methods of IST planning and formal IST 
human resources, the influence of non-IST individuals with experience elsewhere takes on 
significance. For example, Greg influences the debate about IST even though he is not an 
IST person.  
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The second contribution is about the trajectory of IST usage in SMEs. Currently, the 
trajectory of IST usage in SMEs is best represented by the work of Margi Levy and Philip 
Powell. However, Levy and Powell provide no explanation of how the trajectory happens. 
The empirical evidence of this research suggests that this trajectory happens without 
formal planning; it happens through the combination of improvisation and the mechanisms 
mentioned above in the first contribution. This research begins to challenge the work of 
Levy and Powell.  
 
The third contribution relates to improvisation theory. Improvisation is manifested in using 
existing resources in a given activity in a different way to meet a need (bricolage). It is also 
manifested in the redirection of resources from other activities to the point where they are 
needed. This research confirms both outcomes but in addition points to the role of 
improvisation in innovation. The presence of an improvisation culture in the organization 
leads to experimentation.  
 
The fourth contribution is the conceptualization of the relationships of planning and 
improvisation in the context of third party provision. Figure 1 below is a conceptualization 
of these relationships. It allows for a mapping and an exploration of how the presence of 
third parties facilitates or hinders the companies’ ability to respond to necessary changes. 
  

 
Figure 1: Conceptualization of the relationships of planning and improvisation in the 

context of third party provision 
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