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Abstract 

To remain competitive in today’s highly dynamic environments, organizations often need 

to act rapidly. To deal with urgent issues, top managers have to rapidly assess and act upon 

opportunities and threats. Strategic improvisation, a dynamic capability defined as top managers’ 

ability to spontaneously and creatively integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external 

resources and capabilities to address unpredictable and rapidly changing strategic opportunities 

and threats, may positively impact organizational processes and overall performance. 

Additionally, information systems (IS) may facilitate strategic improvisation. For senior 

managers, the effective use of IS may enable the detection of new opportunities and threats, while 

facilitating the exploitation of existing knowledge to address them.  

Using the dynamic capabilities perspective, this research addresses three research 

questions: 1) To what extent do IS and technology enable effective strategic improvisation? 2) 

How do organizational, information and knowledge factors influence strategic improvisation? 3) 

What are the specific effects of strategic improvisation on organizational outcomes?  

The research proceeded in two main phases. First, case studies were conducted in two 

highly dynamic industries, software and consulting. Top managers from four medium-sized 

Canadian organizations were interviewed, and interview transcripts analyzed and coded. The 

second phase of the project was a survey, with data collected from 143 top managers in 100 

medium-sized Canadian organizations. Results were analyzed using two methods, structural 

equation modeling and crisp set qualitative comparative analysis. 

This study benefits both research and practice. It contributes to the literature on IT impact 

by establishing the role played by two IT capabilities, IT infrastructure flexibility and information 

management/knowledge management (IM/KM) capability in enabling strategic improvisation, as 

well as the moderating role of IS/IT strategy, especially innovative IS/IT strategy.  This research 
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benefits the improvisation research by studying improvisation at the top management level and 

demonstrating its impact on product/service flexibility, process flexibility and organizational 

learning. Findings also suggest that there are many ways to achieve strategic improvisation, 

through various configurations of organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT 

infrastructure flexibility. Last, this research provides managers with practical recommendations 

on the most effective ways to develop a strategic improvisation capability. 
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 Chapter 1

Introduction 

1.1 Research Motivation  

In today’s fast changing and unpredictable environments, organizations are faced with 

unplanned opportunities to develop new products or services, to penetrate new markets or 

maintain their position in current markets (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2010; Tanriverdi, Rai, & 

Venkatraman, 2010). Organizations that react rapidly can take advantage of such opportunities 

and perform better than other, less flexible businesses (Tanriverdi et al., 2010).  Indeed, 

organizations in many industries are expected to innovate at a much faster pace than before to 

simply survive (Crossan, Lane, White, & Klus, 1996). This need for continuous change requires 

organizations to develop the ability to innovate in the present while keeping an eye on the future 

(Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997, 1998). However, continuous innovation demands put organizations 

under constant time pressures, which can also challenge internal routines (Miner, Bassof, & 

Moorman, 2001) and result in the need for improvisation. In addition, in fast changing 

environments, it becomes harder for organizations to plan and forecast everything. The ability to 

embrace unpredictable events (Barrett, 1998) and to deal with them is a key organizational 

capability (Crossan, 1998).  

Improvisation is a multilevel phenomenon that occurs at the individual, group and 

organizational levels (Crossan, Cunha, Vera, & Cunha, 2005). At the organizational level, 

scholars have broadly defined it as a time-constrained activity that is spontaneous, creative and 

aims to produce change (e.g., Crossan et al., 2005, 1996; Perry, 1991). When faced with 

unexpected events, organizations often need to rapidly devise novel solutions, without necessarily 

having the time to adequately plan. In itself, improvisation is neither good nor bad (Vera & 
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Crossan, 2004, 2005), but it can generate positive outcomes, negative outcomes or no outcomes at 

all (Cunha, Cunha, & Kamoche, 1999; Kamoche & Cunha, 2003; Miner et al., 2001). 

Past research has identified many phenomena (e.g., real-time information and 

communication) that facilitate effective improvisation and are closely related to information 

systems (IS). IS are pervasive in all organizational functions and complement other resources and 

capabilities (Bharadwaj, Bharadwaj, & Bendoly, 2007) that contribute to overall performance. 

For senior managers, the effective use of IS such as business intelligence systems enable the 

detection of new opportunities and potential threats, while knowledge management systems and 

organizational memory systems allow for the exploitation of existing knowledge to address these 

opportunities and threats. Limited research has been conducted on the links between resources 

and capabilities that are enhanced by information technology (e.g., IT infrastructure flexibility) 

and organizational improvisation. Additionally, mixed findings on the role played by IT to enable 

other capabilities suggest the need for a fresh approach to the study of these complex and 

interrelated phenomena (El Sawy, Malhotra, Park, & Pavlou, 2010; Tanriverdi et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, research has mainly focused on the effects of organizational improvisation at the 

operational level (e.g., in product development). Despite early calls to study improvisational 

decision-making at the strategy level (Eisenhardt, 1997; Perry, 1991), the study of strategic 

improvisation, defined in this thesis as the ‘top managers’ ability to spontaneously and creatively 

integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external resources and capabilities to address 

unpredictable and rapidly changing strategic opportunities and threats’, remains rare.   
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1.2 Research Questions and Theoretical Perspective  

Building on past IS and improvisation research, this thesis seeks to address the following 

three research questions at the organizational level of analysis: 1) To what extent do IS and 

technology enable effective strategic improvisation? 2) How do organizational, information and 

knowledge factors influence strategic improvisation? 3) What are the specific effects of strategic 

improvisation on organizational outcomes?  

I use the dynamic capabilities perspective as the theoretical foundation to answer these 

research questions. Improvisation has been studied from a number of perspectives, including 

organizational learning (e.g., Miner et al., 2001) and dynamic capabilities (e.g., Pavlou & El 

Sawy, 2010).  Dynamic capabilities, defined as a firm’s “ability to integrate, build, and 

reconfigure internal and external resources and capabilities to address rapidly changing 

environments” (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997, p.517), are actions that aim at altering 

organizational resources (valuable organizational assets) and capabilities (the ability to manage 

these resources) to develop new capabilities better able to support changing strategies in dynamic 

environments (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997). While past research using an 

organizational learning lens has extended our understanding of how improvisation works, the 

dynamic capabilities literature allows us to examine how improvisation, as a dynamic capability, 

can contribute to the development of temporary competitive advantages and improved 

organizational performance.    
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1.3 Research Design  

To answer the research questions above, a two-phase research design is followed, using 

both case studies and a survey. See Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Thesis Research Design 

 

1.3.1 Qualitative Approach 

In phase 1, a set of in-depth exploratory case studies are conducted. See Chapter 4.  A 

total of four case study sites are selected from the software and the consulting industries. Data 

collection is conducted using semi-structured interviews to retrospectively discuss strategic 

improvisation events with senior executives, including senior IT executives. A three-step 

methodology is followed to analyze qualitative data gathered in phase 1, namely systematic 

coding using a qualitative analysis software package, the use of multiple coders to increase 

reliability, and an extensive analysis of the coded findings. Preliminary case study findings are 

used to refine survey items for each construct.  

1.3.2 Quantitative Approach  

In the second phase, a questionnaire is developed and follows a multiple respondent 
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organizations, including a key decision-maker in technology (e.g., Chief Information Officer 

(CIO) or equivalent) and other functions (e.g., general management, marketing, finance).  

The survey is mostly conducted by telephone with the help of a research company. Key 

decision makers are identified within each organization. Additional potential respondents are 

identified with the help of the initial respondents and by collecting contact information on the 

organizations’ websites. Additional respondents respond to the questionnaire online or by 

telephone.  

Data analysis is conducted using two different methods. First, propositions are tested with 

structural equation modeling (SEM; Schumacker & Lomax, 2010), using the partial least squares 

(PLS) method (Chin, 1995). Second, configuration models are tested using crisp set qualitative 

comparative analysis (csQCA; Ragin, 2000). This method compares various configurations 

resulting from interactions among factors and identifies the configurations leading consistently to 

an outcome of interest (Ragin, 2000).  

Following the analysis of quantitative data, a subset of volunteer survey participants are 

contacted and asked to comment on the survey results. This approach provides practical 

explanations directly from the field. Interview answers are used to support or explain certain 

quantitative findings. See Chapter 12.   

1.4 Dissertation Boundaries  

As is the case with any type of research study, it is important here to specify the 

boundaries for this thesis. First, I only study the role of improvisation in an organizational 

context. While improvisation is present in many other types of collectives, such as music bands, 

online groups, and even between organizations, the focus of this research is on improvisation 

within organizations.  
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Second, I research improvisation at the top management level and involving key strategic 

decisions. Strategy can occur at multiple levels within the organization and be initiated by 

employees. Likewise, employees can individually improvise or improvise in teams within the 

organization. While important, these areas of research fall outside the boundaries for this 

dissertation.  

1.5 Philosophical Perspective 

Within the IS field, research has been classified based on ontology and epistemology. 

Ontology refers to the principles underlying the phenomenon being studied, while epistemology 

refers to knowledge and the principles used to evaluate valid knowledge about this phenomenon 

(Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991).   

In IS research, it has been suggested that there are three main research approaches, 

positivism, interpretivism and critical research (Myers, 2009; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). 

Under the positivist approach, the research assumes that there is a ‘true’ way to investigate a 

phenomenon, and that reality can be studied independently from the researcher. Ontologically, 

this means that an objective reality exists and it is removed from humans. Epistemologically, it is 

possible to verify theories through falsification.  

Interpretivism, on the other hand, views both reality and knowledge as socially 

constructed (Myers, 2009; Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). In terms of ontology, interpretivists 

believe in the subjectivity of phenomena. Individuals are the ones through which reality can be 

observed and even researchers cannot remove themselves from a phenomenon of interest. From 

an epistemological perspective, researchers should immerse themselves in the topic of inquiry to 

gain knowledge about it (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991).  The meaning of data remains linked to 

the context and as such, no theoretical generalization can be made, like they can be in the 

positivist view (Myers, 2009).  
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Critical research aims to assessing and critique social reality. As opposed to positivist and 

interpretivist researchers, critical researchers believe that the current social reality is derived from 

history and that individuals within that reality should be ‘freed’ from their alienation (Orlikowski 

& Baroudi, 1991). Ontologically, both objectivity and subjectivity are present, since reality exists 

through the eyes of humans but within a historically built environment (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 

1991). From an epistemology perspective, critical research is close to interpretivist research, in 

the interpretive role given to individuals (Myers, 2009).  

For this purpose of this thesis, I have chosen to remain anchored in the positivist 

perspective. However, although my philosophical assumptions are mostly centered on positivism, 

I adhere to some principles underlying the interpretivist perspective. This, in itself, is not 

contradictory, as many scholars have noted that in practice, paradigms may not need to be 

opposed in each study (Myers, 2009).  

Although the choice of research methods is not directly linked to a philosophical 

perspective (Myers, 2009), some research methods are better suited to positivist research than 

others. In this thesis, I use both the case study approach and the survey approach. The survey 

approach has been most often linked to positivist research. It fits with the philosophical 

assumptions that it is possible to study an objective reality in fragments and to derive causal 

effects between objects of enquiry (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991). The case study approach has 

been used in positivist, interpretivist and critical research (Myers, 2009). When a case study 

approach follows a specific methodology as the one suggested by (Dubé & Paré, 2003) that is 

focused on validity and reliability, it can be considered an appropriate research method for 

positivist research (Myers, 2009).   
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1.6 Contributions  

By answering the three research questions outlined in Section 1.2., this dissertation 

benefits both research and practice. In this section, a brief overview of research contributions to 

the IS field and to the broader research community are highlighted. Next, contributions to practice 

are outlined.  

1.6.1 Contributions to Research 

This thesis contributes to research from an IS perspective, a broader research perspective 

and from a methodological standpoint.  

Three main contributions are made to the IS field. First, improvisation is reviewed within 

the IS literature and three main research themes are identified. The concept of strategic 

improvisation capability is defined. Second, two IT capabilities, IT infrastructure flexibility and 

information management/knowledge (IM/KM) management capability are identified as critical 

enablers of strategic improvisation capability. Third, the thesis adds to the IS/IT strategy literature 

by providing a first answer to theoretical work suggesting that innovative IS/IT strategies 

contribute to firm-level competitive advantage.  

From a broader research perspective, this thesis makes two contributions. First, it 

develops the concept of strategic improvisation within top management teams, and enhances our 

knowledge of the mechanisms leading to strategic improvisation. Specifically, information 

systems are shown to facilitate real-time information and communication that are essential to 

strategic improvisation. Second, this thesis explores the well-studied but ambiguous role of 

organizational memory, and suggests that memory should be studied jointly with IT capabilities 

to further clarify its relationship with strategic improvisation.  

Lastly, from a methodological standpoint, novel analytical approaches, such as 

configuration models, and methods, such as csQCA, are used to complement findings from more 
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traditional case study and variance approaches and better understand intriguing results. This 

thesis contributes to the IS field by using a method proven in other fields that has yet to be fully 

embraced in IS research.  

1.6.2 Contributions to Practice  

This research provides managers with practical details on how IS can facilitate 

improvisation building on existing routines, processes and capabilities, while allowing for fast 

and creative marketplace action. Specific recommendations are provided to managers who wish 

to develop strategic improvisation capabilities. By adopting a multidisciplinary and holistic 

perspective, central elements of improvisation are uncovered. In highly competitive environments 

where organizational resources are scarce, organizations benefit from a list that prioritizes 

elements they should concentrate their efforts and resources on to obtain the best results. 

1.7 Summary  

This thesis is organized over thirteen chapters.  This chapter has outlined the motivation 

for this research, its research questions, design and main contributions. Chapter 2 - Literature 

Review provides an extensive review of the literature examining improvisation in general and 

within the IS field. The concept of strategic improvisation capability is defined within the 

dynamic capabilities perspective. Chapter 3 - Research Model and Propositions introduces the 

research model and related propositions are justified using past research.  

Chapters 4-9 are dedicated to the first phase of this thesis, the case study approach. 

Chapter 4 - Case Study Methodology reviews the methodology used for the case studies. Within-

case analyses are presented for each of the case sites in Chapters 5-8. Chapter 9 - Cross Case 

Analysis and Results presents cross-case analysis results. 
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Chapters 10-11 refer to the second, quantitative phase of this thesis. The survey 

methodology and descriptive results are provided in Chapter 10 - Survey Methodology. Chapter 

11-Survey Data Analysis presents results from the two techniques used to analyze survey data, 

variance-based approach using PLS-SEM and configuration approach using csQCA.  

Chapter 12 - Discussion of Findings compares and discusses findings from each of these 

three research methods. Finally, Chapter 13 - Summary and Conclusion presents an overall 

research summary of the thesis, details its main research and practice implications, highlights its 

main limitations and its main contributions.  

  



 

11 

 

 Chapter 2

Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

Improvisation is a topic of research interest in many disciplines, including music, 

performing arts, medicine, and management (Kamoche & Cunha, 2003).  In management, 

improvisation has also been studied in diverse fields, including strategic management, 

organizational behavior (e.g., organizational learning), and information systems (IS). As a 

multilevel construct, improvisation has been examined at the individual, team and organizational 

levels of analysis (Cunha, Cunha, & Kamoche, 1999). In this review of literature, the logic of 

opportunity is first described, as it serves as an overarching contextual perspective based on 

which strategic improvisation occurs. An overall review of the organizational improvisation 

literature is then conducted, including organizational improvisation in general and improvisation 

within the IS research field. Improvisation is also distinguished from other related constructs. 

Next, the concept of strategic improvisation at the top management level is introduced and 

justification for the study of strategic improvisation is provided. Then, the theoretical perspective 

adopted for the thesis is provided. Specifically, strategic improvisation is studied from a dynamic 

capabilities perspective. Last, a definition for strategic improvisation as a dynamic capability is 

provided at the end of this chapter.  

2.2 Logic of Opportunity  

I use the logic of opportunity as an overarching view of how organizations can compete 

in turbulent environments. Organizations evolve in complex environments where competition and 

markets are global. Consumers expect continuous product and service innovation; competitors are 
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also collaborators in many cases; and both suppliers and customers are critical partners to the 

organizations. According to this logic of opportunity (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Eisenhardt & 

Sull, 2001), to be successful and survive, organizations need to continuously innovate. To do so, 

they have to rapidly assess and act upon an abundance of strategic opportunities and threats in 

their networked environment. Organizations that adopt a logic of opportunity embrace the 

uncertainty and rapid change that characterize their environments (Eisenhardt & Sull, 2001). For 

these organizations, strategies that are followed are usually based on experimentation, testing, and 

learning in action (Daft & Weick, 1984).  Following a logic of opportunity is risky because it 

means that an organization must be able to sort through various types of opportunities within its 

environment and keep ‘moving’ in the search of such opportunities. Therefore, organizational 

strategies must both provide some sort of stability and framework through which leaders can 

select the best opportunities to follow, while being fluid enough to allow for fast decisions and 

adaptation to change (Eisenhardt & Sull, 2001; Sull & Eisenhardt, 2012). In this context, adhering 

to formal strategic plans is not always their best solution; it sometimes becomes necessary to 

improvise (Crossan et al., 2005; Perry, 1991). 

2.3 Organizational and Strategic Improvisation  

2.3.1 What is Organizational Improvisation?  

This section reviews past conceptual and empirical research on organizational 

improvisation, with the objective to first define organizational improvisation, to differentiate it 

from related constructs and identify the main research themes from the general and IS literatures 

on improvisation. At the end of this section, the concept of strategic improvisation is presented.  
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2.3.1.1 Definitions of Organizational Improvisation  

Organizational improvisation has been a topic of research interest for more than two 

decades. Early research on the topic used the metaphor of jazz music to conceptualize 

organizational improvisation (e.g., Crossan et al., 1996; Perry, 1991). More recently, scholars 

have advocated ‘breaking free’ of this metaphor to better understand the various forms of 

organizational improvisation (Cunha et al., 1999; Kamoche & Cunha, 2003). Table 1 below 

provides a list of the most recent definitions for improvisation.  

Table 1. Definitions of Improvisation in the Literature  

Construct Definition Source 

Organizational 

improvisation 

“The more proximate the design and implementation of an 

activity in time, the more that activity is improvisational” 

(p.3) 

Moorman & 

Miner (1998b) 

Organizational 

improvisation 

“Degree to which the composition and execution of an 

action converge in time” (p. 698) 

Moorman & 

Miner (1998a) 

Organizational 

improvisation 

“The conception of action as it unfolds, by an organization 

and/or its members, drawing on available material, 

cognitive, affective and social resources” (p.302) 

Cunha et al. 

(1999) 

Organizational 

improvisation 

“The deliberate and substantive fusion of the design and 

execution of a novel production” (p.3) 

Miner et al. 

(2001) 

Organizational 

improvisation 

“Creative and spontaneous process of trying to achieve an 

objective in a new way” (p.205) 

Vera & 

Crossan 

(2005) 

Organizational 

improvisation 

“Spontaneous and creative process of attempting to achieve 

an objective in a new way” (p.733) 

Vera & 

Crossan 

(2004) 

Organizational 

improvisation 

“As a spontaneous process, improvisation is 

extemporaneous, unpremeditated, and unplanned. As a 

creative process, it attempts to develop something new and 

useful to the situation, although it does not always achieve 

this” (p.131) 

Crossan et al. 

(2005) 

Improvisational 

capabilities 

“The ability to spontaneously reconfigure existing 

resources to build new operational capabilities to address 

urgent, unpredictable, and novel environmental situations” 

(p.444) 

Pavlou & El 

Sawy (2010) 

 
These definitions all have strengths and weaknesses and highlight how the 

conceptualization of improvisation has evolved over time, but they also highlight the core of 

improvisation, which includes concepts of time, novelty and purposeful action (Chelariu, 
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Johnston, & Young, 2002).  Earlier definitions (Moorman & Miner, 1998a, 1998b) focus on the 

convergence between planning and action without suggesting that the purpose of improvisation is 

to create a novel output. These and other definitions (Vera & Crossan, 2004, 2005), as opposed to 

the definition by Cunha and colleagues (1999) do not signify that improvisation builds on 

organizational resources. Two of the most recent definitions (Crossan et al., 2005; Pavlou & El 

Sawy, 2010) highlight the important defining components of spontaneity and creativity. However, 

as opposed to the definition by Crossan and colleagues (2005), in some cases, organizations may 

be able to develop the capability that allows them to consciously improvise (Miner et al., 2001; 

Vera & Crossan, 2004). Finally, while Pavlou and El Sawy (2010), by taking a dynamic 

capabilities perspective, provide a clear capabilities perspective on improvisation, they do not 

explicitly include a creative component in their definition of improvisational capabilities.   

Overall, these definitions provide a sense of what organizational improvisation is. First, it 

is clear that improvisation has temporal (e.g., “spontaneous”, “extemporaneous”, convergence 

between design and implementation), unexpected (“unpremeditated”, “unpredictable”, 

“unplanned”) and creative components, and aims to produce a novel output (“new operational 

capabilities”, “something new and useful”, “achieve an objective”). While the production of 

something new is an objective of improvisation, it does not always occur (Moorman & Miner, 

1998a). In different types of improvisation, the novelty effect can vary, ranging from minor 

adjustments to established processes to the establishment of brand new patterns (Moorman & 

Miner, 1998a). Moreover, as the jazz metaphor (e.g., Barrett, 1998; Weick, 1998) reminds us, 

“improvisation does not materialize out of thin air” (Weick, 1997, p.546), and needs a ‘base’ to 

build on (“reconfigure existing resources”, “drawing on available material, cognitive, affective 

and social resources”).  

Classifications have been proposed to qualify organizational improvisation. For instance, 

the classification proposed by Crossan and colleagues (2005) identifies improvisation scenarios 
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varying according to time pressure and uncertainty. In instances of low uncertainty and time 

pressure, no improvisation is required, and planning is preferred. Ornamented improvisation 

occurs when uncertainty is low, but time pressure is high, resulting in the need to respond quickly 

to environmental changes. Under high uncertainty and low time pressure, planning is difficult and 

there is a need to act first and analyze what happened next (discovery improvisation). Finally, 

under conditions when both time pressure and uncertainty are high, full scale improvisation 

results in the need to address a crisis situation. An extreme example of such improvisation is the 

one described by Weick (1993b) in his rendering of the Mann Gulch tragedy. Using a learning 

lens, Chelariu and colleagues (2002) propose another typology. According to them, four types of 

improvisation, familiar improvisation, different improvisation, swift improvisation and capable 

improvisation are characterized by different levels of novelty, speed and internal coherence (i.e., 

when actions of group members fit together; Chelariu et al., 2002). These types of improvisation 

occur on various contextual environments, are based on diverse types of learning mechanisms, 

and have different knowledge and memory outcomes (Chelariu et al., 2002).  Indeed, 

improvisation actions can vary in intensity, ranging from minor to significant changes (Moorman 

& Miner, 1998a).  

In all cases, the occurrence of improvisation within an organization does not necessarily 

mean effective improvisation (Vera & Crossan, 2004, 2005). Indeed, improvisation can generate 

positive outcomes, such as improvised performance (e.g., a new product or innovation), 

flexibility and creativity at the team or organizational levels; negative outcomes, such as drawing 

resources from other teams, increased competition leading to interference, and biased learning; or 

no lasting outcomes at all, for instance new improvised processes that are not subsequently reused 

(Cunha et al., 1999; Kamoche & Cunha, 2003; Miner et al., 2001). 

In summary, organizational improvisation can be defined as a time-constrained activity 

that is spontaneous, creative and aims to produce change (e.g., Crossan et al., 2005, 1996; Perry, 
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1991). When faced with unexpected events, organizations often need to rapidly devise novel 

solutions, without necessarily having the time to adequately plan. In itself, improvisation is 

neither good nor bad (Vera & Crossan, 2004, 2005) but it can generate positive outcomes, 

negative outcomes or no outcomes at all (Cunha et al., 1999; Kamoche & Cunha, 2003; Miner et 

al., 2001; Vera & Crossan, 2005). 

2.3.1.2 Constructs Related to Organizational Improvisation 

Improvisation shares similarities with other constructs, such as creativity, innovation, 

bricolage, learning, appropriation and agility. This section describes how these constructs are 

related to improvisation and to each other for the purpose of this thesis. See Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Constructs Related to Improvisation 

 

2.3.1.2.1 Creativity and Improvisation  

Creativity has been defined as the “ability to produce work that is both novel (i.e., 

original or unexpected) and appropriate (i.e., useful or meets task constraints)” (Sternberg & 

Lubart, 1996). Creativity may constitute an important component of improvisation, especially in 

cases when improvisation produces outcomes that are significantly different from existing 
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processes or products/services within the organization (Miner et al., 2001; Moorman & Miner, 

1998a, 1998b). However, in examples where improvisation leads to slight processes or 

product/service changes, limited creativity might be required. Creativity can also result from 

activities and processes that are not related to improvisation. For instance, a highly structured and 

planned lead-user session, where experts from different fields are brought together to solve a 

specific problem, can lead to creative outcomes (Von Hippel, 1988). In addition, it is possible to 

produce something creative without acting on it. In the arts, this would be equivalent to writing a 

play or a song without performing it (Baker, Miner, & Eesley, 2003). In contrast, improvisation 

combines both creative design and execution (Miner et al., 2001; Moorman & Miner, 1998a, 

1998b).  

2.3.1.2.2 Innovation and Improvisation 

Innovation refers to the implementation of novel, appropriate ideas (Amabile, 1997), 

implying a deviation from the way things are usually done in an organization (Moorman & 

Miner, 1998a). In general then, improvisation can be viewed as a specific example of innovation, 

and effective improvisation may result in a novel output, in terms of process or product/service 

changes (Crossan et al., 2005; Miner et al., 2001). However, innovation can also be derived from 

other processes, such as the exploitation of current knowledge within the organization to develop 

improved products.   

2.3.1.2.3 Bricolage and Improvisation 

Bricolage has also been linked to improvisation. Bricolage is defined as “making do with 

the materials at hand” (Levi-Strauss, 1966, p.17). There is a close relationship between bricolage 

and improvisation, and early work on improvisation did not necessarily clearly separate them 

(e.g., Ciborra, 1999a; Weick, 1993a, 1993b). Some even argue that they are the same construct 
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(see Cunha et al., 1999), because both improvisation and bricolage rely on a base of available 

resources, including knowledge, to address a specific situation in a timely manner (Cunha et al., 

1999). Bricolage is one means by which to improvise (Barrett, 1998). Provided the right 

mechanisms are in place, it is also possible to effectively improvise with the best resources or 

with external resources, not only available resources. For instance, an organization may decide to 

act on a business opportunity by hiring external expertise. The use of bricolage may also be 

related to the urgency of the situation. Bricolage may be more present in situations that require 

fast improvisation than in situations where the temporal component is not as pressing (Miner et 

al., 2001; Moorman & Miner, 1998a).  

While bricolage is one aspect of improvisation, it may occur in non-improvisational 

situations as well. For instance, an organization may actually plan to innovate with materials at 

hand (Baker et al., 2003). In this case, bricolage becomes a planned activity, not an improvised 

one.  

Finally, bricolage, just like strategic improvisation, may occur more often in 

organizations with a flexible business strategy. In this research however, neither bricolage nor 

strategic improvisation are viewed as a business strategy. 

2.3.1.2.4 Appropriation and Improvisation 

Appropriation and improvisation may be conceptualized as two types of innovation that 

share some commonalities. Broadly speaking, the concept of appropriation in the IS research 

literature can be understood as technology in use, through the selective interaction of users with 

embedded systems structures (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Orlikowski, 2000). As such, the 

objective of appropriation may be an innovative one, in the sense that users may use existing 

systems to create new outputs, for which systems may not have been originally designed. In this 

sense, appropriation shares similarities with both bricolage and improvisation. Bricolage aims to 
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produce something new with what is available, while improvisation may use new and existing 

inputs to produce a novel output, under time pressure. Appropriation therefore differs from 

improvisation on at least two accounts: there is no time constraint directly linked to appropriation 

while such a constraint is a key characteristic of improvisation. Second, the focus of appropriation 

in the IS literature has been on systems implementation and use. Improvisation in IS has been 

studied from a user acceptance perspective as well, but it may also derive from IS use and other 

processes. 

2.3.1.2.5 Organizational Learning and Improvisation 

While there are many ways to conceptualize it, organizational learning generally refers to 

the ability of an organization to finds new ways to ‘view’ or ‘do’ something, which results in a 

shift in assumptions, ideas or action patterns (Miner et al., 2001). Many types of learning exist, 

whether direct (e.g., trial and error learning) or indirect (e.g., learning from others’ experience or 

vicarious learning). One type of direct learning is improvisational learning (Bingham & Davis, 

2012; Miner et al., 2001). Improvisational learning has been defined as learning in real time to 

spontaneously address unexpected or surprising events (Miner et al., 2001). However, because the 

objective of improvisational learning is to address an expected event, less emphasis is put on 

learning than other types of learning, such as experimental or trial and error (Bingham & Davis, 

2012; Miner et al., 2001). Knowledge accumulated tends to attend to specific situational needs 

and is less likely to be generalizable to other situations. Indeed, prior research has shown that 

even though the process of improvisation contains a learning component, no or even biased 

learning may result from improvisational activity (Miner et al., 2001). Therefore, while 

improvisation may be viewed as a learning approach, it can also be understood as more than just 

learning.  
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2.3.1.2.6 Agility and Improvisation  

Improvisation is also related to agility. In the IS field, agility has been researched within 

two main streams, IS development (see Conboy, 2009) and at the organizational level (e.g., 

Overby, Bharadwaj, & Sambamurthy, 2006; Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj, & Grover, 2003). Here, 

the focus is on organizational agility, as it is most closely related to improvisation at the strategic 

level. IS researchers have studied organizational agility with either an operational or adaptive 

focus, resulting in two somewhat overlapping views of agility. From an operational perspective, 

agility is defined as anticipation and proactive action in the face of change (e.g., Sambamurthy et 

al., 2003; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). In this stream of research, agility is conceptualized and 

operationalized in terms of ‘customer responsiveness, business partnerships, and operations’ 

(Sambamurthy et al., 2003; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). Probably because of its origins in the 

operations management literature, this type of agility tends to measure operational objectives, 

such as ease and speed of product customization, and switching to new suppliers (Tallon & 

Pinsonneault, 2011). The second stream of agility research defines agility in adaptive terms, 

where organizations develop the “ability of firms to sense environmental change and respond 

readily” (Overby et al., 2006, p.122).  Organizations build on knowledge management processes 

to sense opportunities and threats, and respond to them through effective and efficient actions 

(Overby et al., 2006). The time component of this view of agility is similar to that of 

improvisation, where actions are driven by the need to act quickly in the face of environmental 

changes. However, although the focus of this definition of agility is on the organization’s ability 

to adapt to change, there is still a general operational component. 

Agility can therefore be viewed as the operational complement to improvisation. 

Improvisation can facilitate agility but it is not the only capability that can do so, and other 

capabilities, such as IT alignment and IT infrastructure flexibility (Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011) 

and digital options (Overby et al., 2006) have also been linked to agility. Similarly, agility can 
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facilitate improvisation by contributing to the development of an environment that allows for 

flexibility and rapid operationalization of decisions. 

2.3.2 Review of the Empirical Literature on Improvisation 

2.3.2.1 Improvisation in General  

Improvisation has been studied from a number of theoretical perspectives. Most common 

theoretical backgrounds are organizational theory, including organizational change, 

organizational learning and institutional change, as well as strategic management, specifically 

dynamic capabilities. Many articles (e.g., Crossan et al., 2005; Kamoche & Cunha, 2003; 

Moorman & Miner, 1998a, 1998b; Vera & Crossan, 2004, 2005) attempt to develop a theory of 

organizational improvisation, sometimes using other theoretical foundations, such as 

organizational learning (e.g., Moorman & Miner, 1998a). 

Past empirical literature on organizational improvisation has mainly focused on the link 

between improvisation and performance. Other, less studied themes include organizational 

change through improvisation and improvisation in entrepreneurship.  These research areas are 

reviewed in more detail below.  

2.3.2.1.1 Improvisation, Innovation and Performance  

Since improvisation aims at producing something new (Miner et al., 2001; Vera & 

Crossan, 2004, 2005), scholars have naturally focused their research on the role that 

improvisation can play in enabling innovation. In this stream of research, the vast majority of 

empirical studies have used the context of (new) product development to study improvisation and 

innovation, and overall performance. Overall, various team, project, organizational and 

environmental factors influence the impact that improvisation has on project and organizational 

performance outcomes. See Table 2. 
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Table 2: Review of the Empirical Research on Improvisation and Performance  

Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Akgün, 

Byrne, 

Lynn, & 

Keskin 

(2007) 

Survey (new product 

development projects in 

US organizations)  

Improvisation 

Organizational 

learning 

(unlearning) 

No direct relationship between 

turbulence and team 

improvisation was found. 

Team improvisation contributes 

to information/knowledge 

implementation, which itself is 

related to new product success. 

Akgün & 

Lynn 

(2002)  

Survey (new product 

development teams in IT 

US organizations) 

Improvisation  

Variance explained in speed to 

market by team improvisation is 

limited, especially environments 

where there is high 

technological uncertainty.  

Some factors (team stability; 

teamwork) positively influence 

team improvisation while others 

(goal clarity) had a negative 

impact on team improvisation.  

Brown & 

Eisenhardt 

(1997) 

Multiple case study 

(product development 

projects in large IT 

organizations)  

Organization theory  

Continuous innovation may 

result partly from improvisation.  

Improvisation in product 

development teams may result 

from a combination of few 

structure rules (e.g., roles and 

responsibilities) and real-time 

communication.  

Cunha, 

Kamoche, 

& Campose 

Cunha 

(2003) 

Case study (new product 

development in 2 

organizations) 

Leadership  

Improvisation 

Improvisational leadership 

occurs in moderately dynamic 

environments, not in high or low 

dynamic environments.  

Low levels of improvisational 

leaderships occur in high or low 

levels of structure. 

Eisenhardt 

& Tabrizi 

(1995) 

Mixed methods 

(quantitative/quality 

data) (product 

development projects in 

the IT industry) 

Organization theory  

Fast adaptation through 

innovation in product 

development may occur through 

improvisation. Improvisation 

fits better for tasks that are 

uncertain and unpredictable, and 

build on flexibility and real-time 

communication. 
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Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Kyriakopou

los (2011) 

Longitudinal survey 

(product development in 

the Dutch food industry) 

Improvisation  

Information flows 

In contexts of high declarative 

memory, minimal external 

market and high internal market 

information, improvisation 

increases cost efficiency. 

Market information sources and 

low procedural memory reduce 

the negative effect of 

improvisation on market 

effectiveness but do not cancel 

it. 

Magni, 

Maruping, 

Hoegl, & 

Proserpio  

(2013) 

Survey (new product 

development by 

dispersed teams in 

Italian software 

development 

organizations)  

Team dynamics 

Innovation 

Improvisation has a positive 

effect on project performance. 

Moderating effect of team 

member dispersion (physical 

distance, geographical team 

configuration across sites,  

perception of distance). 

Moorman 

& Miner 

(1998b) 

Mixed methods using 

longitudinal study of 

two organizations in the 

food industry  (new 

product development 

teams) 

Improvisation 

theory  

Unplanned 

innovation 

Low organizational memory and 

high environmental turbulence 

provide a good setting for 

improvisation.   

Information flow can facilitate 

the impact of improvisation on 

product flexibility.  

Nuñez & 

Lynn 

(2012) 

Survey (new product 

development projects in 

IT US organizations)  

Innovation 

In high environmental 

turbulence (market and 

technology), medium levels of 

improvisation and medium 

levels of sequential new product 

development process lead to 

improved ability to meet cost 

expectations. 

 

A number of team characteristics affect improvisation. Teamwork quality (Akgün & 

Lynn, 2002; Vera & Crossan, 2005), expertise (Akgün & Lynn, 2002; Vera & Crossan, 2005) and 

stability (Akgün & Lynn, 2002) are all important determinants of the occurrence of improvisation 

within product development teams. However, the level of team dispersion (i.e., physical distance, 

geographical team configuration across sites and perception of distance) has been shown to 

negatively affect performance in improvisational teams (Magni et al., 2013).  
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In addition, a number of contextual factors can facilitate the occurrence and impact of 

organizational improvisation, especially in new product development teams. At the project or 

team level, a number of information and knowledge related factors are linked to improvisation. 

They include real-time communication, real-time information and knowledge (Brown & 

Eisenhardt, 1997; Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995; Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Moorman & Miner, 1998b; 

Vera & Crossan, 2005) and organizational memory (Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Moorman & Miner, 

1998b; Vera & Crossan, 2005). Findings from these studies are mixed. For instance, in new 

product development teams, high levels of real-time information and knowledge flows were 

shown to increase the impact of improvisation on product flexibility and team learning, but not on 

process flexibility (Moorman & Miner, 1998b). In the same study, real-time information and 

knowledge flows did not affect the level of improvisation within these teams (Moorman & Miner, 

1998b).  However, in a study of teams within a large municipality, it was found that higher levels 

of real-time information and communication led to a stronger positive impact of improvisation on 

innovation (Vera & Crossan, 2005). In a recent study, it was suggested that different types of 

market information (originating from internal and external sources) may have different effects on 

the relationship between improvisation and new product development outcomes (Kyriakopoulos, 

2011). Specifically, it was found that various combinations of information and organizational 

memory (e.g., high internal and low external market information combined with high declarative 

memory) increased the effect of improvisation on cost efficiencies (Kyriakopoulos, 2011). The 

role played by organizational memory is also unclear. In one study, high levels of organizational 

memory decreased the incidence of improvisation, while increasing the overall impact of 

improvisation on product design effectiveness and process effectiveness (Moorman & Miner, 

1998b). Later studies demonstrated that high complementarity between procedural (i.e., how to 

do something) and declarative (i.e., facts) memory did not seem to influence the relationship 

between improvisation and innovation (Vera & Crossan, 2005). The finding was further refined 
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by Kyriakopoulos (2011), as discussed above. This suggests that complementarity between 

declarative and procedural memory, as well as the impact of real-time information and 

knowledge, require further investigation.  

Other contextual factors play a much clearer role in enabling improvisation. In 

organizations with limited or semi-structures, improvisation is facilitated (Brown & Eisenhardt, 

1997; Davis, Eisenhardt, & Bingham, 2009). One study has also empirically demonstrated that an 

experimental or adaptive culture (i.e., that facilitates experimentation and encourages learning 

from past failures) is key to improvisation (Vera & Crossan, 2005).  

Finally, turbulence is an important environmental factor studied at length. Overall, 

findings show that although the level of environmental turbulence appears to have no impact on 

the occurrence of improvisational leadership (Cunha et al., 2003), the effect of improvisation on 

organizational outcomes is stronger in highly dynamic contexts (Moorman & Miner, 1998b; 

Nuñez & Lynn, 2012). Environmental turbulence may also be linked to organizational structure, 

in the sense that high environmental turbulence calls for less structure for improvisation to be 

effective (Davis et al., 2009).   

Performance as an outcome of improvisation is measured in different ways. It has been 

operationalized as team effectiveness (Magni et al., 2013), project effectiveness in terms of 

project and product flexibility (Moorman & Miner, 1998b), cost efficiencies (e.g., Kyriakopoulos, 

2011; Nuñez & Lynn, 2012), speed to market (e.g., Akgün et al., 2007; Lewis, Welsh, Dehler, & 

Green, 2002; Samra, Lynn, & Reilly, 2008), new product success and market effectiveness (e.g., 

Akgün & Lynn, 2002; Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Samra et al., 2008). In addition, outcomes measured 

can be directly related to innovation (e.g., Vera & Crossan, 2005), continuous product innovation 

(Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997), fast product innovation (Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995) and learning 

(Miner et al., 2001). Although conceptually, improvisation has been shown to lead to positive and 

negative outcomes (Cunha et al., 1999; Kamoche & Cunha, 2003; Miner et al., 2001), the 
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majority of studies focus on the positive outcomes of improvisation. A limited number of studies 

(e.g., Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Moorman & Miner, 1998b; Vera & Crossan, 2005) discuss the 

nuances of improvisational impact, suggesting that improvisation may not always lead to positive 

outcomes (e.g., Kyriakopoulos, 2011) or have a direct link to performance (e.g., Vera & Crossan, 

2005).   

In summary, past empirical literature, mostly in product development teams, informs us 

that team characteristics, information, knowledge and memory, as well as contextual factors such 

as culture, structure and environmental turbulence affect the occurrence of organizational 

improvisation and its potential effect on organizational performance.   

2.3.2.1.2 Improvisation and Organizational/Institutional Change  

A smaller number of studies empirically examine improvisation as a mechanism for 

organizational change or institutional change. These studies tend to draw from diverse 

organizational contexts, away from product development. Specifically, organizational and 

institutional change or resilience have been studied within a theatre company (Ford, 2008), a law 

firm (Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012), a firefighter team (Weick, 1993b) and publicly traded 

organizations (Bergh & Lim, 2008). See Table 3. 

  



 

27 

 

Table 3: Review of the Empirical Research on Improvisation and Organizational Change 

Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Bergh & 

Lim (2008) 

Archival data (publicly 

traded organizations)  

Organizational 

learning - 

absorptive capacity 

and improvisational 

learning  

More recent experience 

(equated to improvisational 

learning) is used to make 

decisions on spin-offs. 

Ford 

(2008) 

Single case study (US 

theatre company)  

Organization theory 

- complex adaptive 

systems and 

improvisation 

Complex adaptive systems and 

improvisation are an 

appropriate theoretical lens to 

understand continuous change.  

Smets et al. 

(2012) 

Single case study 

(England and Germany 

offices of an 

international law firm) 

Institutional change  

Improvisation at the tactical 

level can result in institutional 

changes.  

Weick 

(1993b) 

Archival data (Mann 

Gulch fire tragedy)  
Organization theory  

Survivors of the Mann Gulch 

fire used their past experience 

and creativity to improvise and 

tinker a solution.  

 

In his well-known analysis of the Mann Gulch tragedy, Weick (1993b) shows that fire 

survivors used their experience and creative thinking to improvise their way out of the flames. 

Ford (2008) suggests that the study of ongoing organizational change can be conducted through 

the improvisational lens (and the complex adaptive systems lens), and demonstrates the role of 

structure, learning and experimentation. Similarly, improvisation can result in institutional 

change. A study of two law offices within the same large firm specializing in large financial 

transaction services showed that situated improvisations (i.e., improvisations done at the team or 

individual level to work around specific issues) can lead to their systematization over time and to 

the development of changes at the organizational level, which eventually become institutionalized 

within the industry (Smets et al., 2012). Last, another recent study (Bergh & Lim, 2008) suggests 

that the link between improvisation and organizational strategy is a complex one, especially when 

it comes to organizational restructuring. In the context of spin-offs and sell-offs, the authors show 

that improvisational learning tends to support decisions made on spin-offs and lead to higher 
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financial performance, while repeated experience (i.e., absorptive capacity) is better suited for 

sell-off restructuring situations (Bergh & Lim, 2008). 

In summary, although the number of empirical studies on organizational change is 

limited, the stream of research suggests that improvisational mechanisms can occur at lower 

levels within the organization and impact organizational goals over time. Improvisation can also 

occur directly at the organizational level.  

2.3.2.1.3 Improvisation and Entrepreneurship 

Last, three studies that examine the role of improvisation in small organizations are 

discussed. Overall, findings suggest that organizational improvisation exists at the strategic, top 

management level and that improvisation can also rise from the bottom-up and impact 

organizational strategies. See Table 4. 

Table 4: Review of the Empirical Research on Improvisation and Entrepreneurship 

Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Baker et 

al. (2003) 

Case study (25 

entrepreneurial 

organizations in 

knowledge-intensive 

industries) 

Entrepreneurship  

Improvisation 

Strategic improvisation is common in 

knowledge-intensive start-ups.  

Improvised tactics resulting from 

pursuing external opportunities may 

impact start-ups' strategies.  

The development of improvisational 

competencies may have a negative 

impact on the development of 

design-precedes-execution 

competencies in the same activities.  

Bingham 

(2009) 

Multiple case study 

(9 entrepreneurial IT 

organizations in 

Finland, the US and 

Singapore)  

Entrepreneurship 

Improvisation  

More improvisation in opportunity 

selection may not be beneficial while 

more improvisation in opportunity 

execution may contribute to the 

success of international entry of 

entrepreneurial firms over time. 
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Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Hmieleski 

& Corbett 

(2008) 

Survey  

(US entrepreneurial 

firms) 

Improvisation 

Entrepreneurship 

Improvisational behavior does not 

relate to new venture performance.  

Improvisational behavior is related to 

work satisfaction, which is enhanced 

when there are high levels of 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy.  

 

Organizations run by founders who exhibit high levels of improvisational behavior do not 

necessarily perform better than other firms (Hmieleski & Corbett, 2008), suggesting that 

founders’ improvisation alone does not impact performance. Rather, studies suggest more 

complex mechanisms through which improvisation can help small organizations. For instance, a 

recent study by Bingham (2009) suggests that top managers need to be careful when using 

improvisation in the context of international market entry. While improvisation is useful to 

execute on potential opportunities, it can be detrimental during the opportunity selection process 

(Bingham, 2009). Improvisation is also common in knowledge-intensive entrepreneurial 

organizations, both at the founder’s level and the more tactical level (Baker et al., 2003). In their 

study of 25 start-up firms, the authors show founders sometimes pursue opportunities or solve 

problems in an improvisational way, in complement to more planned approaches (e.g., using a 

design-precedes-execution model). Furthermore, they demonstrate that these improvisations 

occurring at the operational level can impact the overall organizational goals and strategies over 

time, in the same way that improvisations by top managers do (Baker et al., 2003). 

In summary, studies of improvisation in the context of entrepreneurial firms suggest that 

improvisation is a complex phenomenon that is conducted by top managers, or can emerge from 

the operational level and change organizational strategies over time.  
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2.3.2.2 Improvisation in Information Systems  

Although improvisation may not have received a lot of research attention in the 

information systems field (Doll & Deng, 2011), the origins of improvisation in IS research can be 

traced to the seminal work conducted by Claudio Ciborra on bricolage and improvisation (e.g., 

Ciborra, 1996; Ciborra, 1999a, 1999b) and by Wanda Orlikowski on improvisation as a 

mechanism for change (e.g., Orlikowski & Hofman, 1997; Orlikowski, 1996, 2000, 2002). 

Among the research conducted on the topic of IS and organizational improvisation, three main 

themes emerge, specifically improvisation from an IS development perspective, improvisation in 

the overall IS acceptance perspective (i.e., implementation, adoption, use), and the role of IS in 

facilitating organizational improvisation. These research themes are reviewed below. Since the 

last two themes are more closely related to the topic of this research, more attention is devoted to 

them.  

2.3.2.2.1  Improvisation in Software Development and Maintenance 

Improvisation in IS development has been researched from the perspectives of software 

development and software maintenance. The research described here is focused on the IS function 

and does not tend to address the strategic perspective of improvisation at the top management 

level. See Table 5.  

IS design research has also explored the role of design in facilitating improvisation (e.g., 

Mendonça, 2007), which is further explored in the Information Systems as Organizational 

Improvisation Enabler section.  
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Table 5: Review of the Software Development and Maintenance Empirical Research  

Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

de Haan 

& Cohen 

(2007) 

Multiple case study 

(seven small software 

development vendors) 

Entrepreneurship 

Innovation - 

product 

development 

models  

The use of an improvisation-based 

software development approach has 

positive effects on sales.  

Teamwork skills, experience and 

experimental culture foster the 

development of improvisation skills.  

Harris, 

Collins, & 

Hevner 

(2009) 

Single case study (large 

application service 

provider) 

Dynamic 

capabilities  

Control theory 

In contexts where time pressures are 

limited, project is sizeable and 

uncertainty is high, a flexible 

approach including improvisation 

leads to enhanced organizational 

goals.  

McGann 

& 

Lyytinen 

(2009) 

Multiple longitudinal 

case study (two 

manufacturing 

organizations) 

Organizational 

change  

Improvisation 

User process improvisation may lead 

to significant changes in 

organizational routines.  

Small improvisations in process or 

systems design may lead to 

significant changes in information 

systems.   

Dynamic interaction between 

planned change and improvised 

change increases information 

systems evolution over time. 

Njenga & 

Brown 

(2012) 

Single case study (large 

South African 

multinational 

organization) 

Improvisation 

Rational-adaptive 

models 

Improvisation is found to occur in 

the context of information systems 

security at the organizational level 

(access and data control, IS 

architecture, policies, event 

monitoring, governance, recovery) 

and individual level (policies, event 

monitoring, recovery).  

IS security is driven by rational and 

improvisation choices, lending 

support to the rational-adaptive 

framework 

Silva 

(2002) 

Longitudinal single 

case study (Guatemalan 

healthcare public 

sector)  

Improvisation 

Power  

In the context of public sector, a 

decision to outsource a system’s 

development is contingent upon 

political and organizational factors.  

Teoh, 

Wickrams

inghe, & 

Pan 

(2012) 

Single case study 

(Singapore hospital) 

Improvisation 

Bricolage  

Improvisation is a highly structured 

activity that can be seen as a 

structure linking resource, time and 

effort.  
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Improvisation in IS design can be thought as a complementary approach to more 

traditional model-driven and highly structured design approaches. Improvisation used during the 

design part of software development tends to facilitate the creation of novel IS design, as was 

shown in the case of a Singapore hospital (Teoh et al., 2012). Furthermore, research conducted on 

the overall software development process has shown that, in specific contexts, software 

development teams that use flexible, improvised development approaches may produce products 

that are aligned with organizational goals. For instance, in relatively large projects with high 

uncertainty but limited time pressure, software products developed through use of a flexible 

development approach tend to better address market needs (Harris et al., 2009). Similarly, a 

positive impact in sales was observed in small vendor teams that used an improvisation software 

development approach (de Haan & Cohen, 2007). In overall project management, the decision to 

outsource an IS project in developing countries may result from improvisations that are 

contingent on political and organizational factors (Silva, 2002).  

In terms of IS maintenance and evolution, IS design and process can be adapted over time 

through user improvisations following the implementation and continuing use of a system 

(McGann & Lyytinen, 2009). In the context of IS security, improvisation is present from a user 

perspective at the individual and collective levels (Njenga & Brown, 2012). In addition, by 

following a rational-adaptive approach, which builds on improvisation, IS practitioners can 

mitigate IS security risks in systems over time (Njenga & Brown, 2012).  

In summary, past research suggests that software development methods can benefit from 

flexible development approaches based on improvisation.  
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2.3.2.2.2 Improvisation in IS Acceptance  

The role of improvisation in IS acceptance, broadly encompassing all activities starting 

from the implementation of an information system in an organization, is a second important 

improvisation research topic in IS. This line of research is influenced by the work of Orlikowski 

(Orlikowski & Hofman, 1997; Orlikowski, 1996, 2000) on improvisation as a change mechanism. 

Studies use two related perspectives, one viewing improvisation as a broad source of 

organizational change through technology and the other viewing individual or situated 

improvisation as workaround that leads to change in information systems. See Table 6. 

Table 6: Review of the Empirical Research in IS Acceptance and Improvisation 

Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Boudreau & 

Robey (2005) 

Single 

longitudinal 

case study (large 

US government 

agency) 

Organizational 

change  

Human agency  

Improvised learning is the main 

mechanism by which users move from a 

limited use of an ERP systems (inertia) to 

reinvented use of the system through 

modifications (e.g., workarounds). 

Improvised learning is the result of social 

influences, such as pressure to use the 

system, refusal by power users to do the 

users' work for them, and informal 

training by peer users.  

Brigham & 

Introna (2006) 

Longitudinal 

single case 

study (UK fire 

brigade) 

Phenomenology 

Firefighters use improvisation not as an 

opportunity to learn about the new mobile 

data system but as a way to rectify issues 

with new system. 

Elbanna 

(2006) 

Single case 

study (large 

international 

organization)  

Actor network 

theory  

The implementation of an ERP system 

can be accompanied by improvisation as 

workarounds to address systems issues. 

Macredie & 

Sandom 

(1999) 

Single case 

study (small 

military 

organization) 

Organizational 

change 

management 

Improvisational 

change model 

In the context of a highly hierarchical 

organization, local improvisations leads to 

the process changes in information 

systems use. Over time, organizational 

processes and the technology is adapted.   
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Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Orlikowski 

(1996) 

Single case 

study (small US 

software 

company)  

Organizational 

transformation  

Structuration 

Emergent and deliberate changes in work 

and management result from the 

implementation of an incident tracking 

support system. 

Tjørnehøj & 

Mathiassen, 

(2010) 

Longitudinal 

single case 

study (small 

Danish software 

organization) 

Technology 

adoption 

Organizational improvisation leads to 

changes in strategy during technology 

adoption through learning but changes 

take longer to take effect.  

Constant improvisations are done at lower 

levels within the organization to improve 

software operations and some have 

positive outcomes for the whole 

organization. 

 

Research in this area is based on the assumptions that unpredictability in the environment 

limits how much organizational change can be planned, and that organizational change is ongoing 

with no pre-determined end date (Orlikowski & Hofman, 1997). The improvisation model for 

change management suggests that, under the right conditions, technological change can be 

achieved through improvisation. Planning is not forbidden in this view, but is only considered as 

a guide for anticipated change. Emergent and opportunity-driven changes that take place over 

time cannot be predicted and occur through improvisation from users. Under this improvisation 

model, experimentation with and learning from the system is encouraged, failures are expected 

and managed (Orlikowski & Hofman, 1997). In a related article, Orlikowski (2000) uses a 

practice-oriented approach to examine the interaction between technology and people. The author 

suggests that improvisation, or the use of technology in different ways because of unexpected 

opportunities and challenges, is one way by which users interact with information systems. Such 

improvisations can affect information systems (through technology adaptation, changes in data) 

and organizational processes (work, learning and collaboration processes).   
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This conceptual view is strengthened by empirical studies. The implementation of a 

Groupware collaboration system in a small software organization led users to improvise in order 

to find way to use the new technology, which in turn triggered technology change and overall 

organizational transformation (Orlikowski, 1996). A study conducted in a large government 

agency, where an ERP had just been implemented but was barely used, showed that improvised 

learning through colleagues (power users and peers) and managers (project leaders) led to the 

‘reinvention’ of the system and increased use (Boudreau & Robey, 2005). In a highly hierarchical 

organization, following the implementation of a workflow application, local improvisations by 

users led to process changes which eventually impacted overall organizational processes and led 

to technology changes (Macredie & Sandom, 1999). In the process of adoption of software 

process improvement technology in a small Danish software firm, constant improvisations by 

users and subsequent learning can lead to the improvement of operational processes and overall 

changes in organizational strategy over time (Tjørnehøj & Mathiassen, 2010). 

Improvisation can also be seen as a work around. Following the implementation of an 

ERP system in two divisions of a multinational organization, users improvised and worked 

around system issues (Elbanna, 2006). A study of firefighters’ reactions to the introduction of a 

mobile data system showed that the use of improvisation helped firefighters work around design 

issues (Brigham & Introna, 2006). 

In summary, research on improvisation as change suggests that improvisation can be used 

as a way to embrace ongoing change brought about by the implementation of a new technology. 

Local improvisations by users can be used to work around or adapt technology. The potential 

impact of improvisation on organizational change is dominant in this stream of research. The 

impact of improvisation on technology change and organizational change seems to apply to many 

types of technology and organizational structures. 
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2.3.2.2.3 Information Systems as Organizational Improvisation Enabler  

The last stream of IS research on improvisation is more closely linked to the topic of this 

thesis, as it relates to the role that information systems can play in enabling improvisation. The 

role of IS in improvisation has been studied from a number of perspectives, including IS design, 

IS governance, IS use and the indirect role of IS through information/knowledge management. 

See Table 7.   

Table 7: Review of the Empirical Research on IS as Improvisation Enabler 

Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

Day, 

Junglas, & 

Silva 

(2009)  

Single case 

study (Hurricane 

Katrina relief 

effort in six US 

private and 

public 

organizations) 

Supply chain 

management 

In contexts of emergency relief supply chain 

management, where unpredictability and 

complexity are high, improvisation can 

improve the flow of information. 

Doll & 

Deng 

(2011) 

Survey 

Experiential 

learning theory 

Improvisation  

In low environmental turbulence, IT facilitates 

experiential learning and improvisation by 

empowering engineers (in terms of autonomy 

and software capability) and enabling the 

development of improvisational competencies. 

Fomin 

(2008) 

Mixed methods 

(Copenhagen 

Transportation 

Authority and 

users) 

Improvisation  

Information 

systems use  

In the context of an unexpected situation, 

individuals may not always make use of IT-

enabled information to make improvisation 

more efficient. 

Mendonça 

(2007) 

Secondary data 

(2001 World 

Trade Center 

attack) 

Decision 

making  

In contexts of emergency decision-making, 

emergency decision support systems need to 

provide cognitively grounded mechanisms that 

facilitate improvisation.   

Orlikowski 

(2002) 

Single case 

study (large 

Dutch 

multinational 

organization) 

Organizational 

knowledge   

Practice 

orientation 

The development of practices leading to 

knowing how to coordinate work in a 

distributed environment can have negative 

effects on improvisation by creating plans, 

metrics and policies.  

Pavlou & 

El Sawy 

(2010) 

Survey (US 

organizations) 

Dynamic 

capabilities 

Competitive 

dynamics  

In the context of new product development, 

improvisational capabilities are more effective 

than dynamic capabilities in highly dynamic 

environments. Like dynamic capabilities, 

improvisational capabilities help reconfigure 
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Article Type of study 
Theoretical 

perspective 
Main improvisation findings 

operational capabilities that lead to competitive 

advantage.  

Organizational memory systems do not seem 

to impact improvisational capabilities, in 

moderately or highly dynamic environments.  

 

First, some information systems should be designed to facilitate improvisational decision-

making. For instance,  Ciborra (1999a) suggests that good candidate IS are systems that enable 

access to past experience (e.g., organizational memory systems), facilitate communication (e.g., 

collaboration systems, conference systems) and encourage learning and reflection (e.g., 

simulation models). In addition, information systems should be designed to incorporate elements 

that facilitate decision-making, especially in the case of emergency situations (Mendonça, 2007). 

For instance, IS design should focus on software scalability and modularity that enables 

improvisation by users, especially in IS projects in developing countries (Heeks, 2002). The 

overall design of an IS architecture that allows for modularity and knowledge redundancy, and 

that is coupled with relational governance and delegated decision-making, should facilitate the 

development of improvisational competencies (and operational efficiencies) within organizations’ 

networks of partnerships (Konsynski & Tiwana, 2004).    

The use or non-use of information systems can impact organizational improvisation, both 

in low and high environmental dynamism. Using the dynamic capabilities perspective, Pavlou 

and El Sawy (2010) empirically examine the relationships between IT leveraging capabilities and 

improvisational capabilities in the context of new product development. Specifically, the authors 

find that the effective use of certain specific systems (project and resource management systems 

and cooperative work systems) positively impacts improvisational capabilities in moderate and 

high dynamic environments. However, effective use of organizational memory systems had no 

impact on improvisation. In the context of low environmental dynamism characterizing 
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engineering firms, IT-enabled engineering design work was shown to facilitate the development 

of improvisational competencies in engineers, which resulted in the generation of more novel 

ideas (Doll & Deng, 2011).  

Information systems are also related to improvisation through information and knowledge 

(I/K) management. The few articles published on this topic suggest that IS research takes a 

complementary approach to the general improvisation research. Complementing the consensus in 

the improvisation research that the availability of real-time information and knowledge is critical 

to improvisation, IS research suggests that improvisation also enables good information and 

knowledge creation. In a conceptual article on group tacit knowledge creation, Erden, von Krogh 

and Nonaka (2008) argue that there are four levels of quality tacit knowledge, the highest level 

being through group improvisation. To be able to improvise, groups should have developed a 

collective mind. In turn, improvisation allows the group to deal with uncertainty, not just reduce it 

(Erden et al., 2008). Similarly, in the context of emergency relief supply chain management, 

improvisation can improve information flows (Day et al., 2009).  However, in the study of 

geographically distributed product development teams in a high-technology organization, 

Orlikowski (2002) showed that the development of practices leading to the development of 

‘knowing’ how to coordinate team work can negatively affect improvisation.  

In summary, information systems can play an important in facilitating improvisation. 

Systems can be designed and governed to enable improvisation directly or indirectly through 

information/knowledge management. Effective use of information systems can also facilitate the 

development of improvisational capabilities. 
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2.3.3 Strategic Improvisation  

Past research on improvisation in general and in IS shows that tactical or operational 

improvisation occurring at lower levels within the organization can affect the organization’s 

strategy. Limited research on entrepreneurship also suggests that top managers conduct 

improvisation. As a multilevel construct, improvisation occurs at the individual, team and 

organization levels with potential effects on other levels (Crossan et al., 2005; Perry, 1991).  

Seminal work on organizational improvisation suggests that improvisation can only 

provide strategic benefits to an organization when everyone in the organization (employees and 

management) improvises (Perry, 1991). Under the assumption that improvisation is a component 

of any type of decision-making, whether ad-hoc or rationally made ( Ciborra, 1999a), 

improvisation can constitute an alternative perspective through which to study top management 

strategic decision-making in dynamic environments (Crossan & Sorrenti, 1997; Eisenhardt, 

1997).  

Improvisation has been extensively examined at the tactical level with a focus on teams 

(e.g., Miner et al., 2001; Moorman & Miner, 1998b; Vera & Crossan, 2004), but organizational 

improvisation conducted by top managers, or strategic improvisation events that impact 

organizational strategy  (Baker et al., 2003), has received less attention. Strategic improvisation 

events may occur in two ways, through tactical improvisations relayed by managers that affect 

the organization strategically and through top management’s improvisational actions. 

First, early research on strategy suggests that unexpected events may trigger rapid actions 

and changes in the organizational strategy, which can be initiated by employees and implemented 

by management, or initiated and implemented by management (Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985). 

The Honda example (Pascale, 1996) shows how Honda’s executive leaders’ and employees’ 

improvisations shaped the organization’s motorcycle strategy. The author explains how Honda’s 

strategy was mostly based on “miscalculations, serendipity and organizational learning” 
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(Pascale, 1996, p.84). In their in-depth study of two organizations, Miner et al. (2001) also found 

that in one organization, improvisation events lead to the creation of a new product line, which 

affects the organization’s overall strategic goals.  Large, publicly traded organizations tend to 

make decisions around organizational restructuring, specifically spin-offs, based on recent 

experience about spin-offs, suggesting the importance of improvisational learning in this context 

(Bergh & Lim, 2008).  

Second, strategic improvisation occurs through top managers. Although little research has 

specifically focused on the role of top managers in strategic improvisation, recent studies 

highlight the importance of top managers in strategic improvisation. First, when organizations are 

initially created, founders make strategic decisions following different and complementary 

approaches, one of them being improvisation (Baker et al., 2003).  Some improvisations at the 

operational or tactical levels are also shown to eventually lead to the modification of start-up 

strategy (Baker et al., 2003). Strategic improvisation is also present in firms with a strategy of 

international expansion, although it appears to be more effective in terms of strategic opportunity 

execution than selection (Bingham, 2009). By studying partners from two merging law firms in 

two different countries, Smets and colleagues (2012) also show that institutional changes arise 

from partners’ or other lawyers’ decisions and activities. In information systems research, 

changes in strategy have been found to result from organizational improvisation during 

technology adoption (Tjørnehøj & Mathiassen, 2010). 

These qualitative studies are useful in demonstrating the existence of strategic 

improvisation enacted by top managers. However, they do not explain how and why strategic 

improvisation occurs in organizations. In this thesis, a key objective is to better understand the 

mechanisms by which strategic improvisation is conducted by top managers. 

In summary, strategic improvisation events are conducted by top managers or by 

employees but relayed by top management, and affect organizational goals and strategies. 
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Combining general characteristics of improvisation with strategic improvisation events 

specificities, a definition of strategic improvisation events can be proposed as the spontaneous 

and creative activities conducted or relayed by top management that aim to produce change in a 

time-constrained environment and that are directed at organizational strategies and goals. The 

following section reviews the dynamic capabilities perspective as an appropriate theoretical lens 

through which to study strategic improvisation events and offers a definition for strategic 

improvisation as a dynamic capability.  

2.4 Dynamic Capabilities and Strategic Improvisation Capability 

2.4.1 Overview of Dynamic Capabilities  

The dynamics capabilities perspective takes its origins in the strategic management 

literature and more specifically the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm (Barney, 1991). The 

RBV builds on theoretical assumptions from the behavioral view of the firm and evolutionary 

theory, which suggest that organizations can grow through learning mechanisms that allow them 

to develop and refine organizational routines and processes (Augier & Teece, 2009). The RBV 

contends that it is internally that organizations can create sustained competitive advantages, by 

developing resources that are rare, valuable, hard to imitate and to substitute (Barney, 1991). 

Resources are organizational assets in terms of physical (e.g., IT infrastructure), human (e.g., 

individual knowledge and expertise) and organizational (e.g., processes) capital (Barney, 1991). 

This is in contrast with other influential strategic perspectives that emphasize the need to develop 

strategies to address competitive environments, for instance the Five Forces model (Porter, 1980).   

One important assumption in the RBV is that organizations mostly evolve in relatively 

stable environments that allow them to develop sustained competitive advantages. Dynamic 

capabilities extend the RBV by acknowledging the more turbulent environments in which most 
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organizations compete today and the likelihood that it will be much more difficult to gain and 

retain competitive advantages over time (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). In turbulent environments, 

organizations use dynamic capabilities to adapt to external constraints, but also to influence their 

competitive environment (Teece, 2007).  

Dynamic capabilities differ from day-to-day operational capabilities, also referred to as 

‘ordinary or substantive capabilities’ (Zahra, Sapienza, & Davidsson, 2006), ‘zero-order 

capabilities’ (Winter, 2003) or operating routines (Zollo & Winter, 2002). These operational 

capabilities are capabilities (i.e., ability to manage valued resources; Bharadwaj, 2000) that keep 

an organization running and help address daily challenges (Barreto, 2010; Eisenhardt & Martin, 

2000; Zahra et al., 2006; Zollo & Winter, 2002, 2002). New product development or acquisition 

processes and routines are examples of operational capabilities. In contrast, dynamic capabilities 

can be viewed as ‘first order’ capabilities (Winter, 2003) that alter operational capabilities as 

needed (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997; Zahra et al., 2006; Zollo & Winter, 2002) 

and are generally defined as a firm’s “ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and 

external competencies to address rapidly changing environments” (Teece et al. 1997, p.517).  

While there is overall agreement in the dynamic capabilities literature that environmental 

conditions are important to dynamic capabilities, little consensus exists on the level of 

environmental dynamism that best favours dynamic capabilities (Barreto, 2010). Overall, 

dynamic capabilities are not dependent upon environmental turbulence but their effects may be 

more felt in moderate to highly dynamic environments, especially in uncertain global 

environments, where technology and market changes are rapid and unpredictable (Eisenhardt & 

Martin, 2000; Teece, 2007; Zahra et al., 2006). In general, organizations should refrain from 

investing heavily in developing dynamic capabilities in environmental contexts where change is 

limited and benefits derived from dynamic capabilities would be lower than with ad-hoc decision-

making (Winter, 2003). A recent study in a new product development context empirically 
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demonstrates that IT-leveraged dynamic capabilities may have a stronger impact on operational 

capabilities in moderately, rather than highly, dynamic environments (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2010).  

Dynamic capabilities are specific processes and patterns of activities established by top 

management (Teece et al., 1997; Zahra et al., 2006) that affect other capabilities, processes or 

resources within the organization, with the objective of reorganizing them into new 

organizational strategies that better address changing environments and markets (Eisenhardt & 

Martin, 2000; Zahra et al., 2006). In order to be able to manage capability reconfigurations or 

“orchestration” (Teece, 2007), top managers should first have a good understanding of their 

organization’s resources and competences (Danneels, 2011).  

An organization can develop dynamic capabilities with different purposes (Eisenhardt & 

Martin, 2000; Zahra et al., 2006). For instance, dynamic capabilities may focus on 

reconfiguration through the integration of resources (e.g., combining resources and competencies, 

bricolage), the reallocation of resources, and the gain (e.g., acquisition) and release (e.g., exiting a 

market) of resources (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). Recent research suggests that large 

organizations are more cost-efficient with resource access and development when they have 

developed related dynamic capabilities (Stadler, Helfat, & Verona, 2013). In global 

environments, important dynamic capabilities for multinationals include the capability to sense 

and shape opportunities (i.e., the organizational ability to analytically identify and evaluate 

business opportunities in the environment), the capability to seize opportunities (i.e., the 

organizational ability to act on the sensed opportunity) and the capability to combine, reconfigure 

and protect assets (i.e., the ability to ensure continuous alignments of organizational assets with 

changing environments; Teece, 2007). In new product development contexts, dynamic 

capabilities may focus on the organization’s ability to sense and act upon business opportunities, 

to learn (i.e., using new knowledge to revamp operational capabilities), to integrate new 



 

44 

 

knowledge into reconfigured capabilities and to coordinate resources that are used in reconfigured 

capabilities (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2011).   

Intentional and purposeful (Augier & Teece, 2009), dynamic capabilities are 

characterized by patterns of action and speed (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997). To 

develop over time, dynamic capabilities need to be practised. At the same time, dynamic 

capabilities are about the ability of an organization to rapidly address time sensitive business 

opportunities (Teece et al., 1997).  Dynamic capabilities are also heterogeneous because they are 

firm specific (Teece et al., 1997). However, similarities among specific dynamic capabilities 

(e.g., ability to change product development processes) exist, which suggests ‘best practices’ can 

be developed (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). Furthermore, common mechanisms can help shape 

these shared components of dynamic capabilities, in particular learning and knowledge 

management mechanisms (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Zollo & Winter, 2002). The organizational 

specificity of dynamic capabilities renders them path-dependent, as similar dynamic capabilities 

may lead to different organizational performance outcomes (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). To a 

certain extent, organizations are bound by their past decisions in terms of competencies and skills 

(Teece et al., 1997).  

The development of dynamic capabilities is heavily dependent on organizational 

learning. Indeed, learning plays a key role in the transformation of relevant resources into 

capabilities, is embedded in organizational routines and processes and is necessary to recombine 

capabilities and resources to produce new ones (Andreu & Ciborra, 1996; Eisenhardt & Martin, 

2000). Learning mechanisms that are believed to facilitate the development of dynamic 

capabilities are experience accumulation, knowledge articulation and knowledge codification 

(Zollo & Winter, 2002). Experience accumulation refers to tacit knowledge that is stored as 

procedural memory in the form of routines based on past experience. Knowledge articulation 

refers to knowledge sharing through discussions that transforms tacit knowledge into explicit 
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knowledge. Last, knowledge codification involves formalizing knowledge into a codified, 

transferrable medium that can be stored and reused (Zollo & Winter, 2002). The importance of 

learning, especially codification routines, and the mediating role of dynamic capabilities, is 

reinforced by recent research. Based on a survey focusing on acquisition integration in large 

organizations, Heimeriks, Schijven and Gates (2012) empirically show that ‘higher-order 

routines’ or dynamic capabilities, such as risk management practices and tacit knowledge 

management practices, allow organizations to benefit from codification. In contrast, in new 

ventures and small to medium organizations, specific experiential learning mechanisms such as 

learning from trial and error and improvisation may be particularly helpful to develop dynamic 

capabilities (Zahra et al., 2006).  

Other contextual factors may facilitate the development of dynamic capabilities, 

including a flexible structure and strategies governed by few simple rules (Galunic & Eisenhardt, 

2001). In a qualitative study of one large IT organization with multiple strategic business units, 

the authors showed that reconfiguring dynamic capabilities are particularly effective in modular, 

adaptive organizational structures that can easily change. Additionally, reconfiguring dynamic 

capabilities were found to be best guided by simple strategic rules that provide boundaries 

(Galunic & Eisenhardt, 2001).  

Although early conceptualization of dynamic capabilities suggested that they directly 

influence the development of sustainable competitive advantages (e.g., Teece et al., 1997), a 

growing consensus indicates that dynamic capabilities’ value resides in the capability 

reconfigurations they produce (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). These modified operational 

capabilities facilitate the implementation of new strategies and the development of temporary 

competitive advantages, that allow organizations to sense and seize business opportunities 

(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). For instance, in two recent studies, Pavlou and El Sawy (2010, 
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2011) demonstrate that dynamic capabilities indirectly impact performance through operational 

capabilities in the context of new product development.  

In summary, the dynamic capabilities perspective suggests that, in environments with 

various levels of turbulence, dynamic capabilities can indirectly lead to superior organizational 

performance, through the reconfiguration of operational capabilities. Organizations best suited for 

dynamic capabilities have developed adaptive structures, follow flexible strategies with simple 

rules, and emphasize organizational learning and knowledge sharing. See Figure 3 for a visual 

interpretation of dynamic capabilities. The model is based on the work by Andreu & Ciborra 

(1996) and Zollo & Winter (2002). 

Figure 3. Dynamic Capability Conceptual Model   

 

The conditions under which dynamic capabilities are beneficial appear to share 

similarities with those that facilitate improvisation, suggesting that the dynamic capabilities 

perspective is an appropriate theoretical lens through which to study strategic improvisation. This 

is discussed in the following section.  
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2.4.2 Strategic Improvisation as a Dynamic Capability 

Past literature on dynamic capabilities suggests that multiple types of dynamic 

capabilities may be found in organizations (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Zahra et al., 2006). What 

distinguishes a dynamic capability from an operational capability is its change or reconfiguration 

purpose (Zahra et al., 2006).  Strategic improvisation events, as spontaneous and creative 

activities conducted or relayed by top management that aim to produce change in a time-

constrained environment and directed at organizational strategies and goals, include components 

of purposeful change. As such, it is possible to consider strategic improvisation as a potential 

dynamic capability. This section provides justification for this assertion and concludes with a 

definition of strategic improvisation capability. 

Before justifying why strategic improvisation can be conceptualized as a dynamic 

capability, it is important to note that improvisation may be viewed as a different type of 

reconfiguring capability than dynamic capabilities. A recent and influential article by Pavlou & El 

Sawy (2010) distinguishes dynamic capabilities from improvisational capabilities. The authors 

suggest and empirically demonstrate that improvisational capabilities have a stronger impact on 

new product development capabilities in highly turbulent environments than dynamic capabilities 

do. The study results indicate that dynamic capabilities are more effective in moderately, rather 

than highly, turbulent environments. I agree with the authors that both improvisational and 

dynamic capabilities are essentially reconfiguring capabilities but I do not suggest in this thesis 

that dynamic and improvisational capabilities are distinct capabilities. Rather, I consider strategic 

improvisation as a specific type of reconfiguring dynamic capability that should be most effective 

in highly dynamic environments.  
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2.4.2.1 Justification of Strategic Improvisation as a Dynamic Capability  

The justification of strategic improvisation as a dynamic capability is done in two steps. 

It is first necessary to establish that strategic improvisation can be seen as a capability, and 

second that it is a dynamic capability, rather than an operational capability.  

First, past literature has established that organizational improvisation is a type of 

capability, because improvisational actions are “collective, repeatable or patterned and 

purposeful” (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2010, p.449), thereby meeting capability characteristics outlined 

in earlier dynamic capability research (Winter, 2003). Similarly, strategic improvisation fits these 

characteristics. Strategic improvisation is a collective activity performed by top management 

teams and potentially affecting the whole organization. In line with other types of organizational 

improvisation, strategic improvisation can develop as a competency over time and practice, even 

if situations requiring improvisation may differ. The development of patterns in organizational 

improvisation has been documented (Miner et al., 2001) and compared to capability building 

(Winter, 2003). Baker et al. (2003) found that small ventures founders develop improvisational 

competencies by frequently conducting strategic improvisations that have immediate or longer-

term positive effects on the organization. Last, improvisation is purposeful and aims at producing 

change, for instance bringing about organizational change (e.g., Orlikowski, 1996, 2000), or 

creating innovative products and services (e.g., Vera & Crossan, 2005). Strategic improvisation 

also aims at producing an outcome that is strategically related and can affect organizational goals. 

Baker and colleagues (2003) explain that strategic improvisations can lead to complete changes in 

strategies and market foci. Similarly, Miner et al. (2001) found anecdotal evidence suggesting 

that strategic improvisation occurrs in one studied organization and leads to a new market entry.  

The second step in determining whether strategic improvisation can be conceptualized as 

a dynamic capability is to establish whether it fits the ‘dynamic’ component of dynamic 

capability and is not an operational capability. As such, similarities between a dynamic capability 
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and strategic improvisation are reviewed in terms of defining characteristics, development 

mechanisms and favourable environment and organizational context. See Table 8.   

Table 8: Similarities between Dynamic Capabilities and Strategic Improvisation   

Dimensions Dynamic capability Strategic improvisation 

Defining characteristics  

Level of 

activity  
Collective (Winter, 2003) 

Multilevel (Crossan et al., 2005; 

Cunha et al., 1999; Perry, 1991).  

 

Collective for strategic improvisation 

(Baker et al., 2003). 

Initiation 
Top management (Teece et al., 1997; 

Zahra et al., 2006) 

Either top management initiated or 

driven (Baker et al., 2003). 

Patterned / 

Repeatable/ 

Purpose 

Repetition through practice. 

Intentional and purposeful (Winter, 

2003). 

Competency that improves with 

practice. Purposeful and intentional 

with novel output as objective (Baker 

et al., 2003; Miner et al., 2001).    

Time sensitivity 

Ability to address rapidly business 

opportunities that are time critical 

(Teece et al., 1997).  

By definition, strategic improvisation 

is time sensitive and driven by the 

ability to address business 

opportunities and challenges rapidly 

(Crossan et al., 2005; Miner et al., 

2001; Moorman & Miner, 1998a). 

Heterogeneity/ 

Evolution 

Heterogeneity but with 

commonalities (Eisenhardt & Martin, 

2000; Zollo & Winter, 2002). 
 

Path dependent derived by learning 

mechanisms (Eisenhardt & Martin, 

2000). 

 

Path dependent. Positive and 

negative outcomes (Cunha et al., 

1999; Miner et al., 2001). 

Development mechanism 

Learning and 

knowledge 

management 

Based on experiential learning, 

intense communication.  

 

Experience accumulation (procedural 

memory). 

 

Knowledge articulation and 

codification (Heimeriks et al., 2012; 

Zollo & Winter, 2002). 

Real-time communication and 

information (e.g., Crossan et al., 

2005). 
 

Complementarity between procedural 

memory and declarative memory 

(codified knowledge as facts;  

Moorman & Miner, 1998a). 

Favourable environment and organizational context  

Environment  

Environments that vary from 

moderate to high turbulence (Barreto, 

2010). 

Environments that vary from 

moderate to high turbulence (Crossan 

et al., 2005).  
Organizational 

culture  

Learning culture embracing 

experiential actions, mistakes and 

Experimental, adaptive culture 

(Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998; Crossan 
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Dimensions Dynamic capability Strategic improvisation 

failures (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; 

Zollo & Winter, 2002). 
et al., 2005). 

Organizational 

structure  

Flexible, adaptive structure that can 

be easily modified (Galunic & 

Eisenhardt, 2001). 

Limited structure that is not 

constrained (Brown & Eisenhardt, 

1998; Davis et al., 2009). 

Organizational 

strategy  

Strategy based on simple rules that 

guide dynamic capabilities (Galunic 

& Eisenhardt, 2001). 

Flexible strategies that allow for 

deviation from plan (e.g., Brown & 

Eisenhardt, 1998).  
  

Across all examined dimensions for the development of dynamic capabilities and strategic 

improvisation, strong similarities are noted.  See Figure 4 for a visual representation of strategic 

improvisation as a dynamic capability.  

Figure 4. Dynamic Capability Conceptual Model   

  

This comparison between dynamic capabilities and strategic improvisation suggests that 

the assumptions used for strategic improvisation fit with the assumptions underlying the dynamic 

capability perspective. 

2.4.2.1 Definition of Strategic Improvisation Capability 

Strategic improvisation as a dynamic capability aims at producing change through the 

reconfiguration of operational capabilities. Building on improvisation and dynamic capabilities 

literatures and definitions, it is therefore possible to define strategic improvisation capability as 

“top managers’ ability to spontaneously and creatively integrate, build, and reconfigure internal 
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and external resources and capabilities to address unpredictable and rapidly changing strategic 

opportunities and threats”. For this remainder of this document, strategic improvisation and 

strategic improvisation capability are used interchangeably to refer to strategic improvisation as a 

dynamic capability. Whenever a reference is made to strategic improvisation in a different 

context (e.g., as an event or an action), this is clearly indicated.  

Based on this dynamic capabilities’ perspective of strategic improvisation, the 

development of a dynamic capability related to strategic improvisation is a worthy objective for 

organizations facing constant change in their environment. However, understanding how dynamic 

capabilities such as strategic improvisation develop is an important research objective (Pavlou & 

El Sawy, 2011). In addition, to achieve temporary competitive advantages and performance, 

dynamic capabilities such as strategic improvisation must affect operational capabilities, that in 

turn contribute to organizational success (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). It is therefore important to 

also understand its impacts on internal organizational capabilities. With this aim, Chapter 3 

introduces the proposed research model and presents related propositions.   

2.5 Summary 

Building on the review of organizational and strategic improvisation research, as well as 

dynamic capabilities, this chapter provided justification for the study of strategic improvisation as 

a dynamic capability. Several important factors contributing to strategic improvisation capability 

(e.g., environmental turbulence, organizational context, knowledge and information) and resulting 

from strategic improvisation (e.g., learning, flexibility) were introduced. Chapter 3 - Research 

Model and Propositions further explores these factors and describes the research model and 

propositions for this thesis.   
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 Chapter 3

Research Model and Propositions  

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 2 provided a review of the literature on organizational improvisation and the 

dynamic capabilities perspective, which led to the conceptualization of strategic improvisation as 

a dynamic capability. This chapter develops and justifies the research model and propositions for 

this thesis.  

3.2 Research Model and Construct Definitions 

Figure 5 illustrates the research model. It is based on an extant review of the literature 

and builds on models proposed by Crossan and colleagues (2005), Moorman & Miner (1998a, 

1998b), as well as Pavlou & El Sawy (2010). Although some antecedents may be included in 

studies at the individual, group or organizational levels of analysis, my focus in the thesis is at the 

organizational level of analysis.  
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Figure 5. Research Model  

 

The model suggests that two main sets of antecedents, namely information and 

knowledge factors, and organizational factors, enable effective strategic improvisation. 

Information systems play a central role in both sets of improvisation antecedents. In addition, it is 

proposed that strategic improvisation affects three specific organizational capabilities, but that 

this influence is moderated by environmental dynamism. It is also suggested that organizational 

learning affects information and knowledge antecedents through a feedback loop. Last, because 

industry, organizational maturity and size are believed to affect strategic improvisation, they are 

included in the research model as control variables.  Definitions for all model constructs are 

provided in Table 9 below. 
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Table 9. Main Definitions  

Construct Definition Source(s) 

Strategic 

improvisation 

Top managers’ ability to spontaneously and 

creatively integrate, build, and reconfigure 

internal and external resources and capabilities to 

address unpredictable and rapidly changing 

strategic opportunities and threats. 

New, based on 

Pavlou & El Sawy 

(2010); Teece et al. 

(1997) 

Information/Knowledge factors  

Organizational 

memory 

The information and knowledge retained by an 

organization, including factual information, 

routines and procedures, which can be used to 

make current decisions. 

Miner et al. (2001); 

Moorman & Miner, 

(1998a); Walsh & 

Ungson (1991) 

IM/KM 

capability 

The ability to provide accurate, timely, reliable 

and secure information and knowledge to 

facilitate business decisions. 

Mithas, Ramasubbu, 

& Sambamurthy 

(2011) 

IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

“The ability of a firm’s IT infrastructure to 

enable quick development and support of various 

system components”, in terms of hardware 

compatibility, software modularity and network 

connectivity.  

Kim, Shin, Kim, & 

Lee (2011; p.496) 

Organizational context moderators  

Business 

strategy 

flexibility 

The degree of adaptability of a business strategy 

to environmental changes, including strategic 

objectives and activities. 

Eisenhardt & Sull, 

(2001); Mintzberg, 

(1987); Sull & 

Eisenhardt (2012) 

IS/IT strategy 

An “organizational perspective on the investment 

in, deployment, use and management of 

information systems.” 

Chen, Mocker, 

Martin, Preston, & 

Teubner (2010;  
p. 235) 

Experimental 

culture 

The assumptions within the organization 

promoting action rather than reflection and 

allowing for experimentation, developed over 

time, that are shared with new organizational 

members. 

Crossan et al. (2005); 

Cunha et al. (1999); 

Schein (1984) 

Environmental 

dynamism 

The degree of instability within the environment, 

in terms of patterns of opportunities and threats 

and the speed or rate of opportunity or threat 

emergence. 

Davis et al. (2009) 

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process 

flexibility 

The ability to quickly react operationally to 

environmental demands. 
Holweg & Pil (2001) 
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3.3 Information/Knowledge Factors as Antecedents of Strategic Improvisation 

The development of dynamic capabilities, especially strategic improvisation, is highly 

dependent on extensive and real-time information and communication (Crossan et al., 2005; 

Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Vera & Crossan, 2005). Real-time information and communication, 

characterized by the immediacy between the occurrence of an event and its reporting (Eisenhardt, 

1989), allow managers to develop multiple strategic options for a specific opportunity. In 

turbulent environments, changing conditions and potential opportunities and threats are identified 

more quickly in organizations that have the ability to provide strategic decision-makers with real-

time information. Such flexibility is important, especially in environments characterized by 

changing conditions.  

Readily available information is not sufficient for the development of dynamic 

capabilities. Dynamic capabilities build on learning processes based on experience accumulation 

in routines, knowledge articulation through the use of extensive communication and knowledge 

codification (Zollo & Winter, 2002). In strategic improvisation, the focus put on the importance 

of rapid learning derived from experimentation and quick action suggests that effective 

knowledge processes are also key to effective improvisation (Miner et al., 2001).  

Taken together, information and knowledge should inform rapid strategic decision-

making and strategic improvisation. Top managers who obtain information on their operations 

and environment in real-time and process this information swiftly are in a better position to 

Product/service 

flexibility 

The degree to which a product or service meets 

environmental demands, which is characterized 

by the ease by which products/services are 

modified and the extent of product/service 

change. 

Holweg & Pil 

(2001); Malhotra & 

Mackelprang (2012)  

Organizational 

learning 

The ability of an organization to finds new ways 

to “view” or “do” something, which results in a 

shift in assumptions, ideas or action patterns. 

Miner et al. (2001) 
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identify multiple options and to make fast and better strategic decisions. The uncertainty brought 

about by highly dynamic environments is somewhat reduced, and learning opportunities from 

prior experience are facilitated, through immediate feedback (Crossan et al., 2005; Moorman & 

Miner, 1998a; Vera & Crossan, 2005). Real-time information and communication have been 

empirically shown to facilitate improvisation under certain conditions (Brown & Eisenhardt, 

1997; Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Moorman & Miner, 1998b; Vera & Crossan, 2005).   

Past IS research suggests that information systems may play an important role in 

increasing information and knowledge access and enabling communication. In general, 

organizations that make the most of their information systems are more likely to conduct more 

competitive actions and perform better overall (Sambamurthy et al., 2003).  For instance, research 

on information and knowledge management systems (e.g., Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Pavlou & El 

Sawy, 2006, 2010), collaborative systems (e.g., Pavlou & El Sawy, 2006, 2010) and decision 

support systems (e.g., Todd & Benbasat, 1991, 1992) all signal that information systems
1
 can 

play an enabling role to information and knowledge sharing, communication and overall 

decision-making.  

Based on past findings from studies on dynamic capabilities, improvisation and 

information and knowledge management systems, I suggest that information systems may 

facilitate strategic improvisation through real time information/knowledge and communication. 

Therefore, I examine three of these enablers: organizational memory, information and knowledge 

management (IM/KM) capability, and IT infrastructure flexibility. Each of these antecedents is 

discussed next.  

  

                                                      

1
 For the purpose of this study, information systems refer to any type of information systems that may 

directly or indirectly assist in decision-making.  
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3.3.1 Organizational Memory 

Organizational memory is defined as information and knowledge retained by an 

organization, which can be used to make current decisions (Walsh and Ungson, 1991). 

Organizational memory can be stored in different ‘bins’, including information systems (Stein & 

Zwass, 1995). The development of strategic improvisation as a dynamic capability is based on 

organizational learning mechanisms, that include experience accumulation (or organizational 

memory; Zollo & Winter, 2002). Organizational learning and strategic improvisation are tightly 

related. Improvisation develops through learning but may generate learning as well (Miner et al., 

2001). This suggests that organizational memory, itself an enabler of organizational learning 

(Argyris & Schön, 1978), plays an important role in the development of strategic improvisation.  

The relationship between improvisation and organizational memory remains unclear 

(Kyriakopoulos, 2011). By providing fast access to stored information and knowledge, 

organizational memory should facilitate improvisation (Ciborra, 1999a; Weick, 1998). However, 

too much organizational memory may hinder the occurrence of improvisation itself but increase 

its effectiveness when improvisation does occur (Moorman & Miner, 1998a, 1998b). 

Organizational memory may also have no effect at all on improvisation (Vera & Crossan, 2005).  

Moorman and Miner (1998a) suggest that the right balance between procedural memory 

and declarative memory may be needed to enable not only the occurrence of improvisation, but 

also the facilitation of its effectiveness. Both types of memory may complement each other. 

Enhanced procedural memory, characterized by the availability of a large number of diverse 

routines, allows improvisation to reconfigure routines as needed and produce coherent actions in 

a timely manner. However, these actions may not be very creative or novel, since they build on 

existing routines and patterns (Moorman & Miner, 1998a). On the other hand, declarative 

memory is less constrained by routines, and refers to more general principles that may apply to 

different contexts. This type of memory may also facilitate the occurrence of coherent 
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improvisation actions. However, because of the relative generalizability of this type of memory 

and the lack of a frame associated with it, these actions are more novel and creative, but also 

slower to occur (Moorman & Miner, 1998a). Therefore, the ability to combine and balance both 

procedural and declarative memories should facilitate speedy, effective decisions and actions in 

the context of strategic improvisation. Consequently, it is suggested that:  

Proposition 1a: Top managers will conduct more strategic improvisation in organizations 

with complementary procedural and declarative organizational memories.   

3.3.2 IT Capabilities: IM/KM Capability and IT Infrastructure Flexibility 

Although no research has linked IT capabilities to strategic improvisation, past research 

on IT business value suggests that such a relationship may exist. While there is no agreed-upon 

definition for an IT capability, it generally refers to an organization’s ability “to acquire, deploy, 

combine, and reconfigure IT resources to support and enhance business strategies and processes 

(Sambamurthy and Zmud 1997)” (Chan & Levallet, 2013, p.2). The effect of IT capabilities on 

organizational performance is indirect (Melville, Kraemer, & Gurbaxani, 2004). Indeed, the value 

of IT capabilities is mostly captured through other organizational capabilities that are ‘IT-

enabled’ (Kohli & Grover, 2008; Sambamurthy et al., 2003). Specifically, IT capabilities may be 

critical in the development of other, ‘higher-order’ capabilities that contribute to higher levels of 

organizational performance (Mithas et al., 2011). Since strategic improvisation, as a dynamic 

capability, builds on real-time information and knowledge (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; 

Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Moorman & Miner, 1998b; Vera & Crossan, 2005), it is reasonable to 

expect that IT capabilities that enable real-time information and knowledge and communication 

should further enhance strategic improvisation. Accordingly, it is suggested here that 

organizations that have an IT-enabled information and knowledge management capability 
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(IM/KM capability) and a flexible IT infrastructure flexibility are more likely to develop a 

strategic improvisation capability.  Justification is provided below.  

First, IM/KM capability is defined as the ability to provide accurate, timely, reliable and 

secure information and knowledge to facilitate business decisions, using information systems 

(Mithas et al., 2011). The development of an IM/KM capability is based on ‘good’ information 

and knowledge and associated management processes (Mithas et al., 2011). First, organizations 

with an IM/KM capability provide good information and knowledge to managers, that is critical 

and relevant knowledge, as well as information that is accurate, timely (i.e., available when 

needed), reliable, and secure (Mithas et al., 2011). Information is generally defined as data (e.g., 

raw facts and numbers) with meaning. In contrast, knowledge has been defined in many different 

ways (Alavi & Leidner, 2001). For instance, knowledge can be seen as an object or possession 

(e.g., processed information), a practice or a process that is acted upon (i.e., knowing) or a 

combination of both (Cook & Brown, 1999). In addition, knowledge exists at the individual and 

group levels, including the organizational level (Nonaka, 1995). In this thesis, I define knowledge 

as processed information that enables action (Alavi & Leidner, 2001) and study it at the 

organizational level. While there are many ways to characterize knowledge, a common 

classification is explicit and tacit knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Nonaka, 1995). Explicit 

knowledge refers to knowledge that can be easily articulated, codified in information systems and 

transmitted (e.g., standard operating procedure; Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Nonaka, 1995). 

Conversely, tacit knowledge encompasses knowledge that is based on personal experience, and is 

hard to formalize and to communicate (Markus, 2001; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Tacit 

knowledge encompasses knowledge that is more subjective, hard to formalize and communicate. 

It is mostly based on personal experience (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Transferring tacit 

knowledge to information systems is difficult, since it is much harder to codify than explicit 

knowledge (Markus, 2001; Nonaka, 1995). Nonetheless, past research has identified knowledge 
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transfer channels that facilitate tacit knowledge transfer, including expertise-sharing systems 

(Alavi & Leidner, 2001).   

Second, information and knowledge management requires the development of processes 

that allow for the collection, organizing, sharing and maintenance of good information and 

knowledge across the organization (Marchand, Kettinger, & Rollins, 2000, 2001; Mithas et al., 

2011). Mithas and his colleagues (2011) empirically demonstrate that IT-enabled IM capabilities 

play an important role in enhancing performance management, process management and 

customer management capabilities and related organizational outcomes. In a study of knowledge 

management across organizational unit boundaries, Tanriverdi (2005) shows the impact of IT-

enabled knowledge management capabilities, in terms of product, customer and managerial KM 

capabilities on firm performance. Therefore, it is submitted that:  

Proposition 1b: Top managers will conduct more strategic improvisation in organizations 

with high information and knowledge management capability.   

IT infrastructure flexibility is the second IT capability proposed to facilitate strategic 

improvisation. IT infrastructure flexibility is defined as “the ability of a firm’s IT infrastructure 

to enable quick development and support of various system components” (Kim et al., 2011) 

p.496).  Specifically, a flexible IT infrastructure allows for the provision and maintenance of 

technology with the following characteristics: scalability (i.e., the technology can handle future 

systems’ growth or contraction requirements, adaptability and compatibility (i.e., the system has 

the ability to support changing IT needs and multiple systems can be easily connected; 

middleware software is used when needed) and modularity (i.e., software is “plug and play” and 

components can be easily added, removed or modified; Kim et al., 2011; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 

2011).  
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With flexible infrastructures, it is possible to continuously leverage IT resources and 

rapidly adapt information systems and technologies in response to changes brought about by 

dynamic environments (Kim et al., 2011; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 2011). Flexible IT 

infrastructures allow managers to retrieve and communicate information and knowledge 

throughout the organization, and enable strategic innovations (Kim et al., 2011; Tallon & 

Pinsonneault, 2011).  

IT infrastructure flexibility positively impacts dynamic capabilities and overall 

performance (Kim et al., 2011; Ravichandran & Lertwongsatien, 2005; Tallon & Pinsonneault, 

2011). Therefore:  

Proposition 1c: Top managers will conduct more strategic improvisation in organizations 

with high IT infrastructure flexibility.  

3.4 Organizational Context Moderators  

By fostering a working environment that facilitates continuous renewal, fast action and 

innovations, organizations can be better equipped to assess and address constantly changing 

environmental opportunities and threats. In contrast, some organizational environments may 

negatively affect improvisation, leading to the suggestion that organizational factors may impact 

the relationship between information and knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation. 

More specifically, three organizational factors are proposed to act as moderators: experimental 

culture, business strategy flexibility and IS/IT strategy. 

3.4.1 Experimental Culture  

Strategic improvisation is partly characterized by creativity and spontaneity in the face of 

unexpected events. Consequently, it is proposed that an experimental culture that allows for trial 



 

62 

 

and errors, rewards risk taking without sanctioning failure should facilitate the occurrence of 

improvisation.  

Organizational culture refers to assumptions within the organization, developed over 

time, that are shared with new organizational members (Schein, 1984). Specifically, 

organizational culture is defined as a:  

“Pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it 

solved its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration, which has worked well enough to be considered 

valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 

way to perceive, think and feel in relation to those problems” 

(Schein, 2010, p.18).  

Culture is both visible in organizational artifacts (e.g., IS) and invisible in values and 

beliefs held by employees (Schein, 1984), and as such, is reflected in organizational routines and 

processes.  

The development of dynamic capabilities, such as strategic improvisation, is contingent 

upon an adaptive, experimental environment or culture (e.g.,  Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998). 

Experimental culture refers to the organizational assumptions that foster action along with 

reflection, and allow for experimentation, developed over time, and that are shared with new 

organizational members (Crossan et al., 2005, 2005; Schein, 1984, 2010)
2
. Past conceptual work 

on improvisation converges to suggest that an experimental culture, by encouraging risk-taking 

action despite the potential for mistakes and failures, and by encouraging learning from failure, is 

key to improvisation (Crossan et al., 2005; Cunha et al., 1999). Experimental organizations are 

always pushing to find a different and better way to do things (Perry, 1991). Organizations with 

non-experimental cultures tend to focus on planning and to reward employees who do not deviate 

from these plans. Conversely, organizations in which an experimental culture has emerged will 

                                                      

2
 An experimental culture has a learning component, but is different from a learning culture. A learning 

culture promotes learning through a number of mechanisms, not just experimenting. For instance, 

organizations can foster learning from competitors’ actions or through external advice.  
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allow employees to deviate from plans, to take risks with novel ideas, even if some mistakes may 

ensue (Crossan et al., 2005). When external environments are more turbulent, organizations 

develop capabilities that are not as routine as they would be in more stable environments 

(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). As conditions change, organizations experiment with processes and 

routines, because the ones that worked well in one situation may need to be reconfigured or 

altered in another. Consequently, organizations that have developed dynamic capabilities such as 

strategic improvisation are constantly trying new options, are not afraid of making mistakes, and 

learn from them (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). The positive moderating influence of experimental 

culture on improvisation was shown in an empirical study on the relationship between 

improvisation and innovation (Vera & Crossan, 2005).  

In addition, the impact of culture on IT-enabled information and knowledge factors has 

been discussed in the IS literature. Organizational culture plays an important moderating role in 

the success or failure of systems’ implementation (Leidner & Kayworth, 2006). Past IS literature 

shows that there should exist a fit between the type of technology or technology infrastructure 

being implemented and organizational culture for implementation to succeed (e.g., Harper & 

Utley, 2001; Tolsby, 1998). Adoption and assimilation of technology are easier in flexible, open 

cultures that emphasize solidarity and sociability (e.g., Hoffman & Klepper, 2000; Ruppel & 

Harrington, 2001).  

Information and knowledge management success is also partly determined by 

organizational values and culture (Leidner & Kayworth, 2006). For instance, studies have shown 

that the alignment between the type of culture (e.g., constructive or passive/defensive) and 

knowledge management practices will improve organizational outcomes (Balthazard & Cooke, 

2004) and that a knowledge-supportive organizational culture, in addition to technology and 

structure, positively affects the ability of an organization to develop a knowledge management 

infrastructure that is effectively managed (Gold, Malhotra, & Segars, 2001).     
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Based on the influence that experimental culture has on improvisation and the moderating 

role that certain types of organizational culture have on IT-enabled information and knowledge 

factors, the following proposition is put forth:  

Proposition 2a: An experimental culture will moderate the relationship between 

information and knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation, such that a more 

experimental culture will increase the effect of information and knowledge capabilities on 

strategic improvisation, and a less experimental culture will lower the effect of information 

and knowledge capabilities on strategic improvisation. 

3.4.2 Business Strategy Flexibility 

Strategy has been studied from multiple perspectives (Mintzberg & Lampel, 1999). One 

perspective views strategy as deliberate, planned, and controlled (e.g., Porter, 1980). Based on an 

analysis of the industry it competes in, an organization can decide to follow a specific approach, 

such as a product differentiation or a cost-driven strategy. Another perspective suggests that 

organizations should regard organizational strategy as a combination of deliberate and less 

intentional, more emergent strategies (Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985; Mintzberg, 1987). Strategies 

encompass complex phenomena that involve trials, adaptation and learning (Pascale, 1996).  

Under this complex view of strategy, organizations keep a close watch on potential 

opportunities and threats and remain flexible, in order to take advantage of them. Encompassing 

both planning and emergence components, business strategy has been defined as a plan, pattern 

for actions, positioning, and perspective with the objective of organizational performance 

(Mintzberg, 1987).  

Business strategy is often interrelated with the organization’s structure, characterized by 

levels of formalization, centralization, specialization, standardization, and authority, all of which 

aim to provide a framework for employees’ actions (Chan, 2002; Davis et al., 2009). It is 
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sometimes difficult to determine whether structure follows strategy or whether strategy follows 

structure (Chandler, 1962). Business strategies and structures that are designed to be flexible 

enough to facilitate employees’ actions facilitate deviation from organizational frameworks and 

patterns (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Crossan et al., 2005). For instance, emergent strategies may 

be more likely to develop in organizations that are structured to facilitate employees’ involvement 

in strategy making, or adhocracies (Mintzberg & McHugh, 1985).   

To enable flexibility within organizations, two components are especially important in 

business strategies, key processes and simple rules (Bingham, Eisenhardt, & Furr, 2011; Bingham 

& Eisenhardt, 2008). First, organizational strategy should concentrate on a limited number of key 

business processes as a potential source of competitive advantage, for instance acquisitions or 

innovation (Bingham et al., 2011; Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2008). To provide maximum strategic 

flexibility, these key strategic processes should be simple enough to allow organizations to 

deviate from them as needed and should have limited interdependency (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 

2008). 

Second, these key strategic processes should be regulated by simple rules that act as 

“guiding themes around which […] improvisation can occur” (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2008, 

p.250). Examples of simple rules include boundary rules that determine the types of opportunities 

worth pursuing, priority rules to order these opportunities, process rules to act on opportunities 

and timing rules to determine in which order to proceed (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2008).  

These strategies, by providing a limited number of simple rules in terms of processes, 

roles and responsibilities, and clear short term goals (Cunha et al., 1999; Eisenhardt & Sull, 

2001), create a flexible working environment in which employees and managers can readily 

improvise (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997, 1998). Strategic improvisation is facilitated because these 

simple rules provide a relatively stable base against which it is possible to quickly assess 

opportunities, while being flexible enough to allow for fast action, because they act as the 



 

66 

 

knowledge base needed to effectively improvise (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2008; Eisenhardt & 

Sull, 2001; Mintzberg, 1987; Perry, 1991; Sull & Eisenhardt, 2012). For instance, strategies of 

simple rules have been empirically shown to increase opportunity capture and thereby 

organizational performance through improvisation (Bingham et al., 2007).  

Flexible business strategies should enhance the effect of information and knowledge 

factors on strategic improvisation. Past IT business value research shows that IS/IT capabilities 

and IT-enabled capabilities support business strategy goals focused on improving business 

performance (e.g., Melville et al., 2004; Rivard, Raymond, & Verreault, 2006). In addition, 

research on alignment between IS/IT and business (e.g., Chan & Reich, 2007; Chan, 2002) has 

shown that organizations that manage to keep their IS/IT strategy aligned with their business 

strategy perform better overall. However, alignment is facilitated when the business strategy is as 

unambiguous as possible (Chan & Reich, 2007). When strategies are too complex, they become 

difficult for managers to understand, including IS/IT managers (Chan & Reich, 2007). This lack 

of comprehension may result in a misfit between IS/IT and the business needs (Chan & Reich, 

2007). This suggests that alignment between the goals of the organization and its IS/IT should be 

simpler to achieve in organizations with clear and simple business strategies, such as a flexible 

business strategy. Less ambiguous strategies, for instance flexible business strategies, are easier 

to apply because they focus on a limited number of key processes and simple rules. The 

information and knowledge factors described in the previous section (i.e., organizational memory, 

IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility) all aim to enhance flexibility and facilitate top 

managers’ easy and fast access to information and knowledge. Therefore, it should be expected 

that the effect of these information and knowledge factors will be enhanced when there is a fit 

with the organization’s business strategy, that is in organizations with more flexible business 

strategies.  
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Proposition 2b: Business strategies will moderate the relationship between information 

and knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation, such that flexible strategies will 

increase the effect of information and knowledge factors on strategic improvisation, and 

more rigid strategies will lower the effect of information and knowledge factors on 

strategic improvisation. 

3.4.3 IS/IT Strategy 

A third organizational factor proposed to affect the relationship between information and 

knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation is IS/IT strategy. Although no research has 

linked IS/IT strategy to organizational improvisation, it is suggested here that some types of IS/IT 

strategy that are focused on innovation may contribute to enhance the effect of IT-enabled 

capabilities on strategic improvisation. IS/IT strategy has been defined as an “organizational 

perspective on the investment in, deployment, use and management of information systems” 

(Chen et al., 2010, p.235). Recently, IS/IT strategy has been characterized as either innovative, 

conservative, ambidextrous or undefined (Chen et al., 2010; Leidner, Lo, & Preston, 2011). IS 

innovators seek to continuously innovate through IS, while IS conservatives exploit existing IS, 

and ambidextrous strategies combine both innovative and conservative strategies (Chen et al., 

2010; Leidner et al., 2011). Organizations with an undefined IS/IT strategy do not have a clear 

approach for the management of IS/IT, even if they may have a formal IS/IT strategy (Chen et al., 

2010).  IS innovators (and IS ambidextrous strategies to a lesser extent) are constantly looking to 

invest in new technologies (Chen et al., 2010). These organizations usually exhibit an 

environment that allows IS leaders to experiment with new technologies and rapidly integrate 

them within the organization, even if some of these technologies are not adopted or do not always 

result in improved organizational performance. They are also typically associated with less 

formalized, more flexible strategies that rely on bottom-up approaches to strategic planning. In 
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contrast, organizations with a conservative IS/IT strategy seek to exploit ‘proven’ solutions and 

are unlikely to be first adopters. Instead, they may choose to focus on improving current internal 

IT infrastructures rather than purchasing a new technological innovation. In such organizations, 

organizational culture is more rigid, with more emphasis put on control, and opportunities are 

carefully reviewed before any action is taken. Additionally, organizations with a conservative 

IS/IT strategy are associated with organizations in which business strategies tend to be more 

formalized and rigid, relying mostly on top-down approaches to strategic planning (Chen et al., 

2010).   

IT capabilities’ effect tends to occur through other ‘higher-order’ capabilities or dynamic 

capabilities, such as strategic improvisation (Mithas et al., 2011). Furthermore, an innovative 

IS/IT strategy (and ambidextrous to a lesser extent) strengthens this indirect impact on firm-level 

competitive advantage more than conservative IS/IT strategies (Chen et al., 2010). This occurs 

because conservative IS /IT strategies focus on using proven solutions that are readily available in 

their industry. Organizations with such a strategy are unlikely to derive a competitive advantage 

from IT capabilities that are not rare or new (Chen et al., 2010). In contrast, organizations with an 

innovative IS/IT strategy constantly scan the environment for potential IS innovations that may 

differentiate them better from competitors. As such, organizations with innovative IS/IT strategy 

may contribute to enhancing the availability of a diverse set of integrated IS with increased and 

more immediate access to quality information and knowledge, a critical enabler of improvisation 

(Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Crossan et al., 2005). 

Proposition 2c: IS/IT strategy will moderate the relationship between information and 

knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation, such that innovative or ambidextrous 

IS/IT strategies will increase the effect of information and knowledge capabilities on 
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strategic improvisation, and conservative IS/IT strategies will lower the effect of 

information and knowledge factors on strategic improvisation. 

3.5 Internal Organizational Outcomes of Strategic Improvisation 

Dynamic capabilities alter existing resources and capabilities to address environmental 

changes and support new strategies (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). Similarly, in a review of the 

improvisation research, Cunha and colleagues (1999) identify a number of positive and negative 

outcomes of improvisation, at the individual (e.g., increased anxiety), team (e.g., group cohesion) 

and organizational (e.g., positive or biased learning, flexibility) levels. When effectively 

conducted, strategic improvisation can lead to improved capabilities such as organizational 

learning (Miner et al., 2001) or product and process efficiency (Moorman & Miner, 1998b). The 

focus of this thesis is on three particularly relevant capabilities that have been studied separately 

in past research: process flexibility, product/service flexibility, and organizational learning
3
. 

Although it can be argued that process flexibility and product/service flexibility might enable 

strategic improvisation rather than result from it, I study them as outcomes of strategic 

improvisation, in line with past improvisation research (e.g., Miner et al., 2001; Moorman & 

Miner, 1998b). However, because organizational learning is closely linked to improvisation, a 

feedback loop is suggested with strategic improvisation’s antecedents, especially organizational 

memory.   

  

                                                      

3
 The relationship between these three capabilities and overall organizational performance is not tested. 

However, the dynamic capabilities perspective suggests that organizations will develop temporary 

competitive advantages if they can develop dynamic capabilities to effectively reconfigure operational 

capabilities and address changes in the environment.  
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3.5.1 Process and Product/Service Flexibility  

Flexibility is expected to be an important outcome of strategic improvisation. Through 

the development of actions and processes that are repeatable, stable and with a specific objective, 

dynamic capabilities can create, alter and reconfigure operational capabilities (Eisenhardt & 

Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997; Winter, 2003; Zollo & Winter, 2002). While the ultimate 

objective is to indirectly improve organizational performance through the creation of temporary 

or more sustainable competitive advantages, dynamic capabilities also lead to the overall 

adaptation of organizational competences to current environmental changes (Teece et al., 1997).  

Specifically, strategic improvisation spontaneously and creatively enables fast modifications of 

capabilities to address strategic opportunities. Flexibility is an inherent component of 

improvisation (Crossan et al., 1996; Perry, 1991). The limited time between strategic planning, 

decision-making and implementation reduces potential barriers, such as administrative red tape, 

unnecessary approvals or control mechanisms. Indeed, improvisation can facilitate overall 

organizational flexibility (Miner et al., 2001; Perry, 1991) and organizational change (Orlikowski, 

1996, 2000).  

The operations management literature suggests that manufacturing flexibility is based on 

the combination of volume flexibility, process flexibility and product/service flexibility (Holweg 

& Pil, 2001). In the context of more general organizational flexibility, the study of process and 

product/service flexibility is especially important. Process flexibility refers to the ability to 

quickly react operationally to environmental demands (Holweg & Pil, 2001), which is 

characterized by ease and speed of process change (Holweg & Pil, 2001; Swink, Narasimhan, & 

Kim, 2005; Swink, Narasimhan, & Wang, 2007). For instance, a major customer might 

unexpectedly request that its software supplier help its software development team develop an 

internal application, for which the supplier has little to no expertise. A strategic improvisation 

would be to swiftly source the expertise externally and hire the person or organization. The ability 
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of the organization to quickly and effectively integrate this external party into its development 

process is an example of process flexibility. 

A second and related measure of flexibility is product/service flexibility, or the degree to 

which a product or service meets environmental demands (Holweg & Pil, 2001), which is 

characterized by the ease by which products/services are modified and the extent of 

product/service change (Malhotra & Mackelprang, 2012). In the above example, product/service 

flexibility would evaluate how easy it was for the supplier to develop the new application and the 

level of product/service modification. Product/service flexibility would be considered high if the 

new application could be developed easily, and met the customer’s requirements. In this example, 

the supplier has to produce a brand new application, as opposed to modifying an existing 

application, which indicates that product/service flexibility would be further enhanced. 

The relationship between flexibility and improvisation has been established in the 

majority of improvisation studies (Cunha et al., 1999). The study of new product development 

projects in multiple organizations in the computer industry revealed that improvisation affects the 

speed and effectiveness of existing processes (Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995). Project teams are also 

found to make rapid process modifications to address unexpected events (Miner et al., 2001). The 

extent of these process changes varies from minor to major, and can affect new product 

development projects or the overall organizations (Miner et al., 2001). Still in new product 

development teams, a positive relationship was established between organizational improvisation 

and process flexibility, measured as cost efficiency, time efficiency, team functioning and team 

learning, especially in context of high organizational memory (Moorman & Miner, 1998b). 

Therefore, the following proposition is set forth:  

Proposition 3a: Strategic improvisation will enhance process flexibility. 
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Findings are mixed for product/service flexibility but nonetheless suggest a positive 

impact of strategic improvisation on product/service flexibility. An early quantitative study 

showed that internal components of product/service flexibility, specifically design effectiveness, 

are enhanced by improvisation but not external components, such as market effectiveness 

(Moorman & Miner, 1998b). However, in a more recent qualitative study of new product 

development projects, it was found that product changes are derived from improvisational events, 

some leading to new product features, others to brand new products (Miner et al., 2001). This 

leads to the following proposition for product/service flexibility: 

Proposition 3b: Strategic improvisation will enhance product/service flexibility.   

3.5.2 Organizational Learning 

A third suggested outcome of strategic improvisation is organizational learning. As an 

organizational capability, organizational learning refers to the ability of an organization to find 

new ways to ‘view’ or ‘do’ something, which results in a shift in assumptions, ideas or action 

patterns (Miner et al., 2001). Strategic improvisation is closely linked to organizational learning. 

As a dynamic capability, strategic improvisation builds on organizational learning (Andreu & 

Ciborra, 1996; Winter, 2003; Zollo & Winter, 2002). When managers need to make rapid 

decisions, they rely partly on organizational memory, knowledge that has been gained and 

retained by the organization, to quickly assess potential opportunities and threats and existing 

capabilities within the organization. Past experience and knowledge play an important role in how 

capabilities may be modified, reconfigured or integrated to create new capabilities that are more 

apt to support new strategic actions arising from these opportunities and threats. Improvisation, 

because it is usually bound by time pressures, can also affect organizational learning differently 

than other organizational phenomena. Improvisation can induce learning based on real-time 

experience, since planning and action converge temporally in improvisation (Miner et al., 2001). 
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When organizations need to strategically improvise, and creatively modify or reconfigure 

capabilities, there may be little time for reflection. Both knowledge and behavior created or 

changed may be context bound and difficult to generalize to other situations (Miner et al., 2001). 

While organizational improvisation has been described as one way to induce short-term learning 

(i.e., improvisational learning) with limited usability as described above, it can lead to long-term 

learning within the organization as well (Miner et al., 2001). Indeed, Miner and colleague (2001) 

suggest that to be beneficial over time, improvisational learning should lead to longer term 

learning such as trial and error learning (i.e., learning that is derived from past actions and affects 

current actions). Otherwise, there is a risk that the improvisation learning would result in transient 

innovations or in innovations too far removed from the organization’s strategic goals (Miner et 

al., 2001).  

Recent findings suggest that improvisation may impact types of learning differently. A 

recent study (Bingham & Davis, 2012) empirically shows that different types of direct and 

indirect learning occur in sequences. In some cases, trial and error learning is preceded by other 

direct learning mechanisms, such as improvisational learning, experimental learning (i.e., a very 

structured learning mechanism in which inputs are intentionally manipulated and outputs 

examined) or deviance-error learning (i.e., a type of unstructured experimental learning that 

results from breaking away from a successful action pattern).  Bingham and Davis (2012) also 

suggest that indirect types of learning, such as vicarious learning (i.e., learning indirectly from 

observing the actions of other organizations) and learning from external advice, may themselves 

trigger direct learning (i.e., improvisational, trial and error, experimental and deviance error 

learning). 

Dynamic capabilities are characterized by actions that are repeatable (Winter, 2003). 

While improvisation is sometimes viewed as unplanned and unpremeditated action because each 

improvisation may address different challenges, most research suggests that components of 
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improvisation can be improved by practice (Moorman & Miner, 1998a, 1998b; Vera & Crossan, 

2005). According to a recent study seeking to open the ‘black box’ of how capabilities are 

created,  Bingham et al. (2007) show that knowledge encoding to create organizational memory 

makes it more likely that short-term learning derived from improvisation will evolve into long-

term learning and memory that will be accurately recalled. In some cases, learning may arise 

from effective improvisation and result in the reuse and codification of good practices (Smets et 

al., 2012), and in organizational transformation (Orlikowski, 1996). Therefore, it is suggested 

that:  

Proposition 3c: Strategic improvisation will enhance organizational learning. 

However, as suggested above, improvisation is closely linked to organizational learning 

and memory, in that it “not only draws on prior learning but may be both a special type of short-

term learning and a factor that influences other, longer-term organizational learning activities” 

(Miner et al., 2001, p.306). Consequently, a feedback loop is suggested from organizational 

learning back to organizational memory. Organizational learning and organizational memory both 

facilitate improvisation effectiveness (Crossan et al., 2005; Moorman & Miner, 1998a, 1998b)  

(Crossan et al., 2005; Moorman & Miner, 1998a, 1998b) and can result from it (Bingham & 

Davis, 2012; Miner et al., 2001; Smets et al., 2012). Learning from improvisation may also 

modify what the organization knows and retains (Crossan et al., 2005). For instance, 

improvisation, through learning, facilitates the development of quality shared understanding, or 

tacit knowledge, in groups (Erden et al., 2008). More generally, organizational learning affects 

organizational capabilities (Zollo & Winter, 2002). Through the process of double loop learning 

(Argyris & Schön, 1978), processes and routines are reviewed based on past experiences, and 

updated to ensure that organizational goals are achieved. Consequently, it is suggested that 
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learning derived from strategic improvisation affects all its determinants over time, including 

memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility.  

Proposition 4 (P4): Organizational learning will influence future information and 

knowledge capabilities through a feedback loop.   

3.6 Environmental Dynamism 

Environmental dynamism is a multi-faceted construct (Davis et al., 2009) characterized 

by the intensity of change faced by an organization (Leidner et al., 2011).  In the context of 

strategic improvisation, two dimensions of environmental dynamism are especially important: 

rate of change and unpredictability. Rate of change refers to the speed of opportunity or threat 

emergence (Davis et al., 2009). In moderately and rapidly changing environments, information is 

difficult to obtain and uncertainty makes strategic decision-making a challenging process 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Improvisation has been shown to occur in environments characterized by a 

high rate of change (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Davis et al., 2009; Smets et al., 2012). 

Unpredictability, sometimes termed volatility, turbulence or uncertainty, refers to the degree of 

instability within the environment, in terms of unpredictable patterns of opportunities and threats 

(Davis et al., 2009). Unpredictability may result from sudden market or technological changes 

(Leidner et al., 2011). Dynamic capabilities are associated with more turbulent environments. In 

such changing conditions, organizations need to constantly re-evaluate and update their strategy 

to address new opportunities and threats and develop temporary competitive advantages. This 

ability to renew strategies is supported by the ability to rapidly alter operational capabilities 

(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece et al., 1997). Similarly, improvisation is more likely to occur 

in turbulent environments that are the source of unexpected events requiring fast and creative 

action (Vera & Crossan, 2005). For instance, capabilities deployed for the incremental upgrade of 
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a software component on a regular basis may not be useful if a major customer requires a 

significant and urgent modification to an existing software application. In more stable 

environments with slow rate of change and unpredictability, organizations are better positioned to 

plan for the development of new capabilities to address unexpected, but modest, changes in 

demand. In contrast, highly competitive and turbulent environments require that senior managers 

improvise and assess how these capabilities may be altered or new capabilities acquired rapidly to 

deal with significant customer demand changes.   

Proposition 5 (P5): Environmental dynamism will moderate the impact of strategic 

improvisation on operational capabilities, such that the effects of strategic improvisation 

on operational capabilities will be stronger in highly dynamic environments than in less 

dynamic environments.  

3.7 Summary  

This chapter has developed a conceptual research model and provided justification for the 

proposed relationships between strategic improvisation, information/knowledge factors 

(organizational memory, IM/KM capability, IT infrastructure flexibility), organizational factors 

(experimental culture, business strategy flexibility, IS/IT strategy) and internal organizational 

outcomes (process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning). Chapter 4 

provides a detailed description of the case study methodology followed to qualitatively ‘test’ the 

research model presented in Figure 5.  

  



 

77 

 

 Chapter 4

Case Study Methodology 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter details the methodology used for the first phase of the thesis, case studies.  

Within-case analyses are presented for each of the case sites in Chapters 5-8, while cross-case 

analysis results are presented in Chapter 9.   

4.1.1 Why Use Multiple Case Studies?  

Four case studies were used to assess the research questions presented in Chapter 1 and 

to refine the research model presented in Chapter 3. Case studies provide the researcher with a 

rich dataset that helps understand a “contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (Yin, 

1994, p.13). Two case study sites were selected from the software industry and the 

consulting/agency industry. These industries are characterized by innovation, change, and market 

and technology unpredictability (Fast Company, 2014; Gunther McGrath, 2013). As such, they 

were well-suited for the study of strategic improvisation. By studying four organizations with 

different organizational and environmental contexts, the objective was to seek an answer to the 

‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Yin, 2009), specifically how and why strategic improvisation occurs. 

Only with a research method that allows for the study of the organizational context is it possible 

to develop deeper insights into the strategic improvisation phenomenon. Multiple retrospective 

case studies constitute a largely accepted research method in management research in general, 

and in IS research in particular (Dubé & Paré, 2003; Paré, 2004). Case studies have also been 

used in improvisation research (e.g., Baker et al., 2003; Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Miner et al., 

2001) and in dynamic capabilities research (e.g., Galunic & Eisenhardt, 2001). 
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4.1.2 Objectives for the Case Studies 

One overall objective for the case studies, as the first phase of the thesis, was to use rich, 

in-depth qualitative data to review the research model and the related propositions. More 

specifically, a key goal was to assess whether strategic improvisation events can be identified at 

the organizational level. A related goal was to establish whether the factors identified in the 

model contributed to the development of a strategic improvisation dynamic capability that 

derived beneficial internal outcomes, such as increased process and product/service flexibility and 

organizational learning.  

Another objective for the case studies was to provide information to enable the survey 

instrument, used in the second phase of the study, to be refined. 

4.2 Case Study Methodology  

4.2.1 Pilot 

A pilot case was used to test the interview protocol and gather feedback on the questions 

asked. I also coded the collected data to test the coding method, and to provide additional insights 

into the survey refinement. The pilot case was identified through personal contacts. The interview 

protocol described in the Data Collection section and provided in Chapter 4 – Appendix A was 

used to conduct the interviews. Both top managers in the organization were interviewed in 

October and early November 2013. One interview was recorded and lasted 84 minutes, resulting 

in a 24-page transcript. The second interview lasted about 50 minutes and could not be recorded, 

as automated phone recording offered by the participant did not function. Nonetheless, notes were 

taken during the interview, reviewed by the participant, and used for coding. Collected data were 

coded following the procedures outlined in the Data Analysis Process section. 
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4.2.2 Industry and Case Selection 

Case sites were selected based on a combination of purposeful sampling frame and 

convenience.  First, I used important theoretical criteria for case selection such as environmental 

dynamism, organizational size and maturity to restrict the domain of interest. Organizations were 

selected within the software and the consulting/agency industries, which are characterized by 

their high level of environmental dynamism. Next, the organizational size was selected to be 

medium, between 50 and 500 employees. In medium-sized organizations that have been in 

operation for more than five years, capabilities are expected to be more developed than in 

smaller, younger organizations that are often simply struggling to survive. Additionally, the 

organizational structure is expected to be present but not as rigid as in larger organizations that 

tend to have more structured work environments.  

The selection of the final case sites was based on the attempt to maximize variability 

within those criteria, as shown in Table 10 below.  

Table 10: Overview of the Case Sites 

Criteria EngagementOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg CommOrg 

Industry (software or 

consulting/agency) 
Mostly software 

Consulting/ 

Agency 
Software 

Consulting/ 

Agency 

Organization size  

(50-500 employees) 

130 employees  

(up to 400 in peak 

season) 

60 employees 100 employees 

300 employees 

(425 at 

CommHolding) 

Years in operation  

(5 years or more) 
About 30 years 20 years 24 years 38 years 

 

To confirm that the selected organization fit with the above requirements, I had 

preliminary discussions with main contacts in each organization. Similarly, I answered questions 

that the organization had about the study. Finally, I also confirmed that organizations were 

committed to let me interview all or most of their top management team, which was a key 

requirement. 
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In total, I approached 11 organizations, using a network of personal and professional 

contacts
4
. Three organizations had to be removed from the pool of potential case sites because 

they did not meet the study’s requirements in terms of industry
5
 (three organizations) or size (two 

organizations).  The two remaining organizations declined to participate because of the 

commitment expected from top managers. These two organizations do not appear to differ from 

the selected organizations in terms of size. See Table 11. While organization #1 has been in 

operation for less time than the other organizations, its size is equivalent to CommOrg’s size. 

Overall, Table 11 data suggest that non-response bias is limited.  

Table 11: Overview of Eligible Organizations that Declined Participating 

Criteria Organization #1 Organization #2 

Industry (software or consulting/agency) Software Software 

Organization size (50-500 employees) About 400 About 100  

Years in operation (5 years or more) 8 years  25 years 

4.2.3 Data Collection 

Data were collected using two methods, semi-structured retrospective interviews and 

internal and publicly available documents. The collection of data through different collection 

methods facilitates data triangulation and strengthens the research findings (Dubé & Paré, 2003; 

Yin, 2009).  

First, interviews were conducted at each case site. Different interview protocols were 

developed depending on the respondent’s position (e.g., Chief Information Officer or Director) 

and function (general management or IT function) within each organization. See Chapter 4 – 

Appendix A for the generic set of interview protocols. The interview protocols were updated 

following each interview to ensure that all case study questions were addressed by at least one 

                                                      

4
 While using a convenience sample has its drawbacks (e.g., narrowing the ‘population’ of interest), it also 

has advantages (e.g., facilitating top management commitment). 
5
 These organizations belong to the entertainment industry, which was one industry initially targeted but 

later removed from the study.  
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interviewee. When necessary, additional questions were also included to address some aspects of 

previous interviews within the same organization. After visiting the organizations, I captured my 

observations in field notes. Finally, during the data analysis period, some interviewees were asked 

to expand on aspects that had been covered during their interviews but that needed to be further 

clarified.  

A total of 20 interviews were conducted over a 4-month period, between November 2013 

and February 2014. See Table 12.  

Table 12: Summary of Interview Data 

# 
Organization 

name 
Position 

Duration of 

interview  

(in minutes) 

Length of 

transcript  

(in pages) 

1 EngagementOrg Chief Executive Officer and Owner 73 20 

2 EngagementOrg 
Vice-President, Marketing and Sales and 

Owner 
69 18 

3 EngagementOrg Chief Strategy and Operations Officer 61 21 

4 EngagementOrg 
Executive Vice-President and Chief 

Financial Officer 
55 16 

5 EngagementOrg IT manager 47 16 

6 MarketingOrg President and Chief Executive Officer 27 8 

7 MarketingOrg Chief Financial Officer 55 14 

8 MarketingOrg Vice-President, Consumer Engagement 52 17 

9 MarketingOrg Vice-President, Strategic Partnerships 49 15 

10 MarketingOrg Managing Director, Digital Services 42 14 

11 SoftwareOrg 
Senior Vice-President, Solution Delivery 

and Technology 
57 15 

12 SoftwareOrg 
Senior Vice-President, Business 

Operations 
45 13 

13 SoftwareOrg Vice-President, Human Resources 63 17 

14 SoftwareOrg Vice-President, ICT and Retail Practices 43 10 

15 SoftwareOrg Vice-President, Financial Services 49 13 

16 CommOrg President and Chief Executive Officer 53 13 

17 CommOrg 
Executive Vice President and Chief 

Financial Officer 
61 17 

18 CommOrg Chief Information Officer 57 16 

19 CommOrg 
Managing Partner  

(2 interviews) 
65 17 

20 CommOrg Managing Partner 7 3 
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In all four selected organizations, five top managers were interviewed, including an IT 

manager when there was one. In two organizations, no IT manager was interviewed because the 

function did not exist. In both cases, I interviewed the senior executive ultimately responsible for 

the IT department within the organization or the IT function if the services were outsourced. In 

one firm (EngagementOrg), I conducted an additional background interview to gather general 

information about the company. The number of interviewees per organization was not pre-

determined. Rather, it was a function of the objective to cover all aspects of the study and the 

availability of top managers. Interviews stopped when all senior managers had been interviewed 

or when it was felt that theoretical saturation had been reached and no substantive new 

information would be uncovered with additional interviews.   

In total, more than 17 hours of interviews were conducted, which equated to 293 pages of 

transcribed documents. Interviews lasted on average 51 minutes and transcripts were on average 

14.5 pages long. All interviews were recorded using a digital recorder. 16 interviews were 

conducted in person and four over the phone.  Two interviews (#16 and 18) were conducted in 

French, and all other interviews were conducted in English.  

Second, documents collected include business strategy documents, presentation decks, 

promotional material and the organizations’ websites. All documents and websites were reviewed 

in detail and the website pages were coded. See Table 13. 
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Table 13: Summary of Reviewed Documents 

Organization name Document name 
Document 

length (pages) 

EngagementOrg  “Emerging Technology #2” PowerPoint presentation  27 

EngagementOrg Conference schedule  1 

EngagementOrg Sponsorship report  9 

EngagementOrg Background interview notes 4 

EngagementOrg Field notes 2 

EngagementOrg EngagementOrg Website  28 webpages 

MarketingOrg GES 2014 Trend Tracker 7  

MarketingOrg Field notes 1 

MarketingOrg Server inventory list 7 

MarketingOrg 2014 Business Plan  114 

MarketingOrg MarketingOrg website 44 webpages 

CommOrg Field notes 1 

CommOrg 
Richard Edelman on how leaders can regain the 

public’s trust - McKenzie report 
3 

CommOrg CommOrg Corporate Responsibility Report 32 

CommOrg CommOrg Principles 12 

CommOrg CommOrg website 59 webpages 

SoftwareOrg Promotional brochures 28 

SoftwareOrg Organizational chart 1 

SoftwareOrg Field notes 2 

SoftwareOrg SoftwareOrg website 45 webpages 

4.2.4 Data Analysis Process  

4.2.4.1 Data Coding  

Data coding was conducted in two main cycles. First, I coded the transcripts using 

descriptive coding, which assign a very brief description to sections of the transcript (Saldaña, 

2009). During this first step, I had three objectives. The first one was to qualify paragraphs with 

constructs loosely linked to the research model (e.g., IS/IT, strategy, culture, improvisation) and 

gain a first understanding of the data. Second, descriptive coding helped me identify areas that 

required further clarification. For instance, I needed to refine the definition and description of a 

few codes used in the second cycle of coding to better differentiate them for each other (e.g., 

IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility). Third, I created additional codes, or attribute 

codes (Saldaña, 2009). These codes are linked to more general concepts (e.g., company 
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background, industry background) that characterize the organizational context. During this first 

cycle, I coded both pilot and actual case transcripts. The results from this initial coding were used 

to refine the survey items. These revised survey items were used during initial rounds of the 

survey pre-test. Please see Chapter 10 for further details.  

The second cycle of coding was more systematic. It was conducted in February and 

March 2014.  The coding method that I used can be qualified as provisional coding (Saldaña, 

2009). Provisional coding uses a pre-defined list of codes and definitions based on a research 

model developed prior to data analysis. However, during the data collection and analysis 

processes, new codes may be added (Saldaña, 2009). To code the transcripts, I developed a 

hierarchical coding structure that includes all codes and their sub-dimensions, when applicable. 

For instance, I created a code called Procedural Memory as a subdimension of the code 

Organizational Memory. The coding structure is provided in Chapter 4 – Appendix B. For each 

code, I reviewed all transcripts from a specific organization and coded at the sentence level. I 

continued this process until I had gone through all codes and all transcripts for one organization. 

Then I repeated the same process for all organizations.  

4.2.4.2 Data Analysis 

During the analysis, I reviewed all codes separately to identify themes for a specific code. 

As I was reviewing and analyzing the codes, I sometimes had to revise the coding of earlier 

sections of a specific transcript to further refine the analysis. For instance, I recoded some 

sentences from an attribute code such as ‘company background’ to a more specific code like 

‘experimental culture’. The analysis of all codes was based on criteria linked to the research 

model. They related to constructs within the organizational context (experimental culture, 

business strategy flexibility, IS/IT strategy), the information/knowledge factors (organization 

memory, IM/KM capability, IT infrastructure flexibility), strategic improvisation, environmental 
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dynamism and the internal organizational outcomes (process flexibility, product/service 

flexibility, organizational learning). Evaluation criteria are detailed in the next section.  

4.2.4.2.1 Organizational Context  

4.2.4.2.1.1 Experimental Culture  

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having an 

experimental culture was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, the three criteria 

that I used to establish whether an organizational culture could qualify as experimental are: 

freedom to experiment, learning from failures, and taking calculated risks. When an organization 

exhibited clear signs of all three criteria, the organization was deemed to have reached a “high” 

level of experimental culture. On the contrary, when an organization showed little signs of all 

three criteria, the organization had a “low” level of experimental culture. Situations in between 

suggested a moderate experimental culture level, noted as “medium”. In the event that no signs of 

the criteria could be identified, the level of experimental culture was recorded as “none”. Table 

14 below provides a summary of the criteria used to identify levels of experimental culture within 

an organization.   
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Table 14: Criteria to Evaluate Levels of Experimental Culture  

Experimental 

culture 
Description and examples References 

Freedom to 

experiment 

In the organization, employees feel supported when they 

want to try new things.  

 

The organization can be supportive in different ways, for 

instance with resources, time, and an open-door 

environment.   

 

Within the organization, no significant roadblock 

prevents employees from experimenting and employees 

are allowed to deviate from plans.  

Crossan et al.  

(2005); Vera 

& Crossan 

(2005) 

Learning from 

failures 

In the organization, employees are encouraged to learn 

from their mistakes. Employees who make mistakes that 

are made in a competent manner are not penalized.  

 

Efforts are made to share knowledge gained from 

mistakes.  

Crossan et al. 

(2005); Vera 

& Crossan 

(2005) 

Taking calculated 

risks 

In the organization, employees are not penalized but 

rather are encouraged to take risks when trying new 

things.  

 

The organization itself understands that with greater risks 

come greater potential rewards and encourages such an 

entrepreneurial approach with its employees. 

Crossan et al. 

(2005); Vera 

& Crossan  

(2005) 

4.2.4.2.1.2 Business Strategy Flexibility 

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having a flexible 

business strategy was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, the two criteria that I 

used to establish whether a business strategy would qualify as being flexible were the presence of 

a limited number of key adaptable strategic processes, and their regulation by simple rules. When 

an organization exhibited clear signs of both criteria, the organization was deemed to have a 

flexible business strategy, noted as “high”. On the contrary, when an organization showed little 

signs of both criteria, the organization has a business strategy that is not considered flexible, 

noted as “low”. Situations in between suggested a moderately flexible business strategy, noted as 

“medium”. In the event that no signs of the criteria could be identified, the level of business 
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strategy flexibility was recorded as “none”.  Table 15 below provides a summary of the criteria 

used to establish whether an organization has a flexible business strategy.  

Table 15: Criteria to Evaluate Business Strategy Flexibility  

Business strategy 

flexibility 
Description and examples References 

Strategic processes 

The organization uses a limited number of key strategic 

processes that are aimed at seizing business 

opportunities and obtaining a temporary competitive 

advantage. An example of a key process is a strategic 

acquisition or product innovation. 

 

The organization can easily deviate from a strategic 

process as needed.  

 

Strategic processes are relatively independent from each 

other. 

Eisenhardt & 

Sull (2001); 

Sull & 

Eisenhardt 

(2012) 

Simple rules 

Some simple rules are developed in the organization to 

set restrictions and boundaries on key strategic 

processes.  

 

Simple rules seek to provide boundaries around the 

activities, roles, responsibilities and goals of the strategic 

processes, while providing flexibility within the rules. 

 

Simple rules are specific, clearly stated, regularly 

updated as needed and tailored to a specific process.  

 

Examples of simple rules include boundary rules that 

determine the type of opportunities worth pursuing, 

priority rules to rank these opportunities, process rules to 

act on opportunities and timing rules to determine in 

which order to proceed.  

Eisenhardt & 

Sull (2001); 

Sull & 

Eisenhardt 

(2012) 

4.2.4.2.1.3 IS/IT strategy 

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having an 

innovative, conservative, undefined or ambidextrous IS/IT strategy was based on past literature 

(see Chapter 3). Specifically, the criteria that I used to establish the type of IS/IT strategy 

followed by an organization were based on Chen et al. (2010).  
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Table 16 below provides a summary of the criteria used to determine the IS/IT strategy, 

keeping in mind that for this thesis, an IS/IT strategy is considered an “organizational 

perspective on the investment in, deployment, use and management of information systems” 

(Chen et al., 2010, p.237) that encompasses planning, patterns of actions, positions and overall 

view of IS/IT.  

Table 16: Criteria to Evaluate IS/IT strategy  

IS/IT strategy Description and examples References 

Innovative 

The organization innovates through IS/IT and is constantly 

looking to invest in new technologies.  

 

IS/IT leaders are encouraged to try new technology and 

integrate them within the organization or the 

product/service offerings.  

 

IS/IT leaders are constantly scanning the environment for 

IT innovations.  

 

The integration of new technologies may not always 

succeed or result in improved organizational performance, 

which is expected and accepted.  

 

Strategic planning tends to occur in a bottom-up fashion. 

Chen et al. 

(2010); Leidner 

et al. (2011) 

Conservative 

The organization tends to acquire proven IT solutions, 

based on careful scanning and assessment by IS/IT leaders.  

 

IS/IT leaders seek to improve existing systems before 

acquiring new ones.  

 

Strategic planning tends to happen more from the top-

down. 

Leidner et al. 

(2011) 

Ambidextrous 
The organization combines both innovative and 

conservative IS/IT strategies as described above. 

Leidner et al. 

(2011) 

Undefined  

The organization does not have a clear approach for the 

management of IS/IT.  

 

It is hard to identify an IS/IT strategy within the 

organization. Rather, the IS/IT strategy seems to be more 

of an afterthought to the business strategy.  

 

The organization does not necessarily recognize that IS/IT 

plays an important role.  

Leidner et al. 

(2011) 
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4.2.4.2.2 Information/Knowledge Factors 

4.2.4.2.2.1 Organizational Memory  

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having 

complementary procedural and declarative memory was based on past literature, specifically 

Miner and colleagues (2001). To determine whether an organization possesses complementary 

levels of procedural and declarative memory, it was important to first identify the presence of 

both types of memory within the organization. The level of complementarity between procedural 

and declarative memory was determined by the extent to which procedural memory was used to 

access declarative memory, and declarative memory was used to potentially alter procedural 

memory. Table 17 below provides a summary of the criteria used to identify procedural and 

declarative memory and their level of complementarity. When an organization exhibited clear 

signs of complementarity, the organization was deemed to have complementary organizational 

memory, noted as “high”. On the contrary, when an organization showed little signs of 

complementarity, the organization was deemed to have “low” complementary organizational 

memory. Situations in between suggested moderate complementarity, noted as “medium”. In the 

event that no signs of the criteria could be identified, “none” was the level of organizational 

memory complementarity that was noted.    

Table 17: Criteria to Evaluate Complementarity Between Procedural and Declarative 

Memory   

Organizational 

memory 
Description and examples References 

Procedural  

The organization shows evidence of stored procedural 

information and knowledge, such as stored routines, 

expertise, that can be reused for business decisions.  

 

The organization possesses standard procedures that are 

used to evaluate the current business environment (e.g., 

market, customers, competitors). 

 

 

Miner et al. 

(2001); 

Moorman & 

Miner (1998a, 

1998b) 
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Organizational 

memory 
Description and examples References 

The organization makes effective use of past recorded 

experience to deal with current business opportunities and 

threats.  

Declarative 

The organization shows evidence of stored declarative 

information and knowledge, such as facts or key 

performance indicators.  

 

The organization can easily make use of stored knowledge 

and information on its business environment (e.g., market, 

customers, competitors) to assess current business 

opportunities and threats.  

Miner et al. 

(2001); 

Moorman & 

Miner (1998a, 

1998b) 

Complementarity  

The organization uses procedural memory to quickly 

access declarative memory. Examples include employees 

using their social network to obtain factual details rapidly, 

or using information systems to retrieve important 

information easily.  

 

The organization uses declarative memory to make 

creative use of procedural memory. For instance, 

employees apply stored knowledge and information to 

reconfigure existing routines.  

Miner et al. 

(2001); 

Moorman & 

Miner (1998a, 

1998b) 

4.2.4.2.2.2 IT-enabled IM/KM Capability  

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having developed 

an IM/KM capability was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, the three criteria 

that I used to establish whether an organization has developed an ability to manage its 

information and knowledge were the ability to provide “good” information and knowledge, the 

ability to manage information and knowledge, and the ability to manage information and 

knowledge throughout the organization.  

When an organization exhibited clear signs of these criteria, the organization was deemed 

to have developed “high” levels of IM/KM capability. On the contrary, when an organization 

showed little signs of these criteria, the organization had developed “low” levels of IM/KM 

capability. Situations in between suggested a moderate IM/KM capability level, noted as 

“medium”. In the event that no signs of the criteria could be identified, “none” was listed as the 
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level of IM/KM capability.  Table 18 below provides a summary of the criteria used to establish 

whether an organization has developed an IM/KM capability. 

Table 18: Criteria to Evaluate IM/KM Capability   

IM/KM 

capability 
Description and examples References 

“Good” 

information and 

knowledge 

The organization provides accurate, timely, reliable and 

secure information. 

 

Critical information and knowledge are mostly available in 

real-time to facilitate business decisions.  

Mithas et al. 

(2011) 

Information and 

knowledge 

management 

The organization has developed efficient ways to gather 

internal and external data, information and knowledge. 

  

The organization has developed efficient ways to organize, 

process and maintain data, information and knowledge. 

 

Information and knowledge are shared efficiently within 

the organization. 

Marchand  et al. 

(2001) 

IM/KM at all 

levels 

Information and knowledge are managed consistently, 

whether at the operational or at the upper management 

levels, across the organization.  

n.a. 

4.2.4.2.2.3 IT Infrastructure Flexibility  

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having a flexible IT 

infrastructure was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, the four criteria that I 

used to establish whether an organization has implemented a flexible IT infrastructure were based 

on the overall IT infrastructure, hardware compatibility, software flexibility and networking 

flexibility. 

When an organization exhibited clear signs of these criteria, the organization was deemed 

to have developed a flexible IT infrastructure, noted as “high”. On the contrary, when an 

organization showed little signs of these criteria, the organization has “low” levels of IT 

infrastructure flexibility. Situations in between suggested a moderate IT infrastructure flexibility 

level, noted as “medium”. In the event that no signs of the criteria could be identified, “none” was 
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listed as the level of IT infrastructure flexibility.  Table 19 below provides a summary of the 

criteria used to establish whether an organization possesses a flexible IT infrastructure.  

Table 19: Criteria to Evaluate IT Infrastructure Flexibility   

IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

Description and examples References 

Overall IT 

infrastructure 

Scalability: In general, the organization’s information 

systems and technology can handle future systems’ growth 

or contraction requirements. 

 

Adaptability and compatibility: In general, the 

organization’s information systems and technology have the 

ability to support changing IT needs and multiple systems 

can be easily connected. 

 

Modularity: In general, the organization’s information 

systems and technology are “plug and play” and 

components can be easily added, removed or modified. 

Byrd & Turner 

(2001); Kim et 

al. (2011) 

Hardware 

compatibility 

Within the organization, it is easy for employees to access 

platforms and applications. 

 

When needed, the organization uses middleware to 

integrate key enterprise applications. 

Byrd & Turner 

(2001; Kim et 

al. (2011) 

Software 

flexibility 

In the organization, systems reuse software modules 

whenever possible. 

 

In the organization, legacy systems do not hamper the 

development of new IT applications. 

 

In the organization, functionality can be quickly added to 

current IT applications.  

Byrd & Turner 

(2001); Kim et 

al. (2011) 

Network 

flexibility  

The organization has very available IT systems and high 

connectivity, compared to rivals within their industry. 

 

In the organization, systems are sufficiently flexible to 

incorporate electronic links to external parties.  

 

In the organization, remote users can seamlessly access 

software applications.  

Byrd & Turner 

(2001; Kim et 

al. (2011) 
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4.2.4.2.3 Strategic Improvisation 

The evaluation of whether an organization has developed a strategic improvisation 

capability was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). To evaluate whether an organization had 

developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability, it was first necessary to identify strategic 

improvisation events. To do so, the event had to include all three of the following: a trigger, at 

least one action, and at least one outcome derived from the action. A trigger is an unexpected 

event that requires fast action from the top management team. In the case of strategic 

improvisation, a trigger could affect the whole organization. Following this trigger, the top 

management team needed to take rapid improvisational actions. These actions were characterized 

by their spontaneity, creativity and/or deviation from current strategic plans. They also made use 

of existing resources and capabilities. Last, one or several immediate outcomes should occur, 

following the improvisational actions
6
.  

Provided instances of strategic improvisation events were identified in an organization, 

the second step was to determine whether the organization has developed a strategic 

improvisation dynamic capability. The assessment of the dynamic capability component of 

strategic improvisation was based on the repetition of strategic improvisation actions that 

reconfigured resources and capabilities. These repeated actions should be followed by long-term 

impacts on organizational capabilities. When an organization exhibited clear signs of these 

criteria, the organization was deemed to have developed a strategic improvisation capability and 

categorized as “high” level of strategic improvisation capability. On the contrary, when an 

organization showed little signs of these criteria, the organization was categorized as having 

“low” levels of strategic improvisation capability. Situations in between suggested “medium” 

                                                      

6
 A potential limit to this approach is that I may have prompted questions related to strategic improvisation 

differently depending on the respondents. However, the use of multiple respondents for each organization 

helped mitigate this limitation. 
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levels of strategic improvisation. In the event that no strategic improvisation events could be 

identified, the organization was categorized as having no strategic improvisation capability, noted 

as “none”.  Table 20 below provides a summary of the criteria used to establish whether an 

organization has developed a strategic improvisation capability.  

Table 20: Criteria to Evaluate Strategic Improvisation  

Strategic 

improvisation 
Description and examples References 

Strategic 

improvisation 

event 

Following an unexpected trigger, the organization, through 

its top managers, takes actions that can be characterized as 

spontaneous, creative and/or deviating from the strategic 

plan.  

 

Existing resources and capabilities are used to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions.  

 

The improvisation event occurs at the organizational (versus 

individual or group) level. 

Crossan et al. 

(2005); Pavlou 

& El Sawy 

(2010) 

Strategic 

improvisation 

capability  

Within the organization, there is some level of repetitiveness 

in improvisational actions that leads to reconfiguration of 

resources and capabilities.  

 

These events and actions have impacts on existing 

organizational capabilities. For instance, improvisational 

outcomes are applied to other parts of the organization over 

time.  

Eisenhardt & 

Martin (2000); 

Pavlou & El 

Sawy (2011) 

 

In itself, the number of strategic improvisation events identified within an organization 

did not predict whether an organization had developed a strategic improvisation dynamic 

capability. For instance, based on a number of examples provided by respondents, it could be that 

only one of these was considered a strategic improvisation event, using criteria set in Table 20. 

However, this event may have displayed all the criteria needed to establish whether the 

organization had developed a dynamic capability. Therefore, no meaning was associated with the 

number of strategic improvisation events identified. However, when no strategic improvisation 

event could be identified, it was assumed that the organization had not developed a strategic 

improvisation capability.  
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4.2.4.2.4 Environmental Dynamism  

The evaluation of whether an organization’s environment could be characterized as being 

dynamic was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, the two criteria that I used to 

establish environmental dynamism were based on the rate of change and the level of 

unpredictability occurring overall in the environment, in terms of the market and technology. 

Environments that were characterized by high speed of change and unpredictability were 

considered highly dynamic, noted at “high”, while environments characterized by relatively slow 

speed of change and low unpredictability were considered to exhibit low dynamism, noted as 

“low”. Situations in between suggested a moderate environmental dynamism level, recorded as 

“medium”. Table 21 below provides a summary of the criteria used to establish the levels of 

environmental dynamism. 

Table 21: Criteria to Evaluate Environmental Dynamism    

Environmental 

dynamism 
Description and examples References 

Speed of change 

In the organization’s environment, changes are 

happening fast in different areas, for instance in market 

innovations, changes in the competitive landscape, 

customers’ preference shifts, and technological changes.  

Davis et al. (2009); 

Leidner et al. 

(2011) 

Unpredictability 

It is difficult for the organization to forecast 

environmental changes because the environment is 

turbulent.  

 

Environmental uncertainty results from constant market 

and/or technological changes.  

Davis et al. (2009); 

Leidner et al. 

(2011) 

4.2.4.2.5 Internal Organizational Outcomes 

4.2.4.2.5.1 Process Flexibility  

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having flexible 

processes was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, the two criteria that I used to 

establish whether an organization has flexible processes were ease of process change and speed of 
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process change. When an organization exhibited clear signs of these criteria, the organization was 

deemed to have flexible processes, noted as “high”. On the contrary, when an organization 

showed little signs of these criteria, the organization had low process flexibility, noted as “low”. 

Situations in between suggested moderate levels of process flexibility, noted as “medium”. In the 

event that no signs of the criteria could be identified, “none” was listed as the level of of process 

flexibility. Table 22 below provides a summary of the criteria used to establish the levels of 

process flexibility. 

Table 22: Criteria to Evaluate Process Flexibility  

Process 

flexibility 
Description and examples References 

Ease of 

change in 

processes 

Based on customers’ request or other 

environmental needs, the organization can easily 

alter its operational processes. As a result, products 

and services offered by the organization can be 

modified or customized.  

Holweg & Pil (2001); 

Moorman & Miner 

(1998b); Swink et al. 

(2005) 

Speed of 

process 

changes  

Based on customers’ request or other 

environmental needs, process changes within the 

organization can be done rapidly.  

Holweg & Pil (2001) 

Moorman & Miner 

(1998b); Swink et al. 

(2005) 

4.2.4.2.5.2 Product/Service Flexibility 

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having flexible 

products and services was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, the two criteria 

that I used to establish whether an organization has flexible processes were ease of 

product/service change and extent of product/service change.  

When an organization exhibited clear signs of these criteria, the organization was deemed 

to have flexible products and services, noted as “high”. On the contrary, when an organization 

showed little to no signs of these criteria, the organization did not have flexible products and 

services, noted as “low”. Situations in between suggested a moderate level of product/service 
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flexibility, noted as “medium”. In the event that no signs of the criteria could be identified, 

“none” was recorded as the level of product/service flexibility.  

Table 23 below provides a summary of the criteria used to establish the levels of 

product/service flexibility. 

Table 23: Criteria to Evaluate Product/Service Flexibility  

Product/Service 

flexibility 
Description and examples References 

Ease of change in 

products/services 

The organization can easily modify its products and 

services to incorporate innovations.  

 

The organization can easily modify its products and 

services to address customer requirements or 

environmental changes. 

Malhotra & 

Mackelprang 

(2012); 

Moorman & 

Miner (1998b) 

Extent of 

product/service 

changes 

The organization frequently modifies its products and 

services. 

 

Modified products and services are different from existing 

products and services. 

 

Significant modifications can be made to products and 

services.  

Malhotra & 

Mackelprang 

(2012); 

Moorman & 

Miner (1998b) 

4.2.4.2.5.3 Organizational Learning  

The evaluation of whether an organization should be characterized as having developed 

an organizational learning capability was based on past literature (see Chapter 3). Specifically, 

the two criteria that I used to establish whether an organization has developed an organizational 

learning capability were the presence of learning mechanisms and the impacts of learning on the 

organization.  

When an organization exhibited clear signs of these criteria, the organization was deemed 

to have developed a learning capability, noted as “high”. On the contrary, when an organization 

showed little signs of these criteria, the organization had developed “low” levels of a learning 

capability. Situations in between suggested a moderate organizational learning level, noted as 
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“medium”. In the event that no signs of the criteria could be identified, “none” was noted as the 

level of organizational learning. 

Table 24 below provides a summary of the criteria used to establish organizational 

learning capability. 

Table 24: Criteria to Evaluate Organizational Learning   

Organizational 

learning 
Description and examples References 

Learning 

mechanisms  

There are ways for the organization and its employees to 

change their assumptions and actions, for instance through 

direct learning like trial and error, experimental, 

improvisational learning, or deviance error learning.  

 

There are ways for the organization and its employees to 

change their assumptions and actions, for example through 

indirect learning like learning from external advice or 

vicarious learning.  

Bingham & 

Davis (2012) 

Impacts of 

learning  

Learning within the organization leads to changes in the 

way business is conducted.  

 

Learning within the organization affects resources (e.g., 

organizational memory), processes and product/service 

offerings.  

Miner et al. 

(2001) 

4.2.5 Reliability and Validity 

4.2.5.1 Reliability 

To increase reliability of the overall case study and the coding of collected data, two main 

steps were followed. First, to facilitate replicability and therefore reliability of this study, a case 

study protocol was developed (Paré, 2004; Yin, 2009). See Chapter 4 – Appendix C. The case 

study protocol includes an overview of the project, the procedures followed to access the sites, 

and the interview guide. A case study database was also created. It is structured by organization 

and contains case study notes (interview transcripts, records, interview notes, visit agendas, field 

notes, coding structure, and coding analysis documents) and case study documents (e.g., 

webpages, reports).  



 

99 

 

Second, to increase reliability in the coding approach, two other coders coded two 

interview transcript excerpts. The objective of this activity is to determine whether the coding 

procedures that I followed are accurate and consistent.  Two graduate research assistants were 

hired to perform this task.  

The research assistant training was conducted over two sessions. Prior to the first 2-hour 

training session, both research assistants received a detailed table containing the main codes and 

their definitions, general coding guidelines, as well as an example transcript. The codes and 

guidelines were discussed during the training session. The two research assistants also 

independently coded some sections of the example transcript and discussed their codes with me. 

Differences were discussed and resolved during the training session. The coding table and 

guidelines were revised following the training session and suggestions made by the research 

assistants. The research assistants were then asked to independently code additional sections of 

the same example transcript, in preparation for the second training session, held one week after 

the first session. I reviewed the coding that the research assistants conducted and we discussed the 

results together, during the second training session.  

Following this training, the research assistants coded a section of a transcript that I chose, 

based on the likelihood that many codes would be identified, as compared to a section where 

most codes would be attribute codes (e.g., company background, respondent background). I chose 

a section excerpted from the EngagementOrg’s Chief Strategist and Operations Officer transcript, 

which was about 6 pages long. Following the research assistants’ coding of this section, I 

analyzed the results. During a third meeting, we discussed the differences between their and my 

coding.  

Last, I chose another excerpt from the same transcript to be coded. Because the two 

research assistants had indicated it was difficult to code a transcript without having acquired any 

prior knowledge about the organization and the interviewees, I chose to use the same transcript to 
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minimize the novelty effect. I also provided the two coders with additional background 

information about the organization.  

All documentation used for the research assistants’ training is provided in Chapter 4 – 

Appendix D. To conduct their coding, the research assistants made use of MAXQDA
7
, which 

allows for the automatic calculation of intercoder percentage agreement.  To calculate the 

intercoder level of agreement, I used the intercoder agreement function in MAXQDA with a 95% 

similarity requirement between codes.  The intercoder agreement for both coders and transcripts 

is reported in Table 25 below.  

Table 25: Intercoder Agreement 

Intercoder agreement  

(95% minimum similarity requirement) 

Coder #1 Coder #2 

Transcript excerpt #1 92% 81% 

Transcript excerpt #2 93% 90% 

 

Overall, the intercoder agreement for Coder #1 and Coder#2 improved between Excerpt 

#1 and Excerpt #2 in terms of similarity of coding. Overall, results are above acceptable level of 

80% for percentage agreement (Neuendorf, 2002) with a 95% confidence interval.   

4.2.5.2 Validity  

To assess construct validity, multiple sources of evidence were used whenever possible. 

Sources of evidence used in addition to interviews help gather multiple views of the same 

phenomenon and facilitate triangulation (Yin, 2009). See the Data Collection section. Second, 

respondents were asked to review their interview transcripts during data collection and their 

quotes when the report was being written (Yin, 2009). Third, to maintain the chain of evidence 

and ensure that all data were carefully reviewed (Yin, 2009), I used the software package 

MAXQDA to code all transcripts. All codes were then exported to an Excel spreadsheet that I 

                                                      

7
 www.maxqda.com  

http://www.maxqda.com/


 

101 

 

used to analyze all codes by construct. These files are included in my case database.  See the 

Reliability section.  

In terms of internal validity, pattern matching during data analysis was used to compare 

predicted patterns using the research model (see Chapter 3) to the patterns identified during the 

case studies. Last, external validity through the replication logic was enhanced with the use of 

multiple cases from two separate industries. The case organizations were selected with varying 

characteristics (e.g., organizational size, structure) to allow for variability and strengthen external 

validity (Yin, 2009).  

4.3 Summary 

This chapter presented the methodology for the case study component of this thesis. A 

summary of results are presented next for the four case studies, SoftwareOrg (Chapter 5), 

CommOrg (Chapter 6), MarketingOrg (Chapter 7) and EngagementOrg (Chapter 8). Cross case 

analyses, including an evaluation of the research model and propositions, are conducted in 

Chapter 9. Findings from Chapters 5-9 are discussed in depth in Chapter 12.  
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 Chapter 5

Case Study 1 - SoftwareOrg 

5.1 Introduction 

A summary of the within case analysis results is presented by individual case in Chapters 

5-8. In each chapter, a similar format is used, as follows. First, an organizational overview is 

provided. It includes general information about the organization, its sector of activity, primary 

business activities, the organization’s overall structure and the leadership team. Additionally, 

details about the organization’s IT department are provided, when applicable, as well as a 

description of the main information systems and technology. Second, summary tables are 

presented based on the case analysis performed using the model presented in Chapter 3 and 

evaluation criteria set in Chapter 4.  These tables summarize results for the 

information/knowledge and organizational factors, strategic improvisation, as well as the 

environmental and internal organizational factors. Detailed analysis is available in Chapter 5 – 

Appendix A. 

5.2 SoftwareOrg Overview  

 Full details for the analysis of the SoftwareOrg case are provided in Chapters 5 –

Appendices. Table 26 below provides an overview of the organization, in terms of general 

information, industry, structure and leadership, and information systems and technology. 
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Table 26: SoftwareOrg Overview  

Topic Summary  

General information 

about SoftwareOrg  

- Canadian professional services organization located in Ontario. 

- Annual revenues: about $15 to $20 million per year. 

- About 100 employees.  

- Organization created in 1990.  

- Majority owner: Chief Executive Officer (CEO).  

- Characterized as a ‘boutique shop’ that builds custom software, 

largely for businesses but also for consumers, using the agile 

development approach
8
. 

Clients 

- Canadian business clients from a number of industries, notably 

financial services, healthcare, retail, and manufacturing. A 

subsidiary organization still builds packaged software sold as 

Software as a Service (SaaS).  

- Client portfolio: small and larger Canadian clients.  

- Identification and sales process mostly based on networking.  

- Long standing clients, with contracts running anywhere from 

three to nine years.  

- Needs to identify new projects on a regular basis, even though 

typical projects are multi-million dollar, multi-year projects.  

Industry and 

SoftwareOrg’s offerings 

- Software development industry. 

- Competitive environment with two main types of organizations:  

small to medium enterprises (SMEs) that provide similar 

services as SoftwareOrg and large international organizations 

that tend to rely on offshoring to keep costs low.  

- Competition also varies depending on the client’s industry. For 

instance, the financial services sector is much more concentrated 

than other industries and tends to attract bigger software 

development companies.  Smaller clients in other industries are 

targeted by SMEs.  

- SoftwareOrg’s position: Able to compete against large 

organizations for multi-million dollar projects, especially in the 

financial services industry.  

- Value proposition based on relationships/networking and agile 

methodology that allows SoftwareOrg to tackle complex 

software development projects. 

Organizational structure 

and leadership 

- Flat matrix-based organizational structure.  

- Three industry practice areas: financial services (largest in 

revenues and number of employees); healthcare; information 

and communication technologies (ICT) and retail. 

- Each practice area run by a management team responsible for 

business development and revenues. 

- Support functions: marketing, finance and legal area, human 

resources, information systems and technology. 

- Leadership team: CEO; Senior Vice-President (SVP), Business 

                                                      

8
 See http://agilemanifesto.org for an overview of the principles guiding the agile development approach. 

http://agilemanifesto.org/
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Topic Summary  

Operations; SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology; VP, 

Human Resources; VP, Financial Services; VP, ICT & Retail.  

- All but one leadership team members have been with the 

organization for 10 years or more.  

- Complementary leadership team members with different sets of 

skills and expertise.  

- Weekly leadership team meetings held to discuss all projects, 

teams, human resources matters, including potential hires, 

prospects and opportunities for each practice area.   

Main information 

systems and technology  

- IS/IT function under the responsibility of the SVP, Solution 

Delivery and Technology.  

- IS/IT function composed of the Technical Operations Director 

and a second employee.  

- Three core information systems, Unanet
9
, Highrise

10
 and 

Microsoft Excel (see Chapter 5- Appendix B).  

o Unanet: time and expense tracking system. Data collected by 

the system are used to produce managerial reports using 

Excel spreadsheets. 

o Highrise: lightweight customer relationship management 

(CRM) system used primarily to track business leads and all 

interactions with potential and existing clients. Use is not 

mandatory and some practice areas use it more heavily than 

others. Data collected with Highrise used to prepare win-loss 

analysis reports in Excel.  

o Excel also helps project managers keep track of their 

projects. Also used to produce invoices, to keep track of 

clients, and for human resources management purposes.  

o Expected implementation of Netsuite, with the objective of 

improving information management. Mid-market enterprise 

resource planning (ERP) system that integrates project 

management and financial components of the organization. 

 

  

                                                      

9
 http://www.unanet.com/timesheet-software 

10
 https://highrisehq.com 

http://www.unanet.com/timesheet-software
https://highrisehq.com/
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5.3 Summary of SoftwareOrg Case Analysis  

The following section presents SoftwareOrg results based on the case analysis performed 

using the model presented in Chapter 3 and evaluation criteria set in Chapter 4. First, 

organizational and information/knowledge factors are presented. Second, a review of strategic 

improvisation results is highlighted and is followed by results for the organizational outcomes.    

5.3.1 Organizational Factors and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Table 27 below summarizes case results for the organizational factors (i.e., experimental 

culture, business strategy flexibility, IS/IT strategy) and the information/knowledge factors (i.e., 

organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility). Full details are 

provided in Chapter 5 - Appendix A. 

Table 27: Summary of Results for the Organizational and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Construct Level Description  

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental 

culture 
High 

The organization encourages employees to try new things and to 

persevere when they do not work. The organization is willing to 

take calculated risks at both operational and strategic levels. 

 

- In general, people have freedom to experiment. 

- Following the agile methodology, employees are encouraged 

to try things out and to learn from their failures.  

- The organization takes calculated risks at the strategic level, 

by trying new approaches, entering new markets and learning 

from the results.  

Business 

strategy 

flexibility 

Low 

The execution of the organization’s strategy has been under 

external attack. The organization is only starting to develop key 

strategic processes and boundary rules to frame its overall 

strategy.   

 

- SoftwareOrg is in the process of developing two key 

strategic processes: subject matter expertise, and a business 

development and account management process. 

- No boundary rules were identified.  

IS/IT strategy Undefined 

SoftwareOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be categorized as undefined. 

The organization seems to be moving toward a more formalized 

strategy that shows signs of innovativeness with the adoption of 

a small-scale enterprise system (called Netsuite). 
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Construct Level Description  

 

- IS/IT currently supports business strategy. 

- The implementation of Netsuite is expected to transform 

IS/IT into a strategic enabler. 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 

Low-

medium 

SoftwareOrg values organizational memory and is in the process 

of developing processes to improve the storage of declarative 

information and knowledge. At this stage, efforts to store past 

experience, knowledge and information using IS/IT seem to be 

limited. 

  

- Procedural memory is mostly stored within individuals and 

not on IS/IT, especially expertise acquired during a specific 

project.  

- SoftwareOrg makes more use of its IS/IT to store declarative 

memory. 

- Moderate complementarity exists between declarative and 

procedural types of memory. 

IM/KM 

capability 

Low-

medium 

SoftwareOrg has started improving on IT-enabled information 

and knowledge management, as the organization keeps growing. 

 

- Lack of real-time availability of information.  

- Limited IT-enabled IM/KM processes. 

- Effective non-IT enabled IM/KM processes at managerial 

and project levels.  

- Limited success for information and knowledge sharing. 

IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

Medium 

The organization has implemented an infrastructure that allows 

for flexibility but it needs to integrate its software applications 

better. 

 

- SoftwareOrg’s server virtualization improves scalability, 

adaptability, compatibility and overall flexibility. 

- Current systems limit flexibility and accessibility. Integration 

and flexibility need to be improved (e.g., using Netsuite).  

- Network access is secure. 

 

5.3.2 Strategic Improvisation at SoftwareOrg 

The evaluation of strategic improvisation within SoftwareOrg was conducted in two 

steps: The identification of potential strategic improvisation events, and determining whether 

SoftwareOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability. Overall, three events 

were recounted by respondents. Using criteria set in Table 20, two of these events were identified 



 

107 

 

as strategic improvisation events. One relates to the loss of a key client, RetailClient, while the 

other is about the gain of a new major client, BankClient. To determine whether SoftwareOrg has 

developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability, two criteria were examined, 

repetitiveness and impact, as described in Table 20. Overall, SoftwareOrg appears to be in the 

process of developing a strategic improvisation capability.  

Table 28 below provides a summary of the strategic events and the criteria used to 

evaluate whether SoftwareOrg has developed a strategic improvisation capability.  

Table 28: Summary of Results for Strategic Improvisation  

Criteria Results 

Strategic improvisation 

event #1: Loss of major 

client in the ICT & Retail 

practice area, RetailClient. 

Brief description:  

- RetailClient: largest client for the ICT & Retail practice area. 

- Developed and maintained RetailClient’s core pharmacy 

system, RetailSystem. Provided other software development 

services within the organization.  

 

Trigger: change in management in the client’s IS/IT function. 

This new management team started sending requests for 

proposals for new software development projects. 

 

Improvisational actions:  

- Scenario-based analysis to anticipate potential outcomes for 

this threat. Use network to better understand the situation 

internally and gather as much information as possible about 

RetailClient. 

- When it became clear that SoftwareOrg would lose the 

support of RetailSystem, the organization sought to use its 

external network, as well as its internal network within 

RetailClient to find out which organization would win the 

maintenance contract and whether SoftwareOrg could keep 

some of the business with that new vendor. 

- SoftwareOrg leaders discussed this potential alternative with 

RetailClient to make sure that RetailClient would accept 

SoftwareOrg as a potential subcontractor for the new vendor.  

 

Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 

- Three outcomes: loss of the client; internal personnel 

movements during the event; dismissal of a limited number of 

employees; and leveraging of employees’ technical expertise 

on other subject matters, like financial services or the 

pharmacy industry.  
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Criteria Results 

-  Long-term process impacts: development of a better business 

development and account management process; and use of 

pharmacy system expertise in other practice areas, like the 

Healthcare area.  

- Use of resources and capabilities: Rapid change of 

relationships through employees and managers; 

reconfiguration of capabilities in developing pharmacy 

systems and application to other sectors within the 

organization.  

Strategic improvisation 

event #2: Acquisition of a 

new major client in the 

Financial Services practice 

area, BankClient.  

Brief description:  

- Financial Services practice area: largest one at SoftwareOrg.  

- Clients in this industry tend to be larger and require the 

execution of long term, complex projects.  

 

Trigger: fortuitous meeting between SoftwareOrg’s CEO and an 

old acquaintance, a newly appointed senior executive at 

BankClient. 

 

Improvisational actions:  

- Evaluate the opportunity as a leadership team to decide 

whether it is worth pursuing and evaluate the organization’s 

ability to complete the project.  

- Develop action plan to build relationships with BankClient at 

various organizational levels, using LinkedIn and Twitter, as 

well as HighRise. 

- Relationship development.  

- Identification of potential staffing requirements, in terms of 

personnel and expertise. 

 

Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 

- Three direct outcomes: award of multi-year project; personnel 

reallocation; and importance of IT-enabled information for 

staffing purposes recognized. 

- Use of existing resources and capabilities: the VP, Human 

Resources used her experience in staffing projects to 

reconfigure the human resources needed for the opportunity; 

leadership team members used their network and key 

technical staff to infiltrate the organization.  

Strategic improvisation 

capability: Low-Medium  

Repetitiveness in improvisational actions that leads to 

reconfiguration of resources and capabilities:  

- Systematic discussion of strategic opportunities and threats as 

a leadership team.  

- Systematic leadership team decision, rather than individual 

decision.  

- Key capabilities and resources are reviewed and assigned to 

the strategic event, based on individual expertise.  

- Effectiveness of repeated actions is unknown: one positive 
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Criteria Results 

overall outcome and one negative overall outcome.  

- Effective communication and overall knowledge sharing 

process. However, information technologies and systems not 

used to their potential.  

 

Impact on existing organizational capabilities over time:  

- Long term impacts: new hiring process to emphasize strong 

domain and technical expertise; new pricing approach; and 

expansion of HighRise use. 

- Impact on how SoftwareOrg now conducts business.  

- Need to improve on ability to pursue new business but also its 

ability to monitor existing clients.  

In summary, based on the analysis of two specific strategic improvisation events, it seems 

that SoftwareOrg has low-medium levels of a strategic improvisation capability. Examples of 

creative and spontaneous resource and capability reconfigurations are provided by respondents 

but their effectiveness is questioned at times. Clear outcomes with potential long-term impacts for 

the whole organization are also given. This indicates that the organization may be in the process 

of developing a strategic improvisation capability.  

5.3.3 SoftwareOrg’s Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Table 29 below summarizes the results for environmental dynamism and the internal 

organizational outcomes of process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational 

learning. Full details are provided in Chapter 5 – Appendix A. 

Table 29: Summary of Results for Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational 

Outcomes  

Construct Level Description  

Moderator – environment  

Environmental 

dynamism 
High 

Overall, the environment in which SoftwareOrg competes can 

be characterized as highly dynamic, both in terms of speed of 

change and level of unpredictability. 

 

- The environment is volatile. 

- The industry is affected by consumer trend changes.  

- The industry is affected by virtualization trends. 

- The environment is highly unpredictable. 
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Construct Level Description  

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process 

flexibility 
Medium 

SoftwareOrg has developed medium levels of process 

flexibility. The organization can easily modify its processes but 

not necessarily rapidly. It has to deal with a difficult market 

and has chosen to focus on its employees’ well being, 

sometimes at the expense of speed in process change.   

 

Following the two strategic improvisation events, major 

changes to the organization’s strategy and key strategic 

processes were made. They involved a refined business 

development and account management process, as well as a 

new hiring process. 

 

SoftwareOrg appears to have difficulty implementing some of 

these process changes quickly.  

Product/Service 

flexibility 
High 

SoftwareOrg develops software products using the agile 

methodology, which means that the organization’s products 

and services can be easily and frequently modified to address 

customer needs.  

 

Product/service flexibility directly related to strategic 

improvisation is limited to the loss of a major client, 

RetailClient.  

- The organization leveraged its retail and pharmacy 

expertise.  

- New business opportunities are being pursued following 

the planned merger of RetailClient with another large 

retailer.   

Organizational 

learning 
Medium 

SoftwareOrg’s ability to learn through direct mechanisms is 

high, but there is no evidence that the organization uses 

indirect learning mechanisms. See Table 24. The feedback 

loop between organizational learning and two information and 

knowledge capabilities is also clear.  

 

Direct learning includes improvisational learning, trial and 

error learning and deviance error learning:  

- Improvisational learning example derived from the award 

of contract with BankClient.  

- Trial and error learning following the loss of RetailClient. 

- Deviance error learning example in the healthcare industry. 

 

No indirect learning mechanisms were identified.  

 

Feedback loop: Organizational learning at SoftwareOrg affects 

some information and knowledge capabilities, notably 

organizational memory and IM/KM management.  

- Procedural memory was modified when the organization 

changed its pricing strategy and started competing with 
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Construct Level Description  

larger organizations for projects with large banks.  

 

- The development of the new account management process 

requires a change in IM/KM, as the organization needs to 

refine the way information and knowledge are managed 

with Highrise.  

5.4 Summary 

This chapter presented results the SoftwareOrg case. They are summarized in Table 30 

below. 

Table 30: Summary of Results 

Construct SoftwareOrg 

Overview 

Years in operation 24 years  

Size 100 employees 

Annual revenues $15 million  

Organizational structure Flat structure 

Main industry Software development 

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental culture High 

Business strategy flexibility Low 

IS/IT strategy Undefined 

Antecedents – information and knowledge capabilities 

Organizational memory Low-medium 

IM/KM capability Low-medium 

IT infrastructure flexibility Medium 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic improvisation Low-medium 

Moderator – environment 

Environmental dynamism High 

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process flexibility Medium 

Product/Service flexibility High 

Organizational learning Medium 
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 Chapter 6

Case Study 2 - MarketingOrg 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents summary findings from the second case, MarketingOrg. The format 

followed in this chapter is similar to the one described at the beginning of Chapter 5. A summary 

table is provided at the end this chapter.    

6.2 MarketingOrg Overview  

Full details for the analysis of the MarketingOrg case are provided in Chapter 6 –

Appendix A. Table 31 below provides an overview of the organization, in terms of general 

information, industry, structure and leadership, and information systems and technology. 

Table 31: MarketingOrg Overview  

Topic Summary  

General information 

about MarketingOrg  

- Canadian service organization located in Ontario, with satellite 

offices in Western Canada and in Quebec.  

- Annual revenues: about $6 million per year. 

- About 60 employees.  

- Organization created in 1994.  

- Majority owner: President and Chief Executive Officer (CEO).  

- Originally a grassroots marketing agency that used to specialize 

in sport events; now a multi-service marketing agency.  

Clients - Mainly ‘Blue chip’ Canadian companies.  

Agency Industry and 

MarketingOrg’s offerings 

- Very competitive industry composed of organizations 

specializing in advertising services and organizations focusing 

on marketing services. 

- Multiple direct and indirect competitors, ranging from small 

organizations with 25 employees or less to larger organizations 

with several hundred employees.  

- Increasing competition with more niche players entering the 

market and existing agencies expanding the range of their 

services.  

- MarketingOrg’s market is mostly project based. 

- MarketingOrg’s services: consumer engagement (i.e., exposing 

a consumer to a brand in other ways than advertising; largest 
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Topic Summary  

area in terms of revenues), consulting services (e.g., strategic 

partnerships, sponsorship services) and owned properties (i.e., 

events owned and operated by MarketingOrg).  

Organizational structure 

and leadership 

- Leadership team: CEO; Chief Financial Officer (CFO); VP, 

Consumer Engagement; the VP, Strategic Partnerships; 

Managing Director, Digital Services; Chief Creative Officer
11

 

and a Senior Advisor.  

- In the process of redesigning organizational structure, using a 

‘pod’ structure, as a result of a strategic review of 

MarketingOrg’s operations. Objective of new structure is to 

reduce internal competition, address lack of support and 

communication issues. 

- Diverse leadership team in terms of seniority and expertise. 

Collaborative environment that has improved over the past few 

years because leadership team is smaller and CEO is more open 

to discussion and feedback.  

- Team decision-making only when needed. CEO is final 

decision-maker.  

Main information 

systems and technology  

- IS/IT function under the CFO’s responsibility. 

- Function not included on MarketingOrg’s new organizational 

chart.  

- IS/IT activities entirely outsourced to external vendor. Vendor 

employee on site once or twice per week.  

- One core, organization-wide information system, Advantage, 

and two other, more activity-specific systems, Main Event and 

Salesforce (see Chapter 6 - Appendix B).   

o Advantage
12

: web-based application that provides financial 

analysis modules, and account and workflow management. 

Although Advantage is used by most of the organization, the 

MarketingOrg Partnership division (a separate but affiliated 

organization) does not have access to it. Advantage does not 

appear to meet the needs of some functions.  

o Main Event
13

: web-based experiential marketing 

management system currently being piloted at 

MarketingOrg. Remotely connected with brand ambassadors 

at events. Communication and business intelligence 

functions.  

o Salesforce
14

: sales performance management system used by 

MarketingOrg Partnerships division to track sales prospects 

only.  

                                                      

11
 The position did not exist at the time of the interview. 

12
 http://www.gotoadvantage.com/advantage/webvantage/ 

13
 http://www.maineventsoftware.com  

14
 http://www.salesforce.com/work/overview/  

http://www.gotoadvantage.com/advantage/webvantage/
http://www.maineventsoftware.com/
http://www.salesforce.com/work/overview/
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6.3 Summary of MarketingOrg Case Analysis  

The following section presents MarketingOrg results based on the case analysis 

performed using the model presented in Chapter 3 and evaluation criteria set in Chapter 4. First, 

organizational and information/knowledge factors are presented. Second, a review of strategic 

improvisation results is highlighted and is followed by results for the organizational outcomes.    

6.3.1 Organizational Factors and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Table 32 below summarizes case results for the organizational factors (i.e., experimental 

culture, business strategy flexibility, IS/IT strategy) and the information/knowledge factors (i.e., 

organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility). Full details are 

provided in Chapter 6 - Appendix A. 

Table 32: Summary of Results for the Organizational and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Construct Level Description  

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental 

culture 

Medium-

High 

MarketingOrg’s organizational culture is entrepreneurial, hard-

working, sometimes competitive and stressful. It is also 

experimental in some aspects, for instance risk-taking, but not in 

others (e.g., allowing for mistakes).  

 

- In general, the organization leaders and employees are 

encouraged to try new things and to take risks. 

- Ready to take on any customer challenge. 

- Signs of limited tolerance for failure.    

Business 

strategy 

flexibility 

High 

MarketingOrg’s strategy is centered on integrated brand 

marketing, including branding services and events. Overall 

objective is to become a top-three agency for “experiential 

marketing, digital innovation and sponsorship activation”
15

.  

- Clear flexible business strategy.  

- Three key independent strategic activities: Solve internal 

issues; develop an ‘ideal’ client base; increase organizational 

creativity.  

- Defined principles to set boundaries around strategic 

activities, such as a roles and responsibilities, and success 

metrics.   

                                                      

15
 MarketingOrg’s 2014 business plan (confidential document) 
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Construct Level Description  

IS/IT strategy Undefined 

MarketingOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be characterized as an 

undefined strategy.  

 

- No formalized IS/IT strategy. 

- IS/IT role not viewed as critical within the organization and 

does not provide strategic advantages.  

- Existing IS/IT not used to their full potential. 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 
Low 

MarketingOrg gathers and stores declarative and procedural 

memory. However, because these two types cannot always be 

easily accessed, the level of complementarity between 

declarative and procedural memory appears to be low, especially 

using information systems.  

 

- Stored procedural memory can be reused at the operational 

level (e.g., project procedures).  

- No standard procedure to facilitate access to procedural 

memory at the managerial levels. Procedural memory kept in 

top managers heads, stored on individuals’ hard drives or 

email folders. 

- Declarative memory: efficient storage and sharing of 

financial data and information, which are not necessarily 

reused for business decisions. Advantage has been identified 

as a potential solution to this issue.  

- Limited complementarity between procedural and declarative 

memory, especially the use of declarative memory to alter 

procedural memory.  Effective use of non-IT based 

procedural memory to access declarative memory. 

- IS/IT are not well used to rapidly access stored information 

and knowledge.  

IM/KM 

capability 
Low 

Critical information is not available in real-time and information 

and knowledge provided may not always be relevant. In terms of 

information and knowledge management, issues of information 

and knowledge organization and sharing were identified. Last, 

information is difficult to share across divisions and information 

management needs to be improved at the upper management 

level. Some of these issues are being addressed. 

 

- Advantage, MarketingOrg’s main information system and 

the backbone of its financial system, is not used by all 

business units or is only used partially by others. As a result, 

relevant information may not be captured, and financial 

accuracy and granularity may be negatively impacted.  

- Information and knowledge not always timely, let alone 

available in real-time. 

- IT-enabled information and knowledge gathering not always 

organized to facilitate access and reuse, which impacts 

strategic decision-making and employees’ effectiveness.   
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- Systems’ integration is lacking and negatively impacts 

information and knowledge sharing.  

- Effective at non-IT enabled information and knowledge 

sharing processes. 

IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

Low 

MarketingOrg does not appear to have yet developed a flexible 

IT infrastructure.  

 

- Lack of an IS/IT strategy prevents the organization from 

taking advantage of the existing IT infrastructure.  

- Lack of compatibility for Advantage, the main information 

system used for financial reporting. 

- Lack of integration between MarketingOrg’s main systems 

(Advantage and Main Event).  

- Recent implementation of Advantage and Main Event may 

partly explain lack of IT infrastructure flexibility.  

6.3.2 Strategic Improvisation at MarketingOrg 

The evaluation of strategic improvisation within MarketingOrg was conducted in two 

steps: Identifying potential strategic improvisation events, and determining whether 

MarketingOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability. Overall, three events 

were recounted by respondents. Using criteria set in Table 20, all three events were identified as 

strategic improvisation events. They all relate to the development of new lines of business, 

specifically new products and new services. To determine whether MarketingOrg  has developed 

a strategic improvisation dynamic capability, two criteria were examined, repetitiveness and 

impact, as described in Table 20. Overall, MarketingOrg appears to have low levels of a strategic 

improvisation capability.  

Table 33 below provides a summary of the strategic events and the criteria used to 

evaluate whether MarketingOrg has developed a strategic improvisation capability.  
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Table 33: Summary of Results for Strategic Improvisation  

Criteria Results 

Strategic improvisation 

event #1: Creation of a 

Twitter-enabled vending 

machine. 

Brief description:  

- The concept of the Twitter-enabled vending machine is to 

distribute a limited edition model of the client’s product, 

produced by a large toy manufacturer, only when the 

consumer has either tweeted pictures of the product or spent a 

pre-determined amount at a specific retailer.  

- This type of promotion follows a current trend in the 

marketing industry, where the objective is to provide 

consumers with a digital experience and actively engage them 

with a digital technology.  

- The vending machine was created in six weeks and attracted 

extensive media attention. 

 

Trigger: During one presentation to a large global manufacturing 

corporation, it was suggested that MarketingOrg developed a 

Twitter-activated vending machine to promote the client’s 

product at an upcoming tradeshow. 

 

Improvisational actions:  

- Identification of potential larger business opportunity by the 

Managing Director, Digital Services following the tradeshow 

and an annual MarketingOrg conference where the product 

was presented.  

- Decision to pursue the opportunity stalled when discussions 

moved from the creative concept to more business-related 

concerns, such as pricing models.  

- Managing Director, Digital Services kept promoting the 

Twitter-activated vending machine and successfully presented 

it at another tradeshow. Limited internal interest resulted from 

this second tradeshow. 

- Award received at a digital product show in the United States, 

which prompted the Managing Director, Digital Services to 

request and obtain funds to promote the vending machine 

there.  

- Different brand name than MarketingOrg to distance product 

from company’s name.  

- Creation of a mini-business case to determine whether the 

opportunity was financially viable.  

- Decision to pursue opportunity and to hire a new employee 

with an engineering background and product development 

expertise.  

- Continuous research on the product and development of an 

expertise by Managing Director, Digital Services.  

 

Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 
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- Three direct outcomes: rapid development of a new product, 

the Twitter-activated vending machine; identification of a new 

business opportunity related to digital marketing products, 

with the hope to develop a competency in marketing 

technologies; creation of a full division in the new 

organizational structure for digital products.  

- Rapid and creative use of existing resources and capability to 

design and develop a product for its clients.  

- Although the process was fairly ineffective at first, the 

organization was able to identify a business opportunity.  

- Successful leveraging of capabilities in developing 

experiential marketing solutions and application to new 

concept.  

- Full leverage of current resources, especially diverse expertise 

from its top managers.   

- Recognition of competency gap filled with external 

recruitment.  

Strategic improvisation 

event #2: Promotion of 

annual sporting event for 

major client  

Brief description:  

- MarketingOrg proposed to one of its clients, a major Canadian 

professional sports organization, to promote its main annual 

sporting event by selling event packages to individuals and 

corporations. Profits would be divided equally between the 

client and MarketingOrg.  

- Very comprehensive and pricey packages ($4,000) that 

included tickets to the annual Canadian sporting event and to 

a major party following the event, food and accommodation, 

transfers from and to the airport and both events.  

- Experienced manager assigned to project but new approach 

for MarketingOrg (price and market packages).  

- 80% of the packages were sold to a corporation fairly early 

on, but with only two weeks left before the event, the 

organization still had 30 packages to sell.  

 

Trigger: Offer to promote the annual sporting event with a new 

ticket packaging/pricing approach. Time pressure to sell 

remaining packages.  

 

Improvisational actions:  

- Analysis of feedback received from potential package buyers 

who had been contacted, based on discussions with 

salespeople. Information from calls was not recorded into 

Salesforce.  

- Identification of selling options with the client. Approval 

sought and obtained to lower prices/margins and offer 

different types of packages. 

- Creation of different packages and pricing options.  

- Use of online ticket resellers to sell remaining event tickets.  
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Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 

- Two direct outcomes: significant changes to the original 

pricing structure which allowed MarketingOrg to derive 

profits from event; High level of stress during the two weeks 

preceding the event. 

- Ability to deliver a successful event demonstrates that some 

capabilities and resources were reconfigured effectively, but 

with increased levels of stress for MarketingOrg’s employees. 

Strategic improvisation 

event #3: Race weekend 

event  

Brief description:  

- An international sports federation that organizes race events 

around the world had awarded one of these race weekends to a 

city outside of Canada. Unfortunately, that city had to cancel 

its participation and the sports federation was left with no host 

for its event. Following a new call to host the race weekend, a 

major Ontarian city obtained rights to the event. 

-  The city’s tourism office approached MarketingOrg to 

organize the event on their behalf.  

- MarketingOrg was preferred by host city because the 

company was already in talks with the city’s tourism office to 

find new ways to promote the city and a senior member of the 

leadership team had past expertise hosting similar events. 

 

Trigger:  

- Request from city’s tourism office to organize and promote 

the race weekend.  

- Different opportunity for MarketingOrg that is used to 

working with a set budget provided by the client. Promoting 

an event has different financial implications. 

- Time allocated to organizing the race weekend was reduced to 

12-13 months, less than half what other event hosts usually 

need to organize similar events. 

 

Improvisational actions:  

- Opportunity review as a team and decision to bid on 

opportunity, based on three components only: race 

organization expertise, live event organization expertise, and 

partial funding available from the city. 

- Award of the bid to MarketingOrg with 12 months left to 

execute on the project coupled with slow decision-making to 

designate a team to the project. Assigned team members may 

not have had the expertise necessary to successful execute the 

project. 

- Recruitment of an individual to secure sponsors for the race. 

Lack of clear role definition, which led to the person being 

pulled into marketing activities rather than sponsorship sales.  

- Difficultly obtaining sponsors and significant delays in overall 

race organization, due to external stakeholders. 
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- Once the course location was finalized, focus switched from 

revenue generation through sponsors to the delivery of a 

flawless event.  

 

Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 

- One direct outcome: successful race weekend from an 

operational perspective, but at a financial cost.  

- Leveraging of expertise to both organize events and this 

specific type of sporting events.  

- Lack of expertise in promoting the event, with financial 

consequences. No acquisition of external expertise.  

- Ability to deliver a successful event demonstrates that some 

capabilities and resources were reconfigured effectively. 

Strategic improvisation 

capability: Low  

Repetitiveness in improvisational actions that leads to 

reconfiguration of resources and capabilities:  

- Creative and effective reconfiguration of resources and 

capabilities on the spot with Twitter-activated vending 

machine event.  

- Leveraging of expertise to deliver successful events with 

package and race weekend events.  

- Lack of effectiveness for other improvisational actions (e.g., 

decision-making, leveraging of IS/IT, partial assessment of 

opportunity). 

 

Impact on existing organizational capabilities over time:  

- Impacts of strategic improvisation on the whole organization 

clear for the first strategic improvisation event (creation of a 

new digital product division; new hire).  

- Long-term impacts following the second and third strategic 

improvisation events less clear. Improvisational learning 

identified in the case of the packages sales and hiring of part-

time employee dedicated to obtaining sponsors for 

MarketingOrg events. 

- Effectiveness of these actions is still unknown.  

 

In summary, based on the analysis of three specific strategic improvisation events, it 

seems that MarketingOrg shows first signs of developing a strategic improvisation capability, 

which is noted at ‘low’. Examples of creative and spontaneous resource and capability 

reconfigurations are provided, and are followed by valuable outcomes with potential long-term 

benefits for the whole organization. But other improvisational actions were not effective and in at 

least one event, no long-term outcome could be identified.   
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6.3.3 MarketingOrg’s Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Table 34 below summarizes the results for environmental dynamism and the internal 

organizational outcomes of process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational 

learning. Full details are provided in Chapter 6 – Appendix A. 

Table 34: Summary of Results for Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational 

Outcomes  

Construct Level Description  

Moderator – environment  

Environmental 

dynamism 

Medium

- High 

MarketingOrg’s environment can be characterized as dynamic, 

both in terms of unpredictability and rate of change, especially 

in terms of technological changes.  

 

- Constant changes in the agency driven by clients.  

- Need to partner with other agencies impacts how much new 

or renewed business an agency can expect.  

- Ever changing consumer needs and trends that increase 

unpredictability.  

- Rapid technological changes following the rise of the 

Internet. 

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process 

flexibility 

Medium

- High 

In most cases, processes at MarketingOrg can be changed 

quickly and easily, indicating that overall, the organization has 

flexible processes.  

 

- Always ready to take on challenges and to address 

customers’ requests, even if they have not developed the 

expertise to do so. 

- Flexibility partially due to MarketingOrg’s entrepreneurial 

culture and the result of environmental constraints.  

- Process flexibility linked to strategic improvisation (e.g., 

fast recruitment of external expertise to fill a gap in 

competency).  

- Process flexibility can have negative impacts on the 

employees (e.g., event package example).  

- Strategic decision-making process sometimes slow and 

ineffective (e.g., Twitter-activated vending machine).   

Product/Service 

flexibility 
High  

Despite limited resources and capabilities, MarketingOrg has 

recently expanded its offerings by offering two new service 

and product lines. Product and service changes were easily 

made and the extent of changes was significant.  

 

- Ability to modify its processes to provide clients with new 

products and services, such as website design and public 
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relations services.  

- Limited capacity to develop new lines of products and 

services due to organization size.  

- Twitter-activated vending machine developed in six weeks.  

- Brand new line of business launched and a new business 

unit created less than a year after the vending machine 

initial idea was developed.  

- Attempts made to develop a second new line of business, 

around MarketingOrg’s owned properties (second and third 

strategic improvisation events).   

Organizational 

learning 

Medium

- High 

There is evidence that MarketingOrg has developed 

mechanisms to learn. See Table 24.  In the examples analyzed, 

the organization applies this learning to shift the way it 

conducts business.  

 

Direct learning includes improvisational learning, trial and 

error learning:  

- Improvisational learning during the first strategic 

improvisation event (brand name change for the Twitter-

enabled vending machine before attending award 

conference) and during the second strategic improvisation 

package event (review of feedback from customers). 

- Trial and error learning triggered by improvisational 

learning from the third strategic improvisation event (e,g., 

more emphasis required for sponsorship sales, better 

choices of events to organize). 

 

Indirect learning includes learning through external advice and 

of vicarious learning: 

- Vicarious learning during the Twitter-activated vending 

machine event: commitment of CEO and CFO after 

learning that competitors had started offering similar 

products.  

- Learning through external advice during the development 

of the organization’s new business plan.  

 

A feedback loop exists between organizational learning and 

information and knowledge capabilities, especially in terms of 

organizational memory: 

- Organizational learning derived from the second strategic 

improvisation event led to a modification of declarative 

memory (e.g., stored information about events, and 

pricing).  

- Procedural memory was also changed following this event, 

as the VP, Strategic Partnerships has already decided that 

the event would be managed differently by MarketingOrg 

for the next occurrence of this event.   
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6.4 Summary 

This chapter presented results for the second case, MarketingOrg. They are summarized 

in Table 35 below. 

Table 35: Summary of Results for MarketingOrg 

Construct MarketingOrg 

Overview 

Years in operation 20 years  

Size 60 employees 

Annual revenues $6 million 

Organizational structure Pod structure  

Main industry Marketing agency 

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental culture Medium-High 

Business strategy flexibility High 

IS/IT strategy Undefined 

Antecedents – information and knowledge capabilities 

Organizational memory Low 

IM/KM capability Low 

IT infrastructure flexibility Low 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic improvisation Low 

Moderator – environment 

Environmental dynamism Medium 

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process flexibility Medium-High 

Product/Service Flexibility High 

Organizational learning Medium-High 
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 Chapter 7

Case Study 3 - CommOrg 

7.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents summary findings from the third case, CommOrg. The format 

followed in this chapter is similar to the one described at the beginning of Chapter 5. A summary 

table is provided at the end this chapter.    

7.2 CommOrg Overview  

Full details for the analysis of the CommOrg case are provided in Chapter 7 –Appendix 

A. Table 36 below provides an overview of the organization, in terms of general information, 

industry, structure and leadership, and information systems and technology. 

Table 36: CommOrg Overview  

Topic Summary  

General information 

about CommOrg  

- Canadian public relations (PR) and communications firm with 

main offices located in Ontario and Quebec.  

- Founded in 1976. Growth strategy through acquisition.  

- Five firms, including CommOrg, specialize each in one sector 

(e.g., health care) and operate under the umbrella of one holding 

company, CommHolding (about 425 employees; $70 million in 

annual revenues).  

- CommOrg is the largest of the five operating firms, with about 

300 employees spread across 13 offices in Canada. Satellites 

offices in all major cities in Canada.  

Clients 

- Large corporations.   

- Client portfolio composed largely of organizations that have 

worked with CommOrg for a long time and short-term clients to 

address specific communication crises. 

Communications/PR 

Industry and CommOrg’s 

offerings 

- Competitive communications and PR industry with low barriers 

to enter. 

- Two main types of firms competing in industry: small 

organizations or sole practitioners and international 

conglomerates.  

- Competitive landscape varies within Canada, province by 

province.  

- CommOrg’s services in 20 sectors (manufacturing, health care, 
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Topic Summary  

etc.): communication and PR services such as corporate 

communication, digital communications, communications 

planning, crisis management, government relations, and 

investment relations.  

- Project-based market.   

Organizational structure 

and leadership 

- CommOrg ownership: 80% CommHolding, 20% managing 

partners. 

- Central services at CommHolding (20 employees), including 

corporate affairs, financial services, human resources and 

information systems and technology (IS/IT).  

- Corporate leadership team composed of the Chairman, the 

President and CEO (CEO), the Executive Vice-President, the 

Executive Vice-President and Chief Financial Officer 

(EVP&CFO), the Vice-President (VP), Strategy, the national 

Managing Partner (responsible for CommOrg) and the 

international Managing Partner.  

- Decision-making process decentralized to local managing 

partners.  

- The leadership team members who are involved in strategic 

decision-making vary depending on the type of decisions.  

Main information 

systems and technology  

- IS/IT department managed by the Chief Information Officer 

(CIO), under the EVP&CFO responsibility.  

- Department evolved from a hybrid IS/IT organization that 

included CommHolding employees and a number of external 

consultants, to an IS/IT organization that mostly relies on 

internal expertise.  

- IS/IT project portfolio governed by an IT steering committee 

composed of the CIO, the EVP&CFO and the CEO. Current 

IS/IT projects discussed with the EVP&CFO on a weekly basis, 

and with the CEO on a biweekly basis.  

- Recent major overhaul of IT infrastructure.  

- One core system throughout the organization, Maconomy, and 

an intranet. See Chapter 7 – Appendix B.  

o Maconomy: Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system. 

Includes a time entry management module, an accounting 

and financial reporting module used by the EVP&CFO to 

produce financial and managerial reports, and a dashboard 

module developed by the software vendor for CommOrg 

(access to key performance indicators (KPIs)). 

o Indexed intranet used to manage reference materials.  
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7.3 Summary of CommOrg Case Analysis  

The following section presents CommOrg results based on the case analysis performed 

using the model presented in Chapter 3 and evaluation criteria set in Chapter 4. First, 

organizational and information/knowledge factors are presented. Second, a review of strategic 

improvisation results is highlighted and is followed by results for the organizational outcomes.    

7.3.1 Organizational Factors and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Table 37 below summarizes case results for the organizational factors (i.e., experimental 

culture, business strategy flexibility, IS/IT strategy) and the information/knowledge factors (i.e., 

organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility). Full details are 

provided in Chapter 7 - Appendix A. 

Table 37: Summary of Results for the Organizational and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Construct Level Description  

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental 

culture 
Low 

CommOrg’s organizational culture can be described as 

professional and entrepreneurial. The organization appears to 

have developed low levels of an experimental culture.  

 

- CommOrg’s organizational culture: highly corporate or 

professional; highly collaborative and entrepreneurial. 

- Employees are intellectually curious and with a strong 

personality, which can lead to internal competition.  

- High emphasis given to professional development. 

- Day-to-day freedom to operate, but it is restricted by 

structured procedures.  

- Structure and processes limit ways to learn from past 

mistakes.  

Business 

strategy 

flexibility 

High 

CommOrg has developed two key strategic processes and has 

clearly set boundary rules for at least one of them. Overall, 

CommOrg’s main objective is to keep growing in a 

sustainable way in four key strategic areas (offer new 

services; refine and promote existing products; maintain 

Canadian leading position; expand internationally).  

 

- Two key independent strategic processes: geographic 

expansion and product innovation through the integration 

of a research and analytics expertise; external acquisitions 
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Construct Level Description  

to reach growth objectives.  

- No specific rules identified for the product innovation 

process through research and analysis. 

- Clear rules to set restrictions around the acquisition 

process, including geographical and sectorial restrictions, 

as well as roles and responsibilities.  

IS/IT strategy Ambidextrous 

CommOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be defined as ambidextrous, 

as it exhibits signs of both an innovative and a conservative 

IS/IT strategy. The organization generally views IS/IT as 

important enabler of the business strategy and has a defined 

strategy. While the organization values the benefits of being a 

leader in terms of IS/IT in the industry, investments are 

cautious and conservative.  

 

- Objective of the IS/IT strategy is to make the use of 

technology seamless and secure. 

- Following recent major changes in the IT infrastructure 

IS/IT can support and enable the organization’s business 

strategy, for instance acquisitions. Maconomy is a critical 

addition that contributed to CommOrg’s success. 

- Innovative IS/IT suggestions from employees across the 

organization.  

- IS/IT used to keep a leadership position within the 

industry.  

- Investments in IS/IT made after cautious evaluations.  

- Exploitation of existing systems is important. 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 

Medium - 

High 

CommOrg values organizational memory in general, and 

seems to grant equal importance to IT-enabled and non IT-

enabled organizational memory. Declarative and procedural 

types of memory are present at CommOrg and complement 

each other well in most cases.  

 

- One senior executive responsible for managing corporate 

memory.  

- Memory viewed as a tool that helps management make 

better business decisions.  

- Presence of IT-enabled and non IT-enabled procedural 

types (case databank; extensive consultant training 

mechanisms through a training institute).  

- Mechanisms in place to promote newly ‘acquired’ 

procedural memory (e.g., new employees with specific 

expertise).  

- Procedural memory stored in individual’s heads, rather 

than in IS/IT.  

- Clear evidence of IT-enabled declarative memory 

(financial KPIs at the managerial level, annual trend 

study).  
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Construct Level Description  

- Declarative memory for operations stored within 

information systems.  

- Complementarity between declarative and procedural 

memory (e.g., using Maconomy dashboard module for the 

KPIs, using annual report publication to access 

competitive information).  

- Limited evidence that declarative memory is used to 

modify procedural memory.  

IM/KM 

capability 
Medium 

CommOrg appears to have developed medium levels of 

information/knowledge management capability. In all aspects 

of information and knowledge management, the organization 

performs fairly well. Overall, top managers underline the 

importance and the power of well-managed IT-enabled 

information and knowledge.  

 

- Mechanisms in place to ensure that systems contain 

quality information but could be improved.  

- Processes in place to ensure that information and 

knowledge is secure. 

- Financial information well managed within Maconomy, 

but other areas are in need of improvement. 

- Information and knowledge management more effective 

when not IT-enabled, especially in terms of training and 

professional development mechanisms.  

- Overall, except when it comes to succession planning and 

managerial training, CommOrg seems to manage 

information and knowledge well at the operational (e.g., 

KPIs; case databank) or the top management level (e.g., 

annual study).  

IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

High 

CommOrg has completely changed its IT infrastructure, 

which has allowed the organization to develop this flexibility. 

The decision made by the IT steering committee to overhaul 

the IT infrastructure was triggered by a few threats: a virus 

attack that contaminated the main offices’ computers, an 

Exchange server outage that lasted several days in one 

regional office, and a hacking of its FTP server.  

 

- Hardware compatibility and standardization facilitates 

systems’ harmonization and overall maintenance.  

- Limited middleware used.   

- Use of a single application (Maconomy) facilitates access 

for employees. 

- Software flexibility not currently an issue, since new 

modules are developed by Maconomy (e.g., the 

dashboard module) and integrated to the ERP.   

- Very flexible network infrastructure with only one 

domain, as opposed to many different ones in the past.  
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7.3.2 Strategic Improvisation at CommOrg 

Based on criteria set in Chapter 4, no clear strategic improvisation events could be 

identified at CommOrg. As such, it is not possible to determine whether CommOrg has developed 

a strategic improvisation capability. The lack of identifiable improvisation events suggests the 

absence of a capability. CommOrg respondents recounted four events when asked to describe a 

recent unexpected event of a strategic nature. However, none of these four events could be 

qualified as an example of a strategic improvisation event.  

Table 38 below provides a summary of the improvisation events and the criteria used to 

determine that CommOrg has not developed a strategic improvisation capability.  

Table 38: Summary of Results for Strategic Improvisation  

Event and brief description 
Event is of strategic 

nature? 

Event is of improvisational 

nature? 

LabourVote: An organization 

had just received a letter by 

the Ontario Labour Relations 

Board indicating that 

employees would vote to 

choose whether to join a union 

in the next seven days. 

CommOrg was asked to 

manage the client’s messaging 

for this short period. 

NO 

 

- No deviation from strategic 

plan. 

- No impact on the 

organization. 

 

YES 

 

- Unexpected and urgent 

trigger (summoning letter, 

weekend call). 

- Reconfiguration of resources 

and capabilities (digital team, 

public relations expert).  

- Urgent, spontaneous and 

creative actions (real-time 

messaging monitoring, 

changes in messages). 

ITThreats: A number of 

emergencies affecting the 

organization’s IS/IT (i.e., virus 

attacks, Outlook Exchange 

servers failures, hacked FPT 

servers) prompted the 

organization to take some 

actions, using and 

reconfiguring existing 

capabilities. 

NO 

 

- No deviation from strategic 

plan.  

- No direct impact on the 

organization’s strategy.  

 

YES 

 

- Urgent and unexpected 

trigger (threat on IT 

infrastructure). 

- Urgent actions (e.g., isolate 

affected office). 

- Reconfiguration of resources 

and capabilities (e.g., use of 

external consultants). 
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Event and brief description 
Event is of strategic 

nature? 

Event is of improvisational 

nature? 

DigitalFirm Revamp: After 

DigitalFirm was acquired by 

CommOrg, CommOrg 

decided to switch the strategic 

focus of DigitalFirm from a 

website production focus to a 

digital communication focus. 

YES 

 

- Deviation from strategic 

plan (adjusting organization 

to fit with new focus on 

digital communications). 

- Direct impact on the 

organization’s strategy 

(ability to include digital 

communications in 

CommOrg’s overall value 

proposition). 

NO 

 

- No urgent and unexpected 

trigger (slow recognition of 

need). 

- No urgent, spontaneous and 

creative actions. 

- No reconfiguration of 

resources and capabilities.  

UKOrgAcquisition: 

This example pertains to the 

recent acquisition of a British 

communications company. 

YES 

 

- Direct impact on the 

organization’s strategy 

(increase presence in the UK 

in corporate 

communications). 

 

NO 

 

- No urgent and unexpected 

trigger. 

- No urgent, spontaneous and 

creative actions (similar to 

other acquisitions). 

- No reconfiguration of 

resources and capabilities. 

 

Due to the lack of strategic improvisation events at CommOrg, I could not assess the 

presence of a strategic improvisation capability. Based on the lack of strategic improvisation 

events, I can only conclude that CommOrg does not appear to have developed a strategic 

improvisation capability.  

7.3.3 CommOrg’s Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Table 39 below summarizes the results for environmental dynamism and the internal 

organizational outcomes of process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational 

learning. Full details are provided in Chapter 7 – Appendix A. 
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Table 39: Summary of Results for Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational 

Outcomes  

Construct Level Description  

Moderator – environment 

Environmental 

dynamism 
High 

CommOrg’s environment can be characterized as highly 

dynamic, both in terms of rate of change and levels of 

unpredictability.  

 

- Rapid changes in the overall market in which CommOrg 

competes.  

- Changes in communications and technologies, especially 

the rapid development of digital media.  

- Highly unpredictable environment. 

- Impact of economic changes through clients.  

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process 

flexibility 

Medium 

- High  

CommOrg can easily make changes to its processes but some 

of these changes require time to implement.  

 

- Strategic process to identify and successfully complete 

strategic acquisitions easily modified as needed.  

- Flexible processes for project management. Size of 

organization and depth of expertise facilitate quick and 

easy change of project team members as dictated by 

environmental changes or changes in customer 

requirements.  

- No mechanism to facilitate the location of experts with 

information systems (e.g., expert directory). 

Product/Service 

flexibility 
High 

CommOrg has developed high levels of product/service 

flexibility, both in terms of ease and extent of change. The 

organization leverages its two key strategic processes to 

modify its products and services. Changes range from slight 

modifications to significant changes. 

 

- Use of acquisition to expand range of offerings (e.g., 

DigitalFirm for digital communications). 

-  Expansion of service expertise by hiring new employees.  

Organizational 

learning 

Low - 

Medium 

There is evidence that CommOrg has developed a few direct 

mechanisms to learn. See Table 24.  The organization appears 

to apply this learning to shift the way it conducts business. 

However, the number of learning mechanisms remains limited. 

There is also a feeling within the organization that CommOrg 

has difficulty developing a learning culture.  

 

Direct learning includes improvisational (but not strategic 

improvisation) learning, as well as trial and error learning:  

- Improvisational learning during the LabourVote event 

(complete change of message from rational to emotional in 

less than 24 hours).  
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Construct Level Description  

- Trial and error learning triggered by improvisation (overall 

change in messaging approach base on LabourVote 

experience).  

- Other examples of learning through trial and error 

(acquisitions, network attacks). 

 

No indirect learning mechanism was identified.   

 

Evidence of a feedback loop between organizational learning, 

organizational memory (e.g., modification of acquisition 

management process and information required), IT 

infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability (e.g., ITThreats 

example led to new IT infrastructure and improved information 

quality of information). 

7.4 Summary 

This chapter presented results for the third case, CommOrg, summarized in Table 40. 

Table 40: Summary of Results for CommOrg 

Construct / Case CommOrg 

Overview 

Years in operation 38 years 

Size 425 employees  

Annual revenues $70 million  

Organizational structure Holding / Decentralized 

Main industry Communications  

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental culture Low 

Business strategy flexibility High 

IS/IT strategy Ambidextrous 

Antecedents – information and knowledge capabilities 

Organizational memory Medium-High 

IM/KM capability Medium 

IT infrastructure flexibility High 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic improvisation None 

Moderator – environment 

Environmental dynamism High 

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process flexibility Medium-High 

Product/Service flexibility High 

Organizational learning Low-Medium 
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 Chapter 8

Case Study 4 – EngagementOrg 

8.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents summary findings from the fourth and last case, EngagementOrg. 

The format followed in this chapter is similar to the one described at the beginning of Chapter 5. 

A summary table is provided at the end this chapter.    

8.2 EngagementOrg Overview  

Full details for the analysis of the EngagementOrg case are provided in Chapter 8 –

Appendix A. Table 41 below provides an overview of the organization, in terms of general 

information, industry, structure and leadership, and information systems and technology. 

Table 41: EngagementOrg Overview  

Topic Summary  

General information 

about EngagementOrg  

- Canadian service organization located in Western Canada.  

- Annual revenue: about $5 million per year. 

- Ownership: 50% Chief Executive Officer (CEO), 50% Vice-

President (VP), Sales and Marketing. 

- About 130 employees with 400 employees in peak season.  

- Founded in the 1970s, current ownership since the early 1990s. 

- Main business activity: Donor management (e.g., call centre). 

Clients 

- Large non-profit organizations mainly located in the United 

States.  

- EngagementOrg entered the non-profit sector through direct 

response television. Focus is now on multiple channels to 

manage donors in the non-profit sector. 

- Sales cycle of about two years. 

- One to three year contractual service agreements with clients.  

Call centre and non-profit 

industry and 

EngagementOrg’s 

offerings 

- Extremely competitive industry with large American 

organizations and call centres in developing countries.  

- According to EngagementOrg, no direct competitor in the non-

profit organizations. 

- Organization offers a revenue-generating turnkey solution that 

transfers the whole donor management process from the non-

profit organization to EngagementOrg.  

- Services centered on donor management and engagement 
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Topic Summary  

services. 

- EngagementOrg offers leading-edge information technology to 

manage donors’ data, consulting services to improve donor 

management in-house.  

- DigitalPlatform, a new online platform developed by 

EngagementOrg, links a specific cause to individual donors, the 

non-profit organization and a corporate sponsor.  

- Information technology and systems regarded by the top 

management team as a critical component of EngagementOrg’s 

value proposition to its clients.  

Organizational structure 

and leadership 

- Flat organizational structure.  

- Top management team: CEO; Executive VP and Chief Financial 

Officer (EVP&CFO); VP, Sales and Marketing; Chief Strategy 

and Operations Officer (CSOO).  

- The full leadership team meets regularly (on a quarterly basis) 

and as needed (CEO and CSOO have daily meetings).  

- Leadership team characterized by complementary skills and a 

collaborative environment.  

Main information 

systems and technology  

- IT department headed by IT manager (total of four employees) 

under the CSOO’s responsibility.  

- Very skilled IT force trained to perform the other employees’ 

job 

- IS/IT strategy laid out by the CSOO and the IT manager. 

Department has nearly total freedom to operate and implement 

strategy. 

- Four core IS at EngagementOrg: LegacySystem (LS
16

), IEX, 

UCN and Timeforce. See Chapter 8 – Appendix B. 

o LS: Data/scripting tool used by all calling agents. Provides 

instructions to agents who are dealing with a donor. Also 

used to capture information provided by donors.  IT 

employees import data from and export data to clients data 

management systems. Legacy system housed at 

EngagementOrg.  

o IEX
17

: cloud-based workforce management system.  

o UCN: Voice of IP virtual switch. Important data about each 

call are collected through UCN and used for client reporting 

and billing. Produces critical data used for key performance 

indicators (KPIs).  

o Timeforce: Equivalent to an electronic punch card.  

 

                                                      

16
 The name of this system has been concealed for confidentiality reasons. 

17
 http://www.nice.com/workforce-management 
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8.3 Summary of EngagementOrg Case Analysis  

The following section presents EngagementOrg results based on the case analysis 

performed using the model presented in Chapter 3 and evaluation criteria set in Chapter 4. First, 

organizational and information/knowledge factors are presented. Second, a review of strategic 

improvisation results is highlighted and is followed by results for the organizational outcomes.    

8.3.1 Organizational Factors and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Table 42 below summarizes case results for the organizational factors (i.e., experimental 

culture, business strategy flexibility, IS/IT strategy) and the information/knowledge factors (i.e., 

organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility). Full details are 

provided in Chapter 8 - Appendix A. 

Table 42: Summary of Results for the Organizational and Information/Knowledge Factors 

Construct Level Description  

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental 

culture 
High 

- Organizational culture described as entrepreneurial, friendly, 

innovative and collaborative.  

- Empowered front-line employees.  

- Evidence of all elements of an experimental culture.  

o Employees are encouraged and expected to try new ideas, 

even when resources may be lacking and to experiment. 

o Organization encourages risk taking to reap large 

rewards.  

Business 

strategy 

flexibility 

Low-

medium 

Overall, EngagementOrg uses a niche strategy, where the 

organization differentiates itself through a value proposition 

centered on donor management for non-profit organizations. To 

remain competitive, EngagementOrg aims at becoming a 

strategic partner for its clients by way of a recently implemented 

four-pillar strategy (donor engagement strategies across multiple 

channels; training solutions for agents; DigitalPlatform as online 

social online platform)
18

. 

  

- Moderately flexible business strategy.  

- Use of two interdependent key strategic processes to reach 

                                                      

18
 “Emerging Technology #2” PowerPoint presentation made by EngagementOrg at the 2014 Washington 

Non-profit Conference (February 13-14, 2014) 
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Construct Level Description  

strategic goals: delivery of leading-edge solutions to clients; 

the use of key performance indicators to demonstrate 

EngagementOrg’s revenue generation focus to its clients.  

- Simple rules are used only to clearly delineate roles and 

responsibilities.  

IS/IT strategy Innovative 

The IS/IT strategy is developed by the CSOO, in partnership 

with the IT manager. IS/IT are critical enablers of the 

organization’s business strategy and contribute to its flexibility.  

 

- IS/IT strategy as a frame of reference within which the IT 

department is free to operate. 

- Constanly looking for new technologies that can either be 

implemented and tried internally or added to 

EngagementOrg’s offerings.  

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 
Low 

EngagementOrg values organizational memory in general, but 

seems to grant much more importance to declarative memory 

than to procedural memory, especially at the managerial level. It 

appears that EngagementOrg has at least developed low levels o 

complementarity abilities that facilitate the use of procedural 

memory to access declarative memory.   

 

- Procedural memory present at the operational level (donor 

management for agents, IT department) but limited at the 

managerial level (mostly stored within individuals’ heads).  

- Clear evidence of stored declarative information and 

knowledge: efficient processes to collect and store important 

information and knowledge, especially KPIs (e.g., time 

utilization, handle time, service level per client, error rate per 

client, quality score per client, and average donation). 

- Limited evidence of organizational memory 

complementarity:  effective use of information systems such 

as the dashboard system to access in the form of KPIs, which 

is an example of using procedural memory to quickly access 

declarative memory.  

IM/KM 

capability 

Medium -

High 

EngagementOrg performs well in all aspects of information and 

knowledge management. When gaps exist, these have been 

identified and are being addressed. Overall, the organization 

does better at managing its information and knowledge for 

operational purposes than for more strategic purposes. Most 

importantly, the organization acknowledges that efficient 

information and knowledge management is important internally, 

as well as externally. An IM/KM capability is critical to 

EngagementOrg’s business strategy to provide value to its 

clients. 
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- Procedures exist to provide good information and knowledge 

in real-time for most KPIs (except billing data).  

- Solution to billing information time lag is IT-based. Potential 

replacement systems for LS are being sourced.  

- Processes are in place to efficiently manage and share data, 

information and knowledge.  

- Information and knowledge shared at a top management 

level through the KPIs.  

- Limited use of information and knowledge at the top 

management level. Recent purchase of dashboard system 

should address issue.  

IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

High 

EngagementOrg has developed a highly flexible IT 

infrastructure. When gaps exist, these have been identified and 

are being addressed. Overall, the organization recognizes the 

importance of a flexible infrastructure and performs well in all 

aspects of it.  

 

- From a strategic perspective, infrastructure integration with 

clients’ systems is seen as critical.  

- Scalable, adaptable and modular IT infrastructure: cloud-

based systems and technology except for LS; use of 

standardized SQL databases and procedures to easily move 

systems components or to link different systems; adaptability 

facilitated by Windows environment and Active Directory.  

- Middleware used at EngagementOrg to link applications.  

- Aside from LS issues, flexible software. 

- Good systems’ inter-connectivity. 

8.3.2 Strategic Improvisation at EngagementOrg 

The evaluation of strategic improvisation within EngagementOrg was conducted in two 

steps: Identifying potential strategic improvisation events, and determining whether 

EngagementOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability. Overall, five events 

were recounted by respondents. Using criteria set in Table 20, three of these events were 

identified as strategic improvisation events. Two relate to disaster management and the third one 

to the development of an online social platform. To determine whether Engagement has 

developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability, two criteria were examined, 

repetitiveness and impact, as described in Table 20. Overall, EngagemntOrg has developed high 

levels of strategic improvisation capability.  
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Table 43 below provides a summary of the strategic events and the criteria used to 

evaluate whether EngagementOrg has developed a strategic improvisation capability.  

Table 43: Summary of Results for Strategic Improvisation  

Criteria Results 

Strategic improvisation 

event #1: Train disaster 

Brief description:  

- As a partner to non-profits, EngagementOrg provides donor 

management services in normal times, as well as in times of 

crisis. One type of crisis for non-profits focusing in 

humanitarian work is a disaster. 

- With the development of web-based technologies, individuals 

and organizations have increasingly expected to be able to 

make donations within minutes following a disaster. 

Unfortunately, neither the non-profits nor EngagementOrg’s 

technologies and processes can handle the exponential 

increase in donor calls and requests over such a short period 

of time.   

 

Trigger: The derailment of a train carrying crude oil in a small 

Canadian town. While EngagementOrg has handled disasters in 

the past, this specific example was different in its magnitude and 

duration. 

 

Improvisational actions:  

- Use of some of the processes usually implemented: setting up 

partnerships with other call centres and recruiting agents to 

handle large increase in the number of calls.  

- Data sharing through the LegacySystem decided by an 

account manager, in the absence of the CSOO. Ill-chosen 

action due to the intricacies associated with LS that make data 

sharing complex. 

- The CSOO addressed the data issue with the client upon her 

return.  

- Internal data cleaning took another month.  

 

Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 

- See event #2.  

Strategic improvisation 

event #2: Hurricane Sandy 

disaster 

Brief description: During Hurricane Sandy, a non-profit reached 

out to EngagementOrg to get help. The non-profit needed 

EngagementOrg to handle donors’ calls for help locating their 

missing pets.  

 

Trigger: Unprecedented magnitude of the disaster hitting a city as 

large as New York City.  

 

 



 

139 

 

Criteria Results 

Improvisational actions:  

- Assist non-profit organization dealing with calls from people 

trying to locate pets that had been lost during the disaster.  

- Creation of a dedicated phone line to receive calls from pet 

owners.  

- Within two hours, development of a system by the IT 

department that would be able to gather data, export data back 

to the client and import data back from the client.  

- Online posting and other media (TV, radio) of phone number 

to allow a maximum number of individuals to see or hear it. 

 

Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 

- Direct outcomes: ability to rapidly react and design a solution 

that addressed the client’s needs.  

- Creative use of existing resources and capabilities to quickly 

set up a solution to either receive donors’ calls (event #1) or 

pet owners’ calls (event #2).  

- In the case of the train derailment disaster (event #1), 

EngagementOrg’s use of resources (LS system) was not 

effective at first but was quickly fixed.  In the case of 

Hurricane Sandy (event #2), the organization used its 

resources (IT employees, LS system) and its capabilities 

(systems development capabilities, data management) to 

create a solution rapidly and successfully. 

Strategic improvisation 

event #3: Development of a 

new online donation 

platform.  

Brief description:  

- Development of DigitalPlatform, EngagementOrg’s online 

platform.  

- The top management team had previously identified the need 

to develop a system that would bring together individual 

donors and non-profit organizations online. They believed that 

non-profit organizations should leverage social media to 

develop one-on-one relationships with each donor, something 

that most non-profit organizations were still struggling with. 

Additionally, EngagementOrg saw the potential opportunity to 

bring together, not only the individual donor and the non-

profit around a cause, but also a corporate sponsor. This 

strategic move is linked to the core principle of 

EngagementOrg’s strategy, which is to bring value and serve 

as a revenue centre, rather than a cost centre, to its clients.  

 

Trigger: Meeting attended by the CEO at the end of 2012. The 

CEO is a member of the Entrepreneurship Organization (EO), a 

worldwide organization that brings together entrepreneurs and 

business owners in more than 40 countries. During meetings and 

through online forums, entrepreneurs are encouraged to share 

ideas, and to mentor each other. One EO lunch session attended 

by the CEO was similar to ‘speed dating’, where participants 
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Criteria Results 

were asked to move from one table to another and provide a very 

short overview of their business to each participant. There, the 

CEO met an entrepreneur who had developed a notification 

engine for the financial industry. 

 

Improvisational actions:  

- Identification of the meeting as a potential business 

opportunity for EngagementOrg (i.e., the CEO recognized the 

potential of the technology for her company’s needs) 

- Decision to invite entrepreneur to present his technology.  

- Following initial meetings, decision to proceed with the 

development of DigitalPlatform.  

- CEO and the CSOO had to dedicate an important amount of 

time to the project. 

- Decision was made early in the development process that, 

while the entrepreneur would develop the system with 

EngagementOrg, EngagementOrg would purchase the 

technology back.  

 

Use of existing resources and capabilities to create direct 

outcomes to the improvisation actions: 

- Direct outcome: development of DigitalPlatform, an online 

platform that brings together an individual, a non-profit and 

the corporate sponsor. DigitalPlatform consists of an 

application interface, a software algorithm that tracks data, a 

campaign database and a data warehouse, along with a 

number of plugins (e.g., for Facebook and Twitter).  

- Leveraging of base knowledge on non-profits and the 

technology environment. 

- Creative reconfiguration of an external capability (the 

entrepreneur and his technology) to develop a brand new 

system.   

Strategic improvisation 

capability: High  

Repetitiveness in improvisational actions that leads to 

reconfiguration of resources and capabilities:  

- Repeated creative and effective reconfiguration of resources 

and capabilities on the spot. 

- Ability to react quickly and make creative use of the 

organization’s expertise, processes and capabilities. Creative 

modification and integration of external resources and 

capabilities.  

 

Impact on existing organizational capabilities over time:  

- Modification of internal processes and capabilities over time 

(event #1).  

- Complete re-design of processes to better manage crises 

(events #1 and #2). Process changes identified to facilitate 

data management, communication, reporting, credit card 

processing and overall call management. Impact on IT 
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Criteria Results 

infrastructure that needs to be completely cloud-based, with 

LS being phased-out (event #1).  

- Development of a new product to manage disaster offered to 

all prospective clients (events #1 and #2).  

- Rapid modification of sales process for DigitalPlatform, 

especially with private sector (event #3).  

In summary, based on the analysis of three specific strategic improvisation events, it 

seems that EngagementOrg has developed high levels of strategic improvisation capability. 

Examples of creative and spontaneous resource and capability reconfigurations are provided, and 

are followed by valuable outcomes with potential long-term benefits for the whole organization. 

8.3.3 EngagementOrg’s Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Table 44 below summarizes the results for environmental dynamism and the internal 

organizational outcomes of process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational 

learning. Full details are provided in Chapter 8 – Appendix A. 

Table 44: Summary of Results for Environmental Dynamism and Internal Organizational 

Outcomes  

Construct Level Description  

Moderator – environment 

Environmental 

dynamism 

Low-

Medium 

The environment in which EngagementOrg competes can be 

characterized as moderately dynamic. A lot of unpredictability 

exists within EngagementOrg’s and the non-profits’ 

environments, in terms of overall trends, market and 

technological changes. However, the rate of change is fairly 

low, except for a recent acceleration in technological changes.  

- Biggest environmental change linked to demographic 

trends with slow and somewhat uncertain consequences on 

the non-profit industry.  

- Industry move from an acquisition model with the 

objective to find donors to an engagement and retention 

model.  

- Technology changes affecting relationships between non-

profits and donors, especially the web and occurring at a 

faster pace than before. Technological changes also affect 

organizations internally in terms of donor management 

systems. 

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process High Changes in processes at EngagementOrg occur easily and 
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Construct Level Description  

flexibility rapidly, which indicates that the organization has developed a 

process flexibility capability. The cyclical nature of 

EngagementOrg’s business has led the organization to develop 

flexible processes over time that can handle environmental 

changes both easily and rapidly. 

  

- Flexible and adaptable processes with core aspects on how 

to manage donors and easily modifiable components to fit 

customers’ needs.  

- Ability to react very rapidly to customers’ requests.  

Product/Service 

flexibility 

Medium

- High 

Overall, despite limited resources, and a limited number of 

products and services, EngagementOrg has managed to 

recently develop two entirely new products and services, which 

improve on current services.  

 

- Lack of human or financial resources due to small 

organizational size but still able to produce two new 

products/services over the past few months.  

- Ease of change and speed demonstrated to redesign disaster 

management process offered as a new service to clients 

(event #1).  

- Longer development time for DigitalPlatform as a brand 

new product. Development time rapid enough to gain first-

mover advantage (event #3).  

Organizational 

learning 

Medium

- High  

There is evidence that EngagementOrg has developed some 

mechanisms to learn. See Table 24. However, aside from one 

instance, it is unclear whether the organization systematically 

applies this learning to shift the way it conducts business. The 

feedback loop between learning and information and 

knowledge capabilities is also discussed. 

 

Direct learning includes improvisational learning, experimental 

learning, trial and error learning and deviance error learning:  

- Improvisational learning derived from DigitalPlatform: 

Rapid understanding of sponsorship drivers within private 

corporations; promoting DigitalPlatform to non-profit 

organizations through a turnkey solution that already 

includes a corporate sponsor. 

- Experimental learning derived from DigitalPlatform: three-

phase pilot with specific objectives and measures.  

- Trial and error learning derived from improvisational 

learning during the train disaster: process changes and new 

disaster service.  

- Deviance error learning: organizational choice to divest 

from its relatively successful business in the private sector 

and move to a completely unknown market in the non-

profit industry. Entry to the non-profit sector through high 

volume clients and direct response television, where no 
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Construct Level Description  

profit was derived. After assessment of process 

efficiencies, strategic change to focus on clients with 

multiple ways to reach donors. 

  

Indirect learning mechanisms include learning through external 

advice: extensive and systematic use of Entrepreneurship 

Organization by the CEO.  

 

In terms of feedback loop, as the example of DigitalPlatform 

has shown, this indirect type of learning from external advice 

has proven profitable to the organization. It has led the 

organization to revisit its procedural memory on social media, 

corporate sponsorships and non-profit organizations and to 

apply changes to its processes (e.g., distribution channels). 

8.4 Summary 

This chapter presented results for the last case, EngagementOrg. They are summarized in 

Table 45 below. 

Table 45: Summary of Results for EngagementOrg 

Construct EngagementOrg 

Overview 

Years in operation About 35 years  

Size 130 employees 

Annual revenues $5 million  

Organizational structure Flat structure 

Main industry Call centre 

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental culture High 

Business strategy flexibility Medium 

IS/IT strategy Innovative 

Antecedents – information and knowledge capabilities 

Organizational memory Low 

IM/KM capability Medium-High 

IT infrastructure flexibility High 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic improvisation High 

Moderator – environment 

Environmental dynamism Medium 

Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Process flexibility High 

Product/Service flexibility Medium-High 

Organizational learning Medium-High 
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 Chapter 9

Cross Case Analysis and Results  

9.1 Introduction  

Results of the cross case analysis are presented as follows. First, a general comparison of 

the four cases analyzed in Chapters 5-8 is provided. Second, each proposition developed in 

Chapter 3 is reviewed and related case information is discussed. Third, an overall summary of the 

propositions is presented in the light of the case findings. Last, based on the strategic 

improvisation events identified in three organizations, strategic improvisation characteristics are 

described.  

9.2 Overall Case Comparison 

9.2.1 Summary of Results  

During each within-case analysis, an overall level assessment for each construct was 

provided. A summary of these results is provided below in Table 46. The table is organized so 

that the case with the lowest level of strategic improvisation capability is on the left of the table 

and the case with the highest level of strategic improvisation capability is on the right side of the 

table.   
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Table 46: Cross Case Comparison of Results 

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Overview 

Years in 

operation 
38 years 20 years  24 years  About 35 years  

Size 425 employees  60 employees 100 employees 130 employees 

Annual revenues $70 million  $6 million $15 million  $5 million  

Organizational 

structure 

Holding / 

Decentralized 
Pod structure  Flat structure Flat structure 

Main industry Communications  Marketing agency 
Software 

development 
Call centre 

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental 

culture 
Low Medium-High High High 

Business strategy 

flexibility 
High High Low Low-Medium 

IS/IT strategy Ambidextrous Undefined Undefined Innovative 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 
Medium-High Low Low-Medium Low 

IM/KM 

capability 
Medium Low Low-Medium Medium-High 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
High Low Medium High 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic 

improvisation 
None Low Low-Medium High 

Moderator – environment 

Environmental 

dynamism 
High Medium-High High Low-Medium 

Internal organizational outcomes 

Process 

Flexibility 
Medium-High Medium-High Medium High 

Product/Service 

Flexibility 
High High High Medium-High 

Organizational 

Learning 
Low-Medium Medium-High Medium Medium-High 

 

Some general observations can be made from the overview of results across all cases. 

Organizations with different levels of strategic improvisation capability were studied. One 

organization (CommOrg) shows no signs of strategic improvisation, and one organization 

(EngagementOrg) shows high levels of a strategic improvisation capability. The two smaller 

organizations in size display low to low-medium levels of strategic improvisation capability. As 
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noted in Chapter 4, provided that at least one strategic improvisation event can be identified in an 

organization, the number of strategic improvisation events does not dictate whether an 

organization has developed a strategic improvisation capability. Rather, it is the analysis of the 

event(s) using criteria described in Chapter 4 that helps justify the presence of a strategic 

improvisation capability.  

9.2.2 Overview of Differences Between the Organizations Studied  

A few characteristics seem to distinguish CommOrg, with no strategic improvisation 

capability, from the other three organizations. First, CommOrg is the largest of the four cases 

studied, both in terms of number of employees and annual revenues. It has also a decentralized 

organizational structure, with offices spread across Canada, the United States and the United 

Kingdom. CommOrg’s IS/IT function is also well developed, with about 10 employees and well-

established governance mechanisms (e.g., IT steering committee). The other three organizations 

have between 60 and 130 employees and a relatively flat and centralized organizational structure. 

The IS/IT function is also less formalized in these organizations, especially in terms of 

governance. Second, CommOrg’s organizational culture exhibits low levels of experimental 

culture, while the other three organizations show medium to high levels of experimental culture. 

Third, CommOrg’s level of organizational memory complementarity appears to be higher than 

the other three organizations, while its organizational learning capability is lower.  

When comparing the two organizations with low strategic improvisation capability 

(MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg) and the organization with the highest level of strategic 

improvisation capability (EngagementOrg), a few differences can be noted. First, both 

MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg have an undefined IS/IT strategy. EngagementOrg uses an 

innovative IS/IT strategy. Second, these two organizations appear to have developed low to 

medium levels of IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility. In contrast, this capability is 
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more developed at EngagementOrg. EngagementOrg also competes in a more moderately 

dynamic environment than both MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg.   

The organizations also share some similarities. First, in all three organizations, the level 

of organizational memory is low, while levels of organizational learning are fairly high. All three 

organizations also share high levels of experimental culture. Finally, although there are slight 

differences, levels of product/service flexibility and process flexibility are fairly similar.  

In summary, EngagementOrg, with a high strategic improvisation, distinguishes itself 

from organizations with low strategic improvisation based on its overall IS/IT strategy and the 

higher levels of its IT capabilities, especially its IT infrastructure flexibility. It is also competing 

in a more moderately dynamic environment than SoftwareOrg and MarketingOrg. However, it is 

also better positioned to influence its market than the other organizations. EngagementOrg has 

developed a business strategy that has allowed the organization to become a leading technology 

expert in its donor management market.  

Throughout the rest of this cross-case analysis, my objective is to analyze results in a 

holistic manner, rather than a bivariate manner. For instance, I review Proposition 1 in general 

rather than P1a, P1b and P1c separately. The relationship between the three 

information/knowledge factors is important, and by adopting a bivariate perspective, I would risk 

omitting valuable information.  
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9.3 Review of Propositions 

Following the overview of results presented above, this section reviews and analyzes the 

case results based on the research model and propositions developed in Chapter 3. This approach 

is consistent with a pattern matching analytic technique that compares a predicted pattern (the 

research model) with patterns identified through empirical study (Yin, 2009). Pattern matching 

can be used both in within case analysis and cross case analyses (Paré, 2004; Yin, 2009).  

Results are presented in the following manner. First, I review propositions developed for 

the information and knowledge factors, specifically organizational memory complementarity, 

IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility (Proposition 1). Then, I review results with 

regards to the organizational context moderators, namely experimental culture (Proposition 2a), 

business strategy flexibility (Proposition 2b) and IS/IT strategy (Proposition 2c). Third, I review 

propositions related to the internal organizational outcomes, specifically process flexibility, 

product/service flexibility and organizational learning (Proposition 3), as well as the feedback 

loop (Proposition 4). Last, the moderating effects of environmental dynamism are examined 

(Proposition 5).  

9.3.1 Information/Knowledge Factors  

Proposition 1 suggests that in organizations with high organizational memory 

complementarity (P1a), IM/KM capability (P1b) and IT infrastructure flexibility (P1c), top 

managers will conduct more strategic improvisation.   

Based on the four cases analyzed for this study, it appears that there is a complex 

relationship among organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility, 

which suggests that Proposition 1 may be partially supported. See Table 47 below.  
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Table 47: Proposition 1 Results 

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 
Medium-High Low Low-Medium Low 

IM/KM capability Medium Low Low-Medium Medium-High 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
High Low Medium High 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic 

Improvisation 
None Low Low-Medium High 

 

First, examining the cases with low (MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg) versus high 

(EngagementOrg) strategic improvisation, a clear pattern emerges concerning IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability. Specifically, IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM 

capabilities reach high levels at EngagementOrg and low levels at SoftwareOrg and 

MarketingOrg.  This suggests that levels of these two IT capabilities may change together and be 

closely linked to strategic improvisation.  

In contrast, organizational memory remains low, regardless of the strategic improvisation 

level (i.e., low or high). Comparing CommOrg (no strategic improvisation) to EngagementOrg 

(high strategic improvisation) is helpful. Both organizations have high levels of IT infrastructure 

flexibility but appear to have opposite levels of IM/KM capability and organizational memory. At 

CommOrg, organizational memory is high and IM/KM capability is low, while at 

EngagementOrg, organizational memory is low and IM/KM capability is high. It is possible that 

the relationship between these two constructs impacts the level of strategic improvisation in the 

organization. 

The case study findings also provide an additional insight into a component of IM/KM 

capability that is especially important for the development of a strategic improvisation capability, 

information quality and timeliness. Strategic improvisation requires quality information to be 

available in real-time. At MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg, two organizations that are in the 
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process of developing an IM/KM capability, the focus has been first and foremost on delivering 

quality information and knowledge to the leadership team. Quality or ‘good’ information means 

that information and knowledge are accurate, relevant and secure. SoftwareOrg, which has a 

slightly more developed IM/KM capability than MarketingOrg, has started to switch its focus 

from quality to information and knowledge timeliness. At CommOrg, where levels of IM/KM 

capability are highest, information provided to managers is accurate, reliable, relevant, and 

secure, all characteristics of good information. In addition, top managers have real-time access to 

most of the organization’s KPIs thanks to integrated information systems.  

9.3.2 Organizational Factors 

9.3.2.1 Experimental Culture  

Proposition 2a states that an experimental culture will moderate the relationship between 

information and knowledge factors and strategic improvisation, such that a more experimental 

culture will increase the effect of information and knowledge capabilities on strategic 

improvisation, and a less experimental culture will lower the effect of information and knowledge 

capabilities on strategic improvisation. 

Overall, experimental culture appears to play a role in facilitating strategic improvisation.  

See Table 48.   
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Table 48: Proposition 2a Results 

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Moderators – organizational context 

Experimental 

culture 
Low Medium-High High High 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 
Medium-High Low Low-Medium Low 

IM/KM capability Medium Low Low-Medium Medium-High 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
High Low Medium High 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic 

Improvisation 
None Low Low-Medium High 

 

According to the case results, levels of strategic improvisation seem to match the level of 

experimental culture. At CommOrg, where no strategic improvisation was found, there are low 

levels of experimental culture. In contrast, EngagementOrg, with high levels of strategic 

improvisation, also exhibits the highest levels of experimental culture. Additionally, only in the 

three organizations with an experimental culture was strategic improvisation detected.  

Results from the four cases suggest that organizational memory, IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability only impact levels of strategic improvisation in organizations 

with medium to high levels of experimental culture. At CommOrg, where experimental culture is 

low, high levels of information/knowledge factors do not facilitate the development of a strategic 

improvisation capability. In contrast, in the remaining three organizations with high levels of 

experimental culture, the increasing levels of information/knowledge factors have an increasing 

effect on the levels of strategic improvisation.  

Experimental culture may especially affect levels of organizational memory. In 

organizations with high experimental culture (MarketingOrg, SoftwareOrg and EngagementOrg), 

there are low levels of organizational memory. This is in contrast with CommOrg, which displays 

high levels of organizational memory. It is also possible that levels of organizational memory are 

related to other factors such as levels of strategic improvisation or levels of IM/KM capability.  
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9.3.2.2 Business Strategy Flexibility  

Proposition 2b states that business strategies will moderate the relationship between 

information and knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation, such that flexible strategies 

will increase the effect of information and knowledge factors on strategic improvisation, and 

more rigid strategies will lower the effect of information and knowledge factors on strategic 

improvisation. 

Results from the case studies are unclear, but suggest that Proposition 2b may not be 

supported. See Table 49. 

Table 49: Proposition 2b Results 

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Moderators – organizational context 

Business strategy 

flexibility 
High High Low Low-Medium 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 
Medium-High Low Low-Medium Low 

IM/KM 

capability 
Medium Low Low-Medium Medium-High 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
High Low Medium High 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic 

improvisation 
None Low Low-Medium High 

 

Contrary to expectations, business strategy flexibility is high at CommOrg with no 

strategic improvisation and low at EngagementOrg with high strategic improvisation. When 

strategic improvisation is low, business strategy flexibility is either high (MarketingOrg) or low 

(SoftwareOrg). No other factor (e.g., experimental culture, environmental dynamism) directly 

related to the model appears to differentiate cases with high business strategy flexibility from 

cases with low business strategy flexibility. This suggests that the relationship between business 

strategy flexibility and strategic improvisation is more complex than expected. One detail might 

shed light on the relationship that business strategy has with strategic improvisation. 
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EngagementOrg is the only organization of the four studied with a real influence on its niche 

market. The organization’s strategy is to become a strategic partner for its clients by continuously 

offering them leading-edge technological solutions. These innovations lead to profound changes 

in the overall donor management industry. DigitalPlatform is one example of how the overall 

relationship between individual donors and non-profit can be enhanced and complemented by the 

inclusion of a corporate sponsor. In contrast, all other three organizations (i.e., CommOrg, 

SoftwareOrg, MarketingOrg) are more reactive to their environment.   

When comparing the three cases where strategic improvisation was identified, one 

additional comment can be made. At MarketingOrg, where strategic improvisation is low, but 

business strategy flexibility is high, levels of IM/KM capability are low. On the contrary, at 

SoftwareOrg and EngagementOrg where business strategy flexibility is low, both levels of 

IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility are higher than at MarketingOrg.  

9.3.2.3 IS/IT Strategy  

Proposition 2c states that IS/IT strategy will moderate the relationship between 

information and knowledge factors and strategic improvisation, such that innovative or 

ambidextrous IS/IT strategies will increase the effect of information and knowledge factors on 

strategic improvisation, and conservative IS/IT strategies will lower the effect of information and 

knowledge factors on strategic improvisation. 

To evaluate this proposition, results are analyzed in organizations with innovative or 

ambidextrous IS/IT strategies. None of the four organizations studied showed signs of a 

conservative IS/IT strategy. Therefore, only the first part of Proposition 2c could be evaluated.   

Overall, it appears that Proposition 2c is partially supported, specifically concerning 

innovative IS/IT strategies. An additional finding is that organizations with an undefined IS/IT 

strategy appear to exhibit low levels of strategic improvisation. See Table 50. 
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Table 50: Proposition 2c Results  

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Moderators – organizational context 

IS/IT strategy Ambidextrous Undefined Undefined Innovative 

Antecedents – information and knowledge factors 

Organizational 

memory 
Medium-High Low Low-Medium Low 

IM/KM 

capability 
Medium Low Low-Medium Medium-High 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
High Low Medium High 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic 

improvisation 
None Low Low-Medium High 

 

Results for cases with evidence of strategic improvisation (i.e., MarketingOrg, 

SoftwareOrg and EngagementOrg) show that organizations with a ‘defined’ IS/IT strategy are 

more likely to develop high levels of strategic improvisation (EngagementOrg). In contrast, the 

two organizations with an undefined IS/IT strategy are also the ones with low levels of strategic 

improvisation (MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg).   

In addition, the two organizations with a defined IS/IT strategy, specifically 

ambidextrous IS/IT (CommOrg) and innovative IS/IT (EngagementOrg) strategies also exhibit 

the highest levels of IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility. This is in contrast with 

MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg, where IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility levels 

are lower. Last, CommOrg, with an ambidextrous IS/IT strategy (i.e., combining both innovative 

and conservative aspects of an IS/IT strategy), has the highest level of organizational memory of 

all four organizations.  

The review of results at EngagementOrg and CommOrg could suggest that a defined 

IS/IT strategy might be seen as an antecedent to IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure 

flexibility. Indeed, both organizations, with a defined IS/IT strategy, derive high levels of IM/KM 

capability and IT infrastructure flexibility. However, results from SoftwareOrg, with an undefined 
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IS/IT strategy, contradict this interpretation and support the interpretation of IS/IT strategy as a 

moderator, as explained below. 

SoftwareOrg displays low levels of strategic improvisation capability and its IS/IT 

strategy lacks clear strategic goals. Despite an undefined IS/IT strategy, SoftwareOrg still exhibits 

signs of a flexible IT infrastructure and low to medium levels of IM/KM capability. Indeed, these 

capabilities are regarded as important for the organization as a whole. The SVP, Solution 

Delivery and Technology at SoftwareOrg explains below how server virtualization and the use of 

the cloud is important on a daily basis, even if these are not necessarily tied to an overall IS/IT 

strategy.  

“[We] leverage the current trend towards not having all of your 

processing capability in-house and leveraging the cloud, a bit of 

an overused word, but leveraging that in a way that makes sense 

for an organization like ours. We believe that you need some 

computing power internally because we use it all of the time. If it 

is more cost effective it is faster for our developers.” 

(SoftwareOrg - Respondent 2) 

In contrast, the innovative IS/IT strategy at EngagementOrg focuses on improving components of 

IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility more likely to specifically benefit strategic 

improvisation. The impact of these capabilities is strengthened in the presence of the defined 

IS/IT strategy. 

9.3.2.4 Summary for the Antecedents of Strategic Improvisation 

A summary of case study results relevant to the information and knowledge antecedents 

of strategic improvisation, as well as the organizational moderators, is provided in Table 51.  
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Table 51: Propositions 1-2 Summary Results  

Prop. Proposition Results 
Proposition 

supported? 

P1 

Organizational 

memory  

Strategic 

improvisation 

IM/KM capability  

Strategic 

improvisation 

 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

Strategic 

improvisation 

High levels of IT infrastructure flexibility and 

IM/KM capability lead to high strategic 

improvisation. 

 

IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability 

may be closely linked. Organizational memory 

levels may be opposite IM/KM capability levels. 

Partially 

supported 

P2a 

Moderating role 

of experimental 

culture 

Strategic improvisation develops in organizations 

with a high experimental culture.  
Supported 

P2b 

Moderating role 

of business 

strategy flexibility 

The relationship between business strategy 

flexibility and strategic improvisation is unclear 

and complex.  

 

Business strategy flexibility might negatively 

affect the relationship between organizational 

memory and strategic improvisation and 

positively affect the relationship between IT 

infrastructure flexibility and strategic 

improvisation.  

Not 

supported 

P2c 

Moderating role 

of IS/IT strategy 

types 

Higher levels of strategic improvisation are found 

in organizations with an innovative IS/IT strategy 

than in organizations with an undefined IS/IT 

strategy.  

 

Organizations with a defined IS/IT strategy 

exhibit higher levels of IM/KM capability and IT 

infrastructure flexibility than organizations with 

an undefined IS/IT strategy.  

 

Organizations with an ambidextrous IS/IT 

strategy have higher levels of organizational 

memory than with any other IS/IT strategy. 

Partially 

supported 
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9.3.3 Internal Organizational Outcomes and Environmental Dynamism 

Strategic improvisation is expected to positively impact internal organizational 

capabilities, such as process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning. 

The direct relationships between strategic improvisation and these three capabilities are discussed 

below. The moderating role of environmental dynamism is also addressed.  

9.3.3.1 Internal Organizational Outcomes   

Proposition 3 states that strategic improvisation will enhance process flexibility (P3a), 

product/service flexibility (P3b) and organizational learning (P3c).  

Limited variability in the results makes it difficult to draw conclusions for process 

flexibility and product/service flexibility. Process flexibility and product/service flexibility 

exhibit high levels, regardless of strategic improvisation levels. Conversely, organizational 

learning is more present in the three organizations with strategic improvisation than at CommOrg, 

with no strategic improvisation capability. See Table 52 below. 

Table 52: Proposition 3 Results  

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic 

improvisation 
None Low Low-Medium High 

Internal organizational outcomes 

Process 

Flexibility 
Medium-High Medium-High Medium High 

Product/Service 

Flexibility 
High High High Medium-High 

Organizational 

Learning 
Low-Medium Medium-High Medium Medium-High 

 

While the results provided in Table 52 suggest there is no relationship between strategic 

improvisation, process flexibility and product/service flexibility, an in-depth analysis of these 

outcomes reveals that strategic improvisation impacts product/service flexibility and process 
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flexibility positively in organizations with a strategic improvisation capability 
19

. This indicates 

partial support for Proposition 3a and 3b.   

Process flexibility was identified in all three organizations with a strategic improvisation 

capability. However, process and product/service changes following strategic improvisation 

events are more important at EngagementOrg, with the highest level of strategic improvisation 

capability.  

The development of new processes following strategic improvisation events appears 

more significant and far reaching at EngagementOrg than process modifications seen at 

SoftwareOrg and MarketingOrg. At MarketingOrg, sales team members were able to quickly 

modify existing sales processes to increase package sales. SoftwareOrg altered its hiring 

processes and its account management processes following strategic improvisation events. In 

contrast, important new processes were created at EngagementOrg (disaster management 

process).  

Similarly, numerous examples in the three organizations show that strategic 

improvisation allows for the quick and effective development of products and services, with long-

term impacts on the organization. Product/service flexibility was especially strong at 

EngagementOrg and MarketingOrg, and less so at SoftwareOrg. At MarketingOrg, a brand new 

product (vending machine) was developed during a strategic improvisation event, which then led 

to the creation of a new brand and a full new line of digital marketing products with new clients. 

At EngagementOrg, improvisation events prompted the development of a new service offered to 

clients (disaster management), and a new product (DigitalPlatform). With these two new 

offerings, the organization expands its current services in donor management, and enters a brand 

                                                      

19
 A limitation of this study is that it was not possible to fully determine the level of outcomes attributable 

to strategic improvisation compared to levels of outcomes generally present in the organization. The four 

organizations studied may display high levels of outcomes, regardless of strategic improvisation. 

Nonetheless, the in-depth analysis of the three organizations with strategic improvisation provide insights 

into the incremental role played by strategic improvisation in increasing the levels of these outcomes.   
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new market using DigitalPlatform.  One difference can be noted between EngagementOrg and 

MarketingOrg. While EngagementOrg considers these new products and services as a core 

component of its strategy, MarketingOrg sees the new line of products as an additional option to 

offer its potential clients. It is not central to the organization’s strategy.  

Finally, examples of organizational learning directly derived from improvisation (i.e., 

improvisational learning) and with a longer-term impact (e.g., trial and error learning) were 

observed in all three organizations, supporting Proposition 3c. See Chapter 9 – Appendix A. Of 

the three, EngagementOrg used the most diverse set of learning mechanisms, both direct and 

indirect. In addition, EngagementOrg showed many more examples of improvisational learning, 

which in turn solidified into other types of organizational learning, such as trial and error learning 

and eventually into new processes and products. CommOrg, with no strategic improvisation 

capability, had the lowest levels of organizational learning. This may be linked to the absence of 

strategic improvisation capability. It may also be that in general, the organization has not 

developed as strong a learning capability as the other three organizations.  

9.3.4 Environmental Dynamism  

Proposition 5 states that environmental dynamism will moderate the impact of strategic 

improvisation on operational capabilities, such that the effects of strategic improvisation on 

operational capabilities will be stronger in highly dynamic environments than in less dynamic 

environments. 

Overall, Proposition 5 is not supported. Strategic improvisation impacts do not appear to 

be linked to the level of environmental dynamism. However, results suggest that the relationship 

between the three outcomes varies according to the level of environmental dynamism. See Table 

53.  
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Table 53: Environmental Dynamism Results 

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Strategic improvisation 

Strategic 

improvisation 
None Low Low-Medium High 

Moderator – environment 

Environmental 

dynamism 
High Medium-High High Low-Medium 

Internal organizational outcomes 

Process 

Flexibility 
Medium-High Medium-High Medium High 

Product/Service 

Flexibility 
High High High Medium-High 

Organizational 

Learning 
Low-Medium Medium-High Medium Medium-High 

 

According to the case study results, there is no clear link between the impact of strategic 

improvisation on the outcomes and the level of environmental dynamism. As suggested above in 

the Internal Organizational Outcomes section, strategic improvisation impacts are stronger on the 

outcomes at MarketingOrg (high environmental dynamism) and EngagementOrg (lower 

environmental dynamism) than at SoftwareOrg (high environmental dynamism).  

Additionally, it appears that in highly dynamic environments, process flexibility and 

organizational learning both have similar lower levels than product/service flexibility. In contrast, 

in moderately dynamic environments, EngagementOrg, with high strategic improvisation, has a 

high level of process flexibility, combined with slightly lower levels of process flexibility and 

organizational learning.  

Based on these results, it appears that strategic improvisation might more strongly impact 

organizational outcomes in moderately dynamic environments. Alternatively, it is also possible 

that strategic improvisation is more likely to develop in organizations like EngagementOrg that 

compete in moderately, rather than highly dynamic environments.  
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9.3.5 Feedback Loop  

Proposition 4 states that organizational learning will influence future information and 

knowledge capabilities through a feedback loop.  Overall, Proposition 4 is only partially 

supported. A feedback loop exists between organizational learning and the three antecedents. But 

it appears that high levels of organizational learning do not lead to a stronger feedback loop. See 

Table 54. 

Table 54: Proposition 4 Results  

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Organizational Learning 
Low-

Medium 
Medium-High Medium Medium-High 

Organizational Learning  

 Organizational 

Memory 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Organizational Learning  

 IM/KM Capability 
Yes No Yes No 

Organizational Learning  

 IT Infrastructure 

Flexibility 

Yes No No No 

 

Organizational learning impacts organizational memory in all four organizations. 

Specifically, examples of changes in procedural memory were identified in all organizations. 

These mostly involved changes in business processes following improvisation events.  In 

contrast, examples of changes in declarative memory were visible at CommOrg and 

MarketingOrg. They were linked to changes in the type of information required for future 

activities (e.g., acquisitions), based on learning from past events.  

The feedback loop between organizational learning and IM/KM capability is limited to 

CommOrg and SoftwareOrg. At CommOrg, information quality and security were impacted by 

changes in the IT infrastructure. At SoftwareOrg, the information and knowledge management 

process was refined following the changes in the account management process. Last, 
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organizational learning affects IT infrastructure flexibility only at CommOrg, where the whole IT 

infrastructure was redesigned following threats to the organization’s networks. 

Organizations with lower levels of organizational learning (i.e., CommOrg and 

SoftwareOrg) seem to have a stronger feedback loop than organizations with higher levels of 

organizational learning. Interestingly, only direct learning mechanisms could be identified at 

CommOrg and SoftwareOrg. 

9.3.6 Summary for the Outcomes of Strategic Improvisation 

A summary of case study results relevant to the internal organizational outcomes and 

environmental dynamism is provided in Table 55.  

Table 55: Propositions 3-5 Summary Results  

Prop. Proposition Results 
Proposition 

supported? 

P3 

Strategic improvisation  

 Process flexibility 

Strategic improvisation  

 Product/Service flexibility 

Strategic improvisation  

 Organizational learning 

In-depth analysis of process flexibility, 

product/service flexibility and 

organizational learning examples in the 

organizations studied suggest that they 

may benefit from strategic 

improvisation. 

Partially 

supported 

P4 

Feedback loop between 

organizational learning and 

antecedents. 

There is a feedback loop between 

organizational learning and 

organizational memory, and between 

organizational learning and IM/KM 

capability. 

Partially 

supported 

P5 
Moderating role of 

environmental dynamism. 

Lower strategic improvisation levels 

are found in organizations competing 

in highly dynamic environments 

 

The relationship between the three 

outcomes varies according to the level 

of environmental dynamism.  

Not 

supported 
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9.3.7 Case Results Summary  

All propositions are summarized below. See Table 56.  

Table 56: Summary of Case Results by Proposition 

Prop. Proposition Results 
Proposition 

supported? 

P1 

Organizational memory  

 Strategic improvisation 

 

IM/KM capability  

 Strategic improvisation 

 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

 Strategic improvisation  

High levels of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability lead to 

high strategic improvisation. 

 

IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM 

capability may be closely linked.  

 

Organizational memory levels may be 

opposite IM/KM capability levels. 

Partially 

supported 

P2a 
Moderating role of 

experimental culture 

Strategic improvisation develops in 

organizations with a high experimental 

culture. 

Supported 

P2b 
Moderating role of business 

strategy flexibility. 

The relationship between business 

strategy flexibility and strategic 

improvisation is unclear and complex.  

 

Business strategy flexibility might 

negatively affect the relationship 

between organizational memory and 

strategic improvisation and positively 

affect the relationship between IT 

infrastructure flexibility and strategic 

improvisation. 

Not 

supported 

P2c 
Moderating role of IS/IT 

strategy types. 

Higher levels of strategic improvisation 

are found in organizations with an 

innovative IS/IT strategy than in 

organizations with an undefined IS/IT 

strategy. 

 

Organizations with a defined IS/IT 

strategy exhibit higher levels of IM/KM 

capability and IT infrastructure 

flexibility than organizations with an 

undefined IS/IT strategy. 

 

Organizations with an ambidextrous 

IS/IT strategy have higher levels of 

organizational memory than with any 

other IS/IT strategy. 

 

 

Partially 

supported 
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Prop. Proposition Results 
Proposition 

supported? 

P3 

Strategic improvisation  

 Process flexibility 

Strategic improvisation  

 Product/Service 

flexibility 

Strategic improvisation  

 Organizational learning 

In-depth analysis of process flexibility, 

product/service flexibility and 

organizational learning examples in the 

organizations studied suggest that they 

may benefit from strategic 

improvisation. 

Partially 

supported 

P4 

Feedback loop between 

organizational learning and 

antecedents. 

A feedback loop exists between 

organizational learning and the three 

antecedents. But it appears that high 

levels of organizational learning do not 

necessarily lead to a stronger feedback 

loop.  

Partially 

supported 

P5 
Moderating role of 

environmental dynamism. 

Lower strategic improvisation levels are 

found in organizations competing in 

highly dynamic environments. 

 

The relationship between the three 

outcomes varies according to the level 

of environmental dynamism.  

Not 

supported 

9.4 Characteristics of Strategic Improvisation  

In this section, results specific to strategic improvisation are further classified and 

analyzed in order to better understand what characterizes strategic improvisation itself. The 

assessment of the dynamic capability component of strategic improvisation events is based on the 

repetition of strategic improvisation events that reconfigured resources and capabilities
20

. See 

Chapter 4. In addition, I also classify strategic improvisation executed within these organizations 

according to three types of dynamic capabilities (Danneels 2011; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). 

See Chapter 2. Some dynamic capabilities leverage existing resources and competences, some 

allow for the reallocation of resources, and others for the access and integration of external 

resources or the release (i.e., abandonment) of resources. These capabilities broadly refer 

respectively to the ability to integrate resources, the ability to create new resources and the ability 

to gain and release resources (Danneels, 2011; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).  

                                                      

20
 CommOrg, with no strategic improvisation, is excluded from this analysis.  
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By deconstructing the type of resource modifications that were conducted in each 

organization and for each strategic improvisation event, it is possible to gain a better 

understanding of the types of changes that may be most helpful for the development and the 

strengthening of a strategic improvisation capability.  

Overall, to be able to properly reconfigure resources and capabilities and therefore 

enhance its strategic improvisation capability, an organization may need to systematically 

evaluate all strategic opportunities and threats at the top management team level. Furthermore, 

the top management team should be able to rely on real-time resource-specific information and 

knowledge. See Table 57.  

Table 57: Strategic Improvisation Results  

Evaluation 

criteria 
MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Strategic improvisation evaluation summary 

Strategic 

improvisation 
Low Low-Medium High 

 

Repetitiveness  

- Evaluation process of 

opportunities and threats 

lacking. 

- Evaluation process for 

the need for external 

expertise not systematic. 

- Systematic discussion 

of opportunities and 

threats with the whole 

top team management. 

- Review and 

reassignment of key 

resources and 

capabilities.  

- Systematic discussion 

of opportunities and 

threats with the whole 

top management team.  

- Effective process to 

identify the need for 

external expertise for a 

specific domain. 

Impact on 

organizational 

capabilities 

(e.g., long-term 

outcomes) 

Unknown 

 

- Early stage. 

- Long-term outcomes 

only for vending 

machine (new product, 

new brand). 

Unknown 

 

- Early stage.  

- Potential long-term 

outcomes derived from 

improvisation (new 

hiring process, new 

pricing structure). 

High 

 

- New products. 

- New processes.  

- Increased knowledge 

base (on private 

corporations).  

- New distribution 

channels. 

Resource modifications for strategic improvisation (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000) 

Ability to 

integrate/levera-

ge resources  

- Vending machine: 

Ability to use current 

expertise to develop the 

product. 

N/A 

- Train derailment 

disaster: Ability to 

address data issue, to 

manage overall disaster 

process.  

- Hurricane disaster: 
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Evaluation 

criteria 
MarketingOrg SoftwareOrg EngagementOrg 

Ability to use current 

expertise to address 

client’s needs. 

Ability to 

reconfigure 

resources  

N/A 

- BankClient: Ability to 

transfer expertise from 

one practice area to 

another. 

- Loss of RetailClient: 

Ability to reassign 

human resources to 

other projects. 

N/A 

Ability to gain 

or release 

resources  

- Vending machine: 

Ability to hire and 

integrate external 

engineering expertise 

N/A 

- DigitalPlatform: 

Ability to import and 

integrate external 

expertise.  

 

First and foremost, organizations wishing to develop or strengthen their strategic dynamic 

capabilities need to implement a process where they systematically evaluate and make decisions 

on strategic opportunities and threats as a team. Top management team collaboration is essential 

on the assessment of opportunities and threats. Additionally, as many top management team 

members as possible should participate in the discussions. This approach has proven successful 

both at SoftwareOrg and EngagementOrg. At SoftwareOrg, each and every opportunity and threat 

is addressed during weekly team meetings where all team members are present. At 

EngagementOrg, a similar approach is taken. All opportunities and threats identified by a top 

manager are discussed and evaluated by the whole team. Review of opportunities and threats with 

the whole management team does not happen systematically at MarketingOrg. At MarketingOrg, 

some opportunities and threats are discussed with the entire leadership team (e.g., the race 

weekend). Others are evaluated by a smaller group mainly composed of the interested party, the 

CEO and the CFO (e.g., the vending machine).  

Opportunity evaluation is facilitated when decision-makers have an easy and quick 

access to information. To make a decision, top managers need access to information and 
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knowledge about the opportunity or threat itself, but also about the organization’s resources and 

capabilities that may need to be reconfigured. Knowledge and understanding of the organization’s 

resources and capabilities are critical for the development of dynamic capabilities (Danneels, 

2011).  

In the context of strategic improvisation, IT-enabled mechanisms providing top managers 

with an immediate overview of the organization’s current resources (e.g., using KPIs at 

EngagementOrg) facilitate resource configuration more than manual systems (e.g., SoftwareOrg 

and MarketingOrg). In turn, EngagementOrg can rapidly assess whether the organization needs to 

access and integrate external expertise to pursue an opportunity (e.g., DigitalPlatform) or whether 

it can proceed with existing or reallocated resources (e.g., disasters). MarketingOrg’s reliance on 

intuition, past experience and its limited use of information systems for opportunity evaluation is 

reflected in the organization’s inability to identify when external expertise might be required 

(e.g., sponsorship sales expert for the race weekend). This suggests that overreliance on manual 

systems and organizational memory may not be the most effective way to foster a strategic 

improvisation capability. Rather, the EngagementOrg case shows that IT infrastructure flexibility 

and IM/KM capability together may better enable strategic improvisation. 

9.5 Summary 

This chapter presented cross case analyses results. It provided an assessment of each 

proposition as well as an overall evaluation of strategic improvisation. Comparing case findings 

allowed for the identification of broad patterns related to the development of strategic 

improvisation and its impact on organizational outcomes. These findings are discussed further in 

Chapter 12.  
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 Chapter 10

Survey Methodology 

10.1 Introduction  

While Chapters 4-9 focused on the qualitative phase of the thesis, Chapters 10 and 11 are 

dedicated to the second phase of the thesis, which includes a survey. Chapter 10 - Survey 

Methodology presents the survey design and methodology, and Chapter 11 - Survey Data 

Analysis highlights results using two analytical methods, structural equation modeling (SEM) 

using partial least squares (PLS) and configuration models using crisp set qualitative comparative 

analysis (csQCA).  

Chapter 10 is structured as follows: First, steps followed for the questionnaire 

development and refinement are reviewed. This is followed by a description of the survey sample 

and the overall procedure followed to collect survey. Last, descriptive results are provided. 

10.2 Questionnaire Development 

The questionnaire was developed following best practices set out in Aaker, Kumar, & 

Day (1997). See Table 58.  
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Table 58. Major Phases in the Survey Questionnaire Design 

Major phase and  

description of criteria 
Application to this survey 

Planning what to measure 

- Revisit the research objectives.  

- Decide on the research issue of 

questionnaire.  

- Get additional information on 

research issue.  

- Decide what is to be asked.  

- The research questions and propositions guided the 

development of the questionnaire.   

- Case study findings allowed for initial questionnaire 

refinement.  

Formatting the questionnaire 

- Determine the content for each 

item. 

- Decide on the format of each 

item. 

- Items were initially adapted from previous research and 

revised following the case study, pre-test and pilot.  

- Items were worded as closed statements using a 7-point 

Likert scale to reduce participants’ effort.  

- A ‘not applicable/I don’t know’ answer was included to 

mitigate ‘middle’ choice answers.  

Question wording  

- Determine how the question is to 

be worded.  

- Evaluate each question on the 

basis of comprehensibility, 

knowledge and ability, willingness 

of a typical respondent to answer 

the question. 

- Two questionnaires were developed (IS/IT and business) 

to ensure that respondents were not asked to answer 

questions they might not fully understand. 

- The wording is each question was evaluated before and 

during the pre-test and the pilot. Specifically, all efforts 

were made to ensure that the terms used were as clear and 

familiar as possible to the targeted respondents; questions 

were not ambiguous; and question order was not leading.  

Sequencing and layout decisions 

- Lay out the questions in a proper 

sequence. 

- Group all the questions in each 

subtopic.  

- The flow of the questionnaire was reviewed to ensure it 

does not contain any logical flaw and that order bias is 

limited. 

- The questionnaire layout was further modified following 

pilot completion. 

Pretesting and correcting problems 

- Review the whole questionnaire.  

- Pre-test the questionnaire.  

- Refine the questions.  

- The whole questionnaire was pre-tested and piloted. 

- The pre-test was designed as an item-sorting exercise. 

Pre-test respondents were asked to match item 

descriptions to a construct definition. They also 

commented on item and definition clarity.  

- Pilot respondents filled out the online questionnaire. 

They were also asked to comment on the flow and layout 

of the questionnaire, its length, and question wording. 

- The questionnaire was revised accordingly during the 

pre-test, during the pilot and after the pilot. 
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This section further details the major steps taken to develop the questionnaire. Following 

the initial refinement of the survey questionnaire using case study findings and further review of 

the literature, I conducted a pre-test and a pilot. The purpose of the pre-test was to assess content 

validity. The pilot was designed to assess the overall questionnaire and potential problems related 

to composite reliability, as well as discriminant and convergent validity. The pilot was also used 

to evaluate the overall online questionnaire layout. 

10.2.1 Questionnaire refinement after the case study 

The initial survey questionnaire was developed based on existing research and wording 

for each item was adapted to this study. For instance, items originally worded for a team level 

analysis were rewritten to refer to the organization or business unit. See Chapter 10 – Appendix 

A.  

Following the case study analysis, the initial questionnaire items were revised. 

Specifically, the following constructs were revised based on case study findings: Organizational 

memory (procedural and declarative); IM/KM capability; IT infrastructure flexibility; flexible 

business strategy; strategic improvisation; organizational learning. Further review of the 

corresponding literature also led to changes to the following construct items: product/service 

flexibility and process flexibility. See Chapter 10 – Appendix B for the revised questionnaire 

prior to the pre-test.  

10.2.2 Pre-test  

The pre-test consisted in an item-sorting exercise, using an ‘open-card’ approach. The 

purpose of the pre-test was to establish the level of understanding of the construct (Moore & 

Benbasat, 1991). The exercise was designed and conducted online, using Qualtrics
21

, an online 

                                                      

21
 https://queensbusiness.qualtrics.com 
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survey software, between February and March 2014. During the exercise, pre-test participants 

were provided with a list of items and definitions. They were asked to match each item to the 

definition that seemed to best fit. Respondents were also invited to provide comments, for 

instance to explain which items were problematic. See Chapter 10 – Appendix C.     

Two item-sorting exercises were designed, one for IS/IT-related constructs (IS/IT pre-

test), and the other for the, non-IS, more business-related constructs (business pre-test). See Table 

59. 

Table 59: Item-Sorting Layout    

Pre-test Constructs 

IS/IT pre-test 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

IM/KM capability  

IS/IT strategy 

Strategic improvisation 

Business pre-test 

Organizational memory 

Experimental culture 

Business strategy flexibility  

Environmental dynamism 

Organizational learning 

Process flexibility 

Product/service flexibility 

Strategic improvisation 

 

Five rounds for the IS/IT pre-test and six rounds for the business pre-test were conducted. 

A total of 15 respondents participated in the IS/IT pre-test and/or the business pre-test
22

. See 

Table 60. 

Table 60: Pre-Test Respondents    

Respondents IS/IT pre-test Business pre-test 

Faculty members 3 5 

Business professionals  1 2 

IS/IT professionals  2 1 

Ph.D. students (MIS and strategy)  2 3 

Total 8 11 

 

                                                      

22
 Four respondents participated in both pre-tests.  
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Results were analyzed after each pre-test round. Some items and construct definitions 

were modified based on respondents’ feedback. All construct items and definitions, whether 

modified or not in the previous round, were tested again in the following round.  

The validity of the pre-test was established based on the level of accuracy, that is the 

number of times an item was correctly assigned to a construct (Moore & Benbasat, 1991). See 

Table 61. 

Table 61: Pre-test Accuracy Rates    

Rounds Respondent 
IS/IT pre-test 

accuracy rate 

Business pre-

test accuracy 

rate 

Round 1 Respondent 1 (MIS faculty) 87% 64% 

Round 2 

Respondent 2 (Business professional) 55% 61% 

Respondent 3 (MIS faculty) 73% 70% 

Respondent 4 (MIS graduate student)  60% 

Respondent 5 (MIS faculty) 100%  

Round 3 
Respondent 6 (MIS professional) 71% 68% 

Respondent 7 (MIS graduate student) 89% 72% 

Round 4 
Respondent 8 (MIS professional)  33%

23
  

Respondent 9 (Business professional)  75% 

Round 5 

Respondent 10 (MIS graduate student) 94%  

Respondent 11 (MIS graduate student) 94%  

Respondent 12 (Strategy graduate student)  80% 

Round 6 

Respondent 13 (Organizational behaviour faculty)  72% 

Respondent 14 (Strategy faculty)  78% 

Respondent 15 (Strategy faculty)  70% 

Average 77% 70% 

 

On average, accuracy levels improved over time, following item refinement between 

rounds. For the IS pre-test, the accuracy rate reached 94% for Round 5, while it reached 75% in 

Rounds 5 and 6 for the Business pre-test. The pre-test was stopped once it was felt that no further 

significant learning could be derived from the participants’ item sorting results or overall 

                                                      

23
 The respondent expressed his discomfort with the pre-test, as he did not feel his work experience 

included enough managerial expertise to answer the questions well.   
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comments.  See Chapter 10 – Appendix D for the revised list of construct definitions and 

questionnaire following the IS/IT and business pre-tests. 

10.2.3 Pilot 

Following the pre-test, the revised questionnaire was further tested using a pilot survey. 

Two online questionnaires were developed in Qualtrics, one for IS/IT related constructs (IS/IT 

pilot) and one for business related constructs (business pilot). The same constructs were included 

in the IS/IT and the business pilots as in the IS/IT and business pre-tests. See Table 59 above. 

Two MIS faculty members and an IS/IT executive first answered the IS/IT pilot 

questions, while a faculty member and a business professional filled out the business pilot. 

Respondents filled out the online questionnaires and were asked to provide general feedback on 

layout and item legibility and understandability. Minor layout modifications were made to the 

online questionnaires following these initial responses. These included minor question rewording 

and changes in the question order. Following these changes, 15 additional participants completed 

the pilot survey, for a total of 18 pilot participants
24

. See Table 62. 

Table 62: Pilot Respondents    

Respondents IS/IT Pilot Business pilot 

Faculty members 2 1 

Business professionals  1 12 

IS/IT professionals  3 - 

Total 6 13 

  

Following the pilot, preliminary statistical analyses using SPSS and PLS were used to 

assess the overall model, in terms of normality, reliability, divergent and convergent validity 

(Straub, Boudreau, & Gefen, 2004). Skewness and Kurtosis tests were conducted to evaluate 

                                                      

24
 One respondent filled out both IS/IT and business online questionnaires. 
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distribution normality.  Reliability was assessed using the average variance extracted, composite 

reliability and Cronbach’s Alpha statistics, as well as correlations. See Tables 63-65.  

Table 63: Pilot Statistical Results     

Construct 
Normality 

issues? 

 
AVE

25
 

Composite 

reliability 

Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

IM/KM Capability - Explicit   0.79 0.95 0.91 

IM/KM capability - Tacit   0.92 0.98 0.97 

Conservative IS strategy Yes  0.48 0.04 0.83 

Undefined IS strategy   0.81 0.93 0.88 

Innovative IS strategy   0.85 0.94 0.91 

IT infrastructure flexibility – 

Hardware 

  
0.70 0.87 0.77 

IT infrastructure flexibility - 

Network 

Yes  
0.72 0.91 0.87 

IT infrastructure flexibility - 

Software 

  
0.57 0.79 0.59 

Strategic improvisation (IS) Yes  0.56 0.64 0.21 

Strategic improvisation (Business)   0.60 0.90 0.87 

Business strategy flexibility   0.47 0.63 0.38 

Environmental dynamism - 

overall 

  
0.82 0.93 0.89 

Environmental dynamism - 

market 

  
0.72 0.89 0.80 

Environmental dynamism – 

technology 

  
0.50 0.74 0.53 

Experimental culture   0.81 0.94 0.92 

Organizational memory - 

Declarative 

  
0.53 0.81 0.68 

Organizational memory - 

Procedural 

  
0.59 0.85 0.77 

Organizational learning Yes  0.88 0.97 0.96 

Process flexibility   0.66 0.85 0.75 

Product/Service flexibility   0.82 0.97 0.96 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

25
 AVE: Average variance extracted. 
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Table 64. Correlation Table for the IS Pilot  

Construct 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1- IM/KM Capability - 

Explicit  0.89
26

 

        2- IM/KM capability - Tacit  0.98 0.96 

       3- Conservative IS strategy 0.52 0.41 0.69 

      4- Undefined IS strategy -0.55 -0.41 -0.80 0.90 

     5- Innovative IS strategy 0.79 0.67 0.66 -0.72 0.92 

    6- IT infrastructure flexibility 

- Hardware 0.67 0.56 0.75 -0.60 0.70 0.84 

   7- IT infrastructure flexibility 

- Network 0.55 0.38 0.69 -0.92 0.81 0.71 0.85 

  8- IT infrastructure flexibility 

- Software 0.51 0.38 0.25 -0.63 0.65 0.60 0.85 0.75 

 9- Strategic improvisation 0.25 0.18 -0.22 -0.10 0.34 0.36 0.45 0.84 0.75 

 

Table 65. Correlation Table for the Business Pilot  

Construct  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1- Business strategy 

flexibility 0.69 

          2- Environmental 

dynamism – overall 0.51 0.91 

         3- Environmental 

dynamism – market 0.60 0.59 0.85 

        4-Environmental 

dynamism - 

technology 0.19 0.61 0.37 0.71 

       5- Experimental 

culture  0.74 0.61 0.68 0.47 0.90 

      6- Organizational 

memory-Declarative  0.34 -0.16 0.50 -0.07 0.21 0.73 

     7- Organizational 

memory-Procedural  -0.17 -0.60 -0.17 -0.23 -0.36 0.67 0.77 

    8- Organizational 

learning  0.07 -0.09 0.16 -0.03 -0.12 0.70 0.67 0.94 

   9- Process flexibility  0.77 0.41 0.76 0.43 0.72 0.63 0.15 0.43 0.81 

  10- Product/Service 

flexibility  0.10 0.08 0.34 0.51 0.13 0.47 0.47 0.66 0.62 0.91 

 11- Strategic 

improvisation 0.74 0.48 0.73 0.30 0.64 0.27 -0.32 -0.14 0.60 0.08 0.78 

 

                                                      

26
 Bolded numbers in the diagonals are the square root of the AVE. 
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PLS item loading tables and SPSS frequency tables were analyzed to visually identify 

constructs with potential convergent validity issues. The PLS items loading tables and the overall 

dataset were also visually inspected to identify potential discriminant validity issues.  

Overall, these analyses showed some potential issues related to overall variability, 

convergent and discriminant validity, as well as normal distribution issues for some constructs. 

However, it was recognized that identified validity and reliability issues could be expected, 

considering the relatively low pilot sample size. Nonetheless, the analyses conducted using 

replicated data generally showed encouraging signs that prompted me to proceed with the survey. 

Accordingly, some items were further revised and reordered. In addition, the research model was 

reviewed construct by construct, and the organizational memory construct was added to the IS/IT 

questionnaire. See Chapter 10 – Appendix E for the final IS/IT and business questionnaires.   

Once the questionnaires were finalized, three business professionals and three Ph.D. 

students tested their layout on multiple platforms. Slight revisions to the design were 

subsequently made to ensure that the online questionnaires were optimized for computers (Mac 

and PC) and for tablets (Android and iPad). Because it was not possible to optimize the online 

questionnaires for small screen smartphones, a note to that effect was added to the front page of 

the online questionnaires and on the recruitment emails.  

10.3 Survey Sample 

A list of 9,424 Canadian organizations was purchased through a market research 

company called SSI
27

.  Organizations with between 50 and 500 full time equivalent (FTE) 

employees were targeted. Service organizations between 50 and 500 employees are categorized 

as medium-sized organizations (Industry Canada, 2012). Past research (e.g., Davis et al., 2009) 

suggests that to develop improvisational abilities, organizations should have reached a certain 

                                                      

27
 http://www.surveysampling.com/en 
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level of structure and maturity. Although the focus was on organizations that have been in 

operation for five years or more, data were collected on all types of organizations. Target 

industries included mostly service industries, which tend to be more dynamic than manufacturing 

industries. See Chapter 10 – Appendix F for a list of industries targeted by standard industry 

codes.  

The survey followed a multiple respondent approach. Accordingly, multiple top 

managers within each organization were targeted. Key decision makers in information systems 

and technology (e.g., Chief Information Officer (CIO), IT director) were asked to answer the 

IS/IT questionnaire, while decision-makers in other functions (e.g., general management, human 

resources, marketing, finance) were targeted to answer the business questionnaire.  

10.4 Survey Data Collection 

10.4.1 Overall Procedure 

Survey data were collected in three phases, using three designs, namely phone interviews, 

online questionnaire and follow-up discussions. In the first phase, phone interviews were 

conducted to secure responses from 100 participants in separate organizations and to collect 

additional referrals information in each of the 100 organizations.  

In the second phase, these referrals were contacted by email and invited to complete one 

of the two online questionnaires (IS/IT and business questionnaires). Due to the low initial 

number of referral contacts, an additional list of potential referrals was developed and SSI 

conducted additional phone interviews to reach additional respondents. Further email invitations 

were sent to potential referrals who could not be reached by phone. The overall data collection for 

the phone interviews and online questionnaires lasted for five weeks, from April 4, 2014 to May 

8, 2014.   
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During the first two data collection phases, participants were offered a $35 gift certificate 

from Starbuck’s. Respondents also had the opportunity to donate the equivalent amount to the 

Canadian Cancer Society or the Make a Wish Foundation. The two charities were contacted to 

ensure that a bulk donation could be done on respondents’ behalf. At the end of the data 

collection period, the Canadian Cancer Society and the Make a Wish Foundation received the 

total amount that respondents chose to donate to these charities. I emailed all respondents to thank 

them for participating in the survey and to notify them that the donation had been made on their 

behalf.  I contacted all respondents who requested e-gift cards and asked them to confirm their 

email address. Once I received confirmation, I created the online gift card. Only respondents who 

confirmed their email address received a Starbucks e-gift card. See Chapter 10 – Appendix G. 

The third phase consisted in follow-up interviews that were conducted in July 2014, 

following data analysis. Each phase is reviewed in details below.  

10.4.2 Phase 1: Initial Respondents  

SSI provided assistance for the phone interviews. In collaboration with the research firm, 

phone interviews were designed to ensure maximum response rate while ensuring respondents’ 

confidentiality and privacy. See Chapter 10 – Appendix H. SSI programmed the phone interview 

script using a computer-assisted telephone interviewing software. I received a test link that 

allowed me to ensure the script met the study requirements. Based on this review, some minor 

changes were made so the phone interview would be easier to conduct. For instance, a sample list 

of job positions, and a question to determine whether the respondent should answer the IS/IT 

questionnaire or the business questionnaire, were added.  

Phone interviews for the initial respondents were conducted from April 4, 2014 to April 

24, 2014. A total of seven SSI interviewers conducted the interviews. Their experience ranged 

from one year to more than seven years.  
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The phone interview process was paused once five phone interviews had been completed. 

During that time, I received and reviewed the data file and recordings for these interviews. Based 

on this review, I suggested further changes to ensure that the interviewer would check that the 

respondent was comfortable with the questionnaire. Consequently, after six questions, the 

respondent was asked to confirm whether he or she was comfortable with the questions or would 

like to switch questionnaires. Other minor changes were made, including rewording of the IS/IT 

responsibility question and questions related to the collection of additional referral contact 

information. During the rest of the data collection period, I received three daily updates, one 

providing details on completed interviews, one listing all incentive choices made by respondents 

and the last providing referral information. 

From the initial list of 9,424 organizations, SSI contacted 7,747 organizations. Of these, 

3,758 could not be reached for different reasons (e.g., answering machine, wrong number, 

disconnected number, technical phone problem), leaving a total of 3,989 reached organizations. A 

total of 100 participants, each from a different organization, answered the phone interview, for a 

response rate of about 2.5 %.  

10.4.3 Phase 2: Additional Respondents  

10.4.3.1 Online Questionnaires for Additional Respondents 

At the end of the phone interviews in the first phase, respondents were asked to provide 

the name and contact information of two or three other potential respondents within the same 

organization. During data collection, SSI provided me with a daily list of referrals. I contacted all 

referrals via email and invited them to participate to the survey by filling out an online 

questionnaire. See Chapter 10 – Appendix I. Each invitation email included a link to the IS/IT 

online questionnaire and to the business questionnaire. Based on available information, I directed 
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potential participants to one questionnaire in particular (e.g., IS/IT questionnaire) but still offered 

them the option to fill out the other questionnaire instead (e.g., business questionnaire).  

Changes made to the phone interview questions were also applied to the online 

questionnaire. For instance, questions that were reworded regarding referrals were similarly 

modified in the online questionnaires.  

During the first data collection phase, SSI interviewers were only able to collect 16 

additional referrals for the 100 organizations.  Potential referral respondents received a 

personalized recruitment email and a reminder email after one week. See Chapter 10 – Appendix  

J. Following the invitation and recruitment email, five online business questionnaires were 

received (response rate of 31%).  

10.4.3.2 Phone Interviews for Additional Respondents   

Because of the low number of additional referrals secured by SSI, the original data 

collection methodology for additional respondents was modified. Following approval from 

Queen’s University’s Research Ethics Board, I developed a list of additional potential 

respondents in the 100 organizations where a response had been collected. Using information 

available on the Internet, I identified 255 contact names with either a phone number or an email 

address. For most organizations, I could collect one additional name, and in some cases, I 

collected two or more potential respondent names.  

Using this list of 255 additional contact names, SSI followed the same process as 

described in the first phase and contacted these individuals by phone. This second data collection 

period lasted from April 30 to May 8 and resulted in 36 additional completed phone interviews. 

This is equivalent to a 14% response rate. 
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10.4.3.3 Additional Online Questionnaires 

Once SSI had called all additional referrals with a phone number, I contacted all potential 

referrals respondents who could not be reached by SSI interviewers or who only had an email 

address as contact information. These potential 18 referral respondents received the same 

personalized recruitment email and a reminder email as noted above. Two additional 

questionnaires (one IS/IT questionnaire and one business questionnaire) were filled out (response 

rate of 11%) 

10.4.4 Phase 3: Follow-Up Discussions 

In the phone interviews and online questionnaire steps, respondents were asked to 

indicate whether they were willing to participate in a follow-up interview and to provide their 

email. Following the analysis of quantitative data, a small subset of organizations was selected 

from this list of survey respondents.  

The objective of the follow-up discussions was to obtain additional insights into 

surprising or non-significant findings. Rather than being left to conjecture why there were 

unexpected results, this approach provided practical explanations directly from the field. 

Consequently, a set of specific questions related to survey results that required additional insight 

and understanding was shared with volunteer survey participants. An email was prepared once 

data analysis was completed and key areas had been identified for further investigation. See 

Chapter 10 – Appendix K. Data collected from these follow-up discussions were used to support 

or explain certain quantitative findings. When appropriate, quotes are included in Chapter 12. 
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10.5 Survey Descriptive Results  

10.5.1 Preliminary Analyses 

10.5.1.1 Overall Response Rates  

Response rates vary depending on the data collection method and phase. See Table 66 for 

a summary of response rates.  

Table 66: Summary of Response Rates     

Phase / Method 
Phone 

interviews 

Online 

questionnaires 

Phase 1 - Initial respondents  2.5% 14% 

Phase 2 - Additional respondents  N/A 11% 

 

To assess a potential non-response bias between organizations that agreed to participate 

in the study and organizations that declined, an independent sample t-test was conducted. No 

significant differences were found between the two groups in terms of industry, location and 

number of employees. Therefore, there is no evidence of a non-response bias.   

10.5.1.1 Type of Respondents per Organization   

The nature of the data collected led me to conduct the main analyses reported in Chapter 

11 in multiple phases. The number of respondents and their type (IS or business) vary across the 

100 organizations for which data were collected. See Table 67.  

Table 67. Number and Type of Respondents per Organization 

Number of 

respondents 

Organizations 

Total 
With IS 

respondents 

only 

With business 

respondents 

only 

With IS and 

business 

respondents 

1 respondent 53 12 n/a 65 

2 respondents 6 6 16 28 

3 respondents 0 1 5 6 

4 respondents 0 0 1 1 

Total 59 19 22 100 
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Therefore, for each organization, there may be one or multiple IS and/or business 

responses.  Based on the sample, three datasets were created: records with IS only data (88 

records), records with business data only (55 records), and records containing both IS and 

business data (51 records). The combined IS/business dataset contains all records where IS and 

business data could be collected for one organization.  

The IS only records contain data points for the antecedents and IS/IT strategy, while the 

business records contain data points for the outcomes, and all moderators except IS/IT strategy. 

Strategic improvisation and organizational memory were measured in both surveys. 

10.5.1.2 Test of Differences  

Based on preliminary analyses indicating that the sample is not normally distributed, I 

conducted Mann-Whitney tests to assess differences between survey groups. Tests were 

conducted on the strategic improvisation and organizational memory items that were measured in 

both IS and business surveys. Results for this non-parametric test showed little difference 

between tested samples, with a few exceptions only. Examined comparisons include data 

collected from initial respondents (round 1) versus data collected from additional respondents 

(round 2), IS respondents versus business respondents, business respondents versus combined 

IS/business respondents and IS respondents vs. combined IS/business respondents (as described 

above). See Table 68.  
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Table 68: Mann-Whitney Test Results 

Samples examined Significant differences  

Data collection period (round 1 vs. round 2)  

Strategic improvisation item #2*  

Organizational memory – Declarative item 

#3
28

 

Organizations with IS respondents vs. 

business respondents  

Organizational memory – Declarative item 

#4
29

 

Organizations with business respondents vs. 

combined IS/business respondents 
None  

Organizations with IS respondents vs. 

combined IS/business respondents 

Strategic improvisation item #2* 

Strategic improvisation item #3* 
* These items were removed from the final model tested in Chapter 11. 

Differences between IS and other respondents were expected. It is for that purpose that a 

multiple respondents’ approach was taken. Differences between responses from Round 1 and 

Round 2 can also be explained by the type of respondents (i.e., IS vs. business respondents). 

Round 1, that is the collection of data for the first respondents in an organization, focused on 

obtaining IS responses. Consequently, the majority of respondents are IS respondents (78.8%).  In 

contrast, Round 2 focused on obtaining responses from business responses, to compensate for the 

larger number of IS responses in Round 1.  As a result, almost 85% of respondents in Round 2 are 

business respondents. An additional detailed analysis of responses per organization showed that 

significant differences in responses only occurred in three organizations for Strategic 

Improvisation items #2 and in three other organizations for Organizational Memory – Declarative 

item #3. In these organizations, respondents from Round 1 were IS respondents while 

respondents from Round 2 were business respondents. This most likely explains the differences 

noted above.  

  

                                                      

28
 Wording for this item is as follows: “It is easy to reuse data and information about specific processes.” 

29
 Wording for this item is as follows: “We retain specific information about our business environment.” 
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10.5.2 Descriptive Results  

This section summarizes the sample’s general characteristics. First, about half of the 

respondents work in organizations located in Ontario and Quebec, while more than one third are 

in Western Canada. See Table 69.  

Table 69. Geographical Location of Respondents 

Province 
Percentage of 

respondents 

Alberta 18.9% 

British Columbia 16.8% 

Manitoba 1.4% 

New Brunswick 0.7% 

Nova Scotia 6.3% 

Ontario 36.4% 

Quebec  14% 

Saskatchewan 4.9% 

Nunavut 0.7% 

Total 100% 

 

In addition, almost 80% of the respondents classify their industry as a type of service industry 

(e.g., computing, education, banking). See Table 70. 

Table 70. Industry Distribution   

Main industry 
Percentage of 

respondents 

Service industries  77.7% 

Non-service industries  

(e.g., manufacturing, retail) 
5.6% 

Other 16.8% 

Total 100% 

 

Interestingly, respondents perceive their environment to be less dynamic than anticipated. 

Table 71 below shows the means and standard deviations for each item. Compared to other 

constructs measured in the survey, results are lower, notably in terms of market and overall 

dynamism. All items are measured on a 7-point Likert scale. 
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Table 71. Environmental Dynamism Results    

Environmental 

dynamism item 
Mean 

Standard 

deviation 

Technology #1 4.58 1.56 

Technology #2 5.94 1.28 

Technology #3 4.70 1.57 

Overall #1 4.83 1.80 

Overall #2 4.47 1.62 

Overall #3 3.61 1.72 

Market #1 4.4 1.56 

Market #2 4.25 1.23 

Market #3 3.21 1.59 

 

Almost two thirds of the organizations surveyed have operated for 30 years or more. In addition, 

90% of all surveyed organizations have between 50 and 250 employees. See Table 72 and Table 

73. 

Table 72. Organizational Maturity  

Years in Activity 
Percentage of 

respondents 

Less than 5 years 2.1% 

5-9 years 3.5% 

10-19 years 16.1% 

20-29 years 14% 

30 years or more 64.3% 

Total 100% 

 

Table 73. Organizational Size  

Number of employees 
Percentage of 

respondents 

50-99 employees 61.5% 

100-249 employees 29.4% 

250-499 employees 9.1% 

Total 100% 

 

The vast majority of respondents hold senior managerial positions and more than half have been 

in their current position for five years or more. See Table 74  and Table 75. 
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Table 74. Respondents by Position   

Respondents Percent 

IS/IT respondents 

Chief information/technology officer,  

(executive) vice-president 
2.1% 

Director  7.7% 

Manager  25.2% 

Other, IS/IT  7.7% 

Total (IS/IT respondents) 42.7% 

Business respondents 

Chief executive/operating/administrative/ 

financial officer 
7.0% 

President/Owner 6.3% 

Director 10.5% 

Manager  23.8% 

Other, business 9.7% 

Total (business respondents) 57.3% 

 

Table 75. Position Tenure   

Position tenure Percent 

Less than 1 year 8.4% 

1 to 4 years  34.3% 

5 - 9 years 24.5% 

10 years or more 32.9% 

Total 100% 

 

In summary, these descriptive results provide an overview of the surveyed organizations. 

The sampled organizations are mostly service organizations located in Western Canada and 

Ontario/Quebec. They compete in a moderately dynamic environment, except from a technology 

perspective. The large majority are mature organizations that have been operating for more than 

10 years and have less than 250 employees. Most respondents have been in their managerial 

position for five years or more.  
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10.6 Summary  

This chapter provided details on the methodology used for the survey component of this 

thesis. In particular, steps followed for the development of the survey instrument were described. 

The overall data collection procedure was reviewed and descriptive results provided. Chapter 11 - 

Survey Data Analysis describes the survey results. Data were analyzed using structural equation 

modeling and configuration models.  
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 Chapter 11

Survey Data Analysis  

11.1 Introduction to Structural Equation Modeling and Configuration Analyses   

This chapter presents survey results using two analytical methods, a variance approach 

using structural equation modeling (SEM), specifically partial least squares (PLS; Chin, 1995, 

and set-theoretic configuration models using qualitative comparative analysis (QCA; Ragin, 

2000, 2008). Both approaches have different underlying assumptions and objectives. With a 

variance approach, the use of statistical measures such as correlations suggests that two constructs 

influence each other. The objective is to isolate one variable to better understand its effect on the 

other (dependent variable). Bivariate relationships are assumed to be linear, and only one path can 

lead to an outcome. In comparison, the set-theoretic approach applies principles of systemic view 

and equifinality to identify multiple paths that can lead to the same outcome. Specifically, the 

QCA method compares various configurations resulting from interactions among conditions 

(similar to antecedents in a variance model), identifying equivalent configurations and core 

elements (Fiss, 2011).Combining these two methods should provide a richer perspective on how 

strategic improvisation, through the use of IS, may affect organizational outcomes. 

This chapter is organized in two main sections. First, data analysis results are provided 

using the SEM-PLS approach. Second, the set-theoretic QCA analysis results are provided. Each 

section begins with an overview of the method, and is followed by analyses and results.  
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11.2 Data Analysis Using Structural Equation Modeling  

11.2.1 Overview of Structural Equation Modeling  

Structural equation modeling is a statistical method aiming to quantitatively test a 

theoretical model with multiple outcomes in one step (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). SEM offers 

several advantages compared to simpler methods, such as regression analyses. SEM allows for 

the modeling and testing of complex relationships. The method also includes measurement model 

analyses, which can be used to better determine construct reliability and validity. Last, both the 

measurement and the structural models can be tested in one step (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010).  

11.2.2  Overview of the Partial Least Squares Statistical Technique 

Two main types of SEM techniques exist, both with different algorithms (Chin, 1998). 

Covariance-based SEM uses covariance to compare the ‘observed’ model (i.e., the model 

generated with the data) to the ‘original’ model (i.e., the theoretical model). Therefore, the 

objective of covariance-based SEM is to accomplish model fitting (Gefen, Straub, & Boudreau, 

2000). In contrast, PLS uses ordinary least squares and linear regressions to minimize residual 

variance and maximize explained variance in the dependent variables (Chin, 1998, 2010).  There 

are several advantages to using PLS over other main statistical methods (Chin, 1998, 2010). First, 

PLS does not make normality assumptions, which allows a researcher to use data that are not 

normally distributed or that could not be normalized using common transformation methods. 

Second, PLS allows for the modeling of complex models with a large number of indicators. This 

is not possible in covariance-based SEM because of the current matrix computing limitations. 

Third, PLS can detect effect in small samples (Chin, 1998, 2010; Gefen et al., 2000). Although 

this last advantage is debated (e.g., Goodhue, Lewis, & Thompson, 2006), it is still believed that 

PLS holds higher statistical power than covariance-based SEM with smaller samples (Chin, 

2010).  
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For the reasons outlined above, I used PLS for the analysis of survey data, specifically 

the Smart PLS 2.0 M3 software package
30

. My choice of software was dictated by the simplicity 

of interface use, the ability to easily create moderators and online support availability.  

11.2.3 Construct Measurement 

The following section details the approach taken to measure the constructs, as well as the 

modeling approach using first and second order constructs.  

11.2.3.1 Reflective or Formative Items  

All constructs are measured using reflective items, following decision rules stated in 

Jarvis, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff (2003). Four main components related to causality, item 

interchangeability, covariation and the nomological net, weighed in the decision to measure items 

using a reflective rather than a formative approach (Jarvis et al., 2003). First, all items in the 

survey are designed to be manifestations of the construct, rather than a measure of a component 

of the construct. Changes in the item wording are meant to better represent the construct, but do 

not modify the construct itself. Rather, a change in the definition of a construct has consequence 

on item wording. Second, the construct items are interchangeable and designed to measure the 

overall meaning of the construct. Consequently, dropping an item would not significantly alter 

the meaning of the construct. Third, because items are designed to measure the overall construct 

domain, covariance is expected between the items. Last, they are also expected to have the same 

nomological net, that is the same antecedents and consequences (Jarvis et al., 2003).   

11.2.3.2 First and second Order Constructs  

Some of the constructs are modeled using a second order molar modeling approach, with 

first and second constructs (Chin, 2010). First order constructs (e.g., IT infrastructure flexibility – 

                                                      

30
 http://www.smartpls.de/forum/ 
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hardware) are measured using reflective items. Second order constructs are more abstract than 

first order constructs (e.g., IT infrastructure flexibility). These constructs are measured using all 

items for all first order constructs (e.g., items used to measure IT infrastructure flexibility – 

hardware, IT infrastructure flexibility – network and IT infrastructure flexibility – software; Chin, 

2010).   

11.2.4 Data Analysis Results  

The results section comprises three parts. First, preliminary analysis results are 

summarized. Second, the measurement models are presented. In SEM, measurement model 

analyses seek to assess the reliability and validity of all proposed constructs (Chin, 2010). Third, 

the structural IS, business (i.e., non-IS) and combined IS/business models are discussed 

separately. Structural model analyses evaluate the relationships between the constructs and the 

model’s overall predictive power (Chin, 2010). This section concludes with a summary of the 

results for the propositions described in Chapter 3.  

11.2.4.1 Preliminary Analyses  

11.2.4.1.1 Tests of normality and homogeneity  

I tested the overall sample for normality using standardized values of Skewness and 

Kurtosis (zskewness  and zskewness) and other normality tests (i.e., K-S and Shapiro-Wilk tests). 

Results from these tests show that the majority of the indicators used for the survey are not 

normally distributed. See Chapter 11 – Appendix A.  

Next, I conducted tests of homogeneity of the variance on the indicators measured in both 

IS and business surveys, that is strategic improvisation and organizational memory (procedural 

and declarative). Results from the Levene’s and the Hartley’s tests on variance ratio show 

homogeneity issues on three items (strategic improvisation #1, #3 and declarative memory #2).  
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Following recommendations by Gefen and colleagues (2011), I tried to transform the data 

to address both normality and homogeneity issues, using log transformations. However, these 

transformations did not produce any significant improvement. Therefore, I used the 

untransformed dataset for the main analyses.  

11.2.4.1.2 Sample Size and Power Analyses 

The PLS method has been both criticized and supported by various researchers in the IS 

research field. In particular, opponents to the method argue that PLS does not provide more 

robust results than other statistical methods (i.e., covariance-based SEM and regression) with 

small sample sizes (e.g., Goodhue, Lewis, & Thompson, 2012; Goodhue et al., 2006). In contrast, 

proponents of the method suggest that comparing PLS, covariance-based SEM and regressions is 

inadequate because of the different assumptions underlying each method, which results in 

comparing ‘apples to oranges’ (Marcoulides, Chin, & Saunders, 2012). There appears to be no 

consensus on the ‘superior’ ability of PLS to detect effect in small samples (Rai, Goodhue, 

Henseler, & Thompson, 2013). Consequently, I based the following power analysis on my 

understanding of research conducted by proponents of the PLS approach and my conversations 

with Dr. Wynne Chin, an early adopter of PLS within the MIS discipline and an expert and 

advocate of the method.     

To determine the minimum sample size required for adequate statistical power, I used 

two methods. First, I used the ‘10 times’ rule of thumb, which suggests that the minimum sample 

size should be “10 times the largest number of predictors for any dependent variable in the 

model”(Gefen et al., 2011, p.A4). The most complex dependent variable in the model is strategic 

improvisation, with nine direct predictors (three antecedents, three moderators and three control 

variables). Therefore, according to this rule of thumb, a sample of 90 should be sufficient for 

adequate statistical power.  
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However, this rule of thumb has been criticized for its lack of research support and the 

use of the Cohen (1988) tables is recommended to better estimate sample size requirements (e.g., 

Gefen et al., 2011; Goodhue et al., 2006). Consequently, I calculated the minimum sample size 

required for a power of 0.8, a p value of 0.05 and an anticipated effect size of 0.3
31

.  See Table 76.  

Table 76. Minimum Sample Size Requirements  

Model Restrictions 

Sample size 

used for 

analyses 

Minimum 

sample size 

using rule of 

thumb 

Minimum sample 

size using 

Cohen's (1988) 

tables 

Whole 

model 

Including 1
st
 and 2

nd
 

order constructs and 

control variables. 

51 90 100 

Including control 

variables but excluding 

2
nd

 order constructs. 

51 90 143 

IS model 

Including 1
st
 and 2

nd
 

order constructs and 

control variables. 

88 90 90 

Including control 

variables but excluding 

2
nd

  order constructs. 

88 90 157 

Business 

model 

Including 1
st
 and 2

nd
 

order constructs and 

control variables. 

55 20 125 

Including control 

variables but excluding 

2
nd

 order constructs. 

55 20 186 

 

This table suggests that results should be interpreted with caution, especially in the case 

of the whole model, since the sample size is below the minimum required using the rule of 

thumb.  

Last, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure and the Bartlett’s test of sphericity were 

used to determine sample adequacy (Field, 2009). See Chapter 11 – Appendix A. The Bartlett’s 

tests of sphericity χ² (861) = 1861.25, p < .001 for IS items and χ² (453) = 895.59, p < .001 for 

                                                      

31
 To make these calculations, I used http://www.danielsoper.com/statcalc3/calc.aspx?id=89. 
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business items indicate that the correlation between items are sufficiently large for factor analysis. 

In contrast, the KMO results are 0.61 for IS items, and 0.62 for the business items. While these 

values are low, there are above the minimum level of 0.5 and therefore acceptable (Field, 2009).   

11.2.4.1.3 Control Variables  

Three control variables were included in the model, industry, organizational size, and 

organizational maturity, because of their potential impact on strategic improvisation. Analyses 

were conducted to confirm that no main path significance changed with the inclusion or exclusion 

of each control variable. See Chapter 11 – Appendix A. Results show that the control variables do 

not affect main path weights and significance. Consequently, the main analyses conducted below 

do not include control variables in the models.  

11.2.4.2 Main Analyses  

This section presents the main results. I assessed the measurement and the structural 

models using records with IS only data (n=88
32

), business data only (n=55
33

) and combined 

IS/business data (n=51
34

) separately, which produced three different sets of results.  

The following sub-section presents results for the measurement model analyses. It is 

followed by results for each structural model analysis.   

 

 

                                                      

32
 The IS measurement model was also tested using split samples with all records (n=44), split samples 

without duplicates (n=40 and n=41) and the whole sample without duplicates (n=81). No significant 

differences were noted. The criteria I used to remove duplicates (i.e., multiple IS or general records for the 

same organization) were based on data quality. I visually observed the dataset and looked for records that 

had a minimum number of missing data points, maximum convergence within a construct, and maximum 

variability across constructs. Where applicable, I kept records from more senior respondents. 
33

 Low statistical power made it impossible to test the measurement model using split samples.   
34

 The combined IS/business measurement model was also tested using a sample with one record per 

organization (n=22). No significant differences were noted.   



 

196 

 

11.2.4.2.1 Measurement Model  

The objective of measurement model analyses is to establish that the indicators used to 

measure latent variables represent the constructs well (Chin, 2010). This is done by evaluating 

construct reliability and overall validity.  

To achieve good levels of reliability and validity, several items had to be removed one at 

a time from the models. The final list of retained items and removed items for each construct is 

provided in Chapter 11 – Appendix B. In addition, analyses were conducted to confirm that no 

main path significance changed as a result of model refinement (Gefen et al., 2011). See Chapter 

11 – Appendix C. 

As detailed below, the refined models exhibit high levels of reliability and validity for all 

constructs, including 1
st
 order constructs (e.g., declarative memory; procedural memory) and 2

nd
 

order constructs (e.g., organizational memory).  

First, construct reliability was evaluated using the average variance extracted (AVE) and 

the composite reliability. See Tables 77-79. 
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Table 77. Correlation and Reliability Measures for the IS Model  

Construct 

(Abbreviation) 

    

AVE 

Composite 

Reliability 
Inter-constructs correlations

35
 

  
EXP TAC CON INN UND HW SW NW DEC PRO SI 

IM/KM capability (IM/KM Capab.) 

Explicit (EXP) 0.661 0.886 0.813 
          

Tacit (TAC) 0.810 0.895 0.501 0.900 
         

IS/IT strategy  

Conservative IS/IT 

Strategy (CON) 
0.751 0.858 0.172 0.038 0.867 

        

Innovative IS/IT 

Strategy (INN) 
0.752 0.901 0.251 0.416 -0.153 0.867 

       

Undefined IS/IT 

Strategy (UND) 
0.767 0.908 -0.289 -0.291 0.085 -0.387 0.876 

      

IT infrastructure flexibility (IT Inf. Flex.) 

Hardware (HW) 0.828 0.906 0.409 0.340 0.114 0.354 -0.268 0.910 
     

Software (SW) 0.746 0.854 0.495 0.297 0.051 0.255 -0.217 0.451 0.864 
    

Network (NW) 0.734 0.947 0.262 0.342 0.013 0.475 -0.298 0.436 0.204 0.857 
   

Organizational memory (OM) 

Declarative (DEC) 0.832 0.908 0.569 0.442 0.168 0.293 -0.137 0.522 0.466 0.467 0.912 
  

Procedural (PRO) 0.674 0.860 0.492 0.247 0.071 -0.025 -0.279 0.249 0.368 0.109 0.391 0.821 
 

Strategic 

improvisation (SI) 
0.722 0.886 0.366 0.477 -0.094 0.414 -0.205 0.350 0.406 0.413 0.489 0.257 0.850 

 

 

  

                                                      

35
 Bolded numbers in the diagonals are the square root of the AVE. 
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Table 78. Reliability Measures for the Business Dataset  

Construct (Abbreviation) AVE 
Composite 

Reliability 

Inter-constructs correlations 

ALL MKT TECH OL PROC PROD SI 

Environmental dynamism (ED) 

Overall (ALL) 0.705 0.877 0.839 
      

Market (MKT) 0.833 0.909 0.600 0.913 
     

Technology (TECH) 0.688 0.813 0.351 0.259 0.829 
    

Organizational learning (OL) 0.882 0.957 0.325 0.281 0.248 0.939 
   

Process flexibility (PROC) 0.758 0.862 0.167 0.353 0.045 0.298 0.871 
  

Product/Service flexibility 

(PROD) 
0.791 0.919 0.263 0.235 -0.119 0.170 0.342 0.889 

 

Strategic improvisation (SI) 0.731 0.891 0.448 0.458 0.034 0.627 0.451 0.344 0.855 

 

Table 79. Reliability Measures for the Combined IS/business Dataset
36

 

Construct (Abbreviation) AVE 
Inter-construct correlations 

Composite Reliability BSF CULT 

Business strategy flexibility (BSF) 0.741 0.851 0.861 
 

Experimental culture (CULT) 0.892 0.943 -0.316 0.944 

 

                                                      

36
 A complete analysis was conducted on the combined IS/business data set but only results for the two constructs not analyzed above are presented. No 

significant issues with other constructs were noted. 
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All composite reliabilities are above the recommended threshold of 0.8 (Gefen et al., 

2011). Similarly, the AVEs are well above the minimum recommended 0.5 threshold 

(MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Podsakoff, 2011). These results indicate good overall internal 

construct consistency. For second order constructs, no reliability evaluation is necessary 

(MacKenzie et al., 2011, p.314).    

Second, convergent and discriminant construct validity were evaluated using the square 

root AVE and item loadings. See Tables 77-79. For each construct, the square root AVE is higher 

than its correlations with other constructs (Gefen et al., 2000). Additionally, all items have 

loadings above 0.7, which is generally considered the minimum acceptable threshold (Nunnally, 

1978). See Chapter 11 – Appendix D. All items also have much higher loadings on their 

respective factors than on other factors, which satisfies the rule of thumb that the “loadings of the 

measurement items on their assigned latent variables should be an order of magnitude larger 

than any other loading” (Gefen & Straub, 2005, p.93).  These results suggest acceptable 

convergent and discriminant validity (Gefen et al., 2000).  

In addition, the validity of 2
nd

 order constructs was tested using the adequacy coefficient 

R
2

a (MacKenzie et al., 2011). Results show that the R2
a for all 2

nd
 order constructs are above the 

suggested minimum threshold of 0.5, which indicates acceptable construct validity (MacKenzie et 

al., 2011). See Chapter 11 – Appendix D. 

In summary, reliability and validity results indicate that the indicators used to measure 

the constructs represent the latent variables well in all three models. Results for the structural 

models can therefore be presented (Chin, 2010). 
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11.2.4.2.2 Structural Model
37

  

11.2.4.2.2.1 Structural IS Model Analyses  

Results for the structural IS model analyses are presented in three parts. First, to test the 

proposed relationships between the antecedents and strategic improvisation (Proposition 1), the 

main effects model is presented. Second, additional analyses are conducted to further assess the 

relationship between organizational complementarity and strategic improvisation (Proposition 

1a). Third, to establish whether types of IS/IT strategy affect relationships between the 

antecedents and strategic improvisation differently (Proposition 2c), main effects are evaluated 

across four IS/IT strategies (i.e., innovative, ambidextrous, conservative and undefined).  

11.2.4.2.2.1.1 Main Effects  

Results for the main effects in the IS model are presented below in Table 80 and Figure 6. 

These show that there is a positive and significant relationship between IT infrastructure 

flexibility and strategic improvisation (supporting Proposition 1c), between IM/KM capability 

and strategic improvisation (supporting Proposition 1b), but that the relationship between 

organizational memory and strategic improvisation is not significant (failing to support 

Proposition 1a). The antecedents account for 31% of the variance in strategic improvisation, 

suggesting that IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility have a noticeable impact on 

strategic improvisation.  

  

                                                      

37
 Analyses were also conducted on simplified models that did not include the 1st order constructs. In each 

refined model, the factor score for each 1st order construct was used as an ‘indicator’ for the 2
nd

 order 

construct. Results from these analyses did not show any difference in the main path weights or significance.  
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Table 80. IS Model – Main Effects and Significance 

Path and R2 Main effect, p value and confidence intervals (CI)
38

 

Main paths  

OM SI 
b=.13 

p=.20; 95% CI (-.17 to .37) 

IT Inf. Flex.  SI 
b=.32 

p=.009; 95% CI (.05 to .56) 

IM/KM Capab.  SI 
b=.21 

p=.06; 95% CI (-.05 to .5) 

Other paths (1
st
 to 2

nd
 order constructs) 

EXP  IM/KM Capab. 
b=.74 

p=.00; 95% CI (.66 to .86) 

TAC  IM/KM Capab. 
b=.40 

p=.00; 95% CI (.31 to .47) 

HW  IT Inf. Flex. 
b=.51 

p=.00; 95% CI (.40 to .61) 

SW  IT Inf. Flex. 
b=.39 

p=.00; 95% CI (.30 to .50) 

NW  IT Inf. Flex. 
b=.40 

p=.00; 95% CI (.27 to .48) 

DEC  OM 
b=.56 

p=.00; 95% CI (.46 to .72) 

PRO  OM 
b=.64 

p=.00; 95% CI (.52 to .73) 

Explained variance 

R
2
 (SI) .313 

Note: Significant results are bolded. 

  

                                                      

38
 Because the t-test holds normality assumptions, it was not used to assess path significance. Instead, the p 

values and confidence intervals were calculated using the percentile bootstrapping approach with 1,000 

samples (Chin, 1998, 2010). In practice, very few differences with the t-test were noted. 
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Figure 6. IS Model – Main Effects  

 

11.2.4.2.2.1.2 IS/IT Strategy Multi-Group Comparison  

 The second set of analyses conducted with the IS model involves the evaluation of main 

effects depending on the type of IS/IT strategy. Proposition 2c states that innovative or 

ambidextrous IS/IT strategies increase the positive effect of the antecedents on strategic 

improvisation, while conservative IS/IT strategy decrease their positive effect. No proposition 

was made regarding an undefined IS/IT strategy.  

To test for Proposition 2c, I split the dataset in four sub-samples using factors scores for 

each IS/IT strategy. For instance, when a record had an innovative IS/IT strategy factor score 

above the mean
39

, it was included in the innovative IS/IT strategy sample
40

. When both 

innovative IS/IT strategy and conservative IS/IT strategy factor scores were above the mean, the 

                                                      

39
 I used the mean because the constructs are normally distributed.  

40
 Some records appear in multiple sub-samples. For instance, a record with innovative IS/IT strategy and 

undefined IS/IT strategy factor scores above the mean was placed in the two corresponding subsamples. In 

addition, discretion was used when factor score were close to, but not above the mean.  
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record was placed in the ambidextrous IS/IT strategy sample as well.  Results are presented below 

in Table 81 and Figures 7-10. 

Table 81. IS Model Results Based on the IS/IT Strategy  

 
Innovative 

IS/IT strategy 

Ambidextrous 

IS/IT strategy 

Conservative 

IS/IT strategy 

Undefined IS/IT 

strategy 

Sample size n=52 n=36 n=49 n=46 

Main paths 

OM   SI 

b=-.08 

p=.35 

95% CI (-.48 to 

.36) 

b=.17 

p=.23 

95% CI (-.04 to 

.77) 

b=.19 

p=.14 

95% CI (-.18 to 

.53) 

b=.18 

p=.24 

95% CI (-.25 to 

.48) 

IT Inf. Flex SI 

b=.39  

p=.02 

95% CI (.01 to 

.67) 

b=.39 

p=.04 

95% CI (-.33 to 

.66) 

b=.47 

p=.01; 95% CI 

(.05 to .78) 

b=.30 

p=.04 

95% CI (-.06 to 

.62) 

IM/KM Capab.   
SI 

b=.41 

p=.04 

95% CI (-.03 to 

.93) 

b=.19 

p=.24;  

95% CI (-.29 to 

.94) 

b=.03 

p=.37; 95% CI (-

.27 to .53) 

b=.22  

p=.11 

95% CI (-.14 to 

.72) 

Explained variance  

R
2
  (SI) .421 .446 .403 .374 

Note: Significant results are bolded. 
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Figure 7. Innovative IS/IT Strategy Model Results
41

  

 

Figure 8. Ambidextrous IS/IT Strategy Model Results  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

41
 First order construct paths were included in the statistical analyses and results are similar to those 

presented in Figure 6. For clarity purposes, they are not presented  here. 
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Figure 9. Conservative IS/IT Strategy Model Results  

 

 

 

Figure 10. Undefined IS/IT Strategy Model Results  

 

These results indicate that Proposition 2c is partially supported. Specifically, in 

organizations with an innovative IS/IT strategy, the relationship between IM/KM capability and 

strategic improvisation is positive and stronger than with any other type of IS/IT strategy. In 

support for Proposition 2c, more of strategic improvisation variance is accounted for with 

innovative and ambidextrous IS/IT strategies.  In contrast, the type of strategy does not seem to 
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affect the positive relationship between IT infrastructure flexibility and strategic improvisation 

and the non-significant relationship between organizational memory and strategic improvisation.  

11.2.4.2.2.1.3 Organizational Memory Complementarity Multi-Group Comparison   

The third set of analyses aims to further test the proposition that high complementarity 

between procedural memory and declarative memory leads to an increase in strategic 

improvisation (Proposition 1a). 

To test for Proposition 1a, I split the dataset in two sub-samples using the procedural 

memory and declarative memory factors scores. Using the sum on both factor scores, I created a 

variable, organizational memory complementarity. A record is included in the high 

complementarity sample when the overall complementarity score is 11 or above (out of 14 

possible) and when both procedural memory and declarative memory factors scores are close to 

or above their respective median
42

. Records that do not meet these conditions are placed in the 

low complementarity samples.  

Results presented in Table 82, Figure 11 and Figure 12 suggest that Proposition 1a is not 

supported. The relationship between organizational memory complementarity and strategic 

improvisation remains non-significant in both high and low complementarity samples.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 82. IS Model Results Based on Organizational Memory Complementarity 

                                                      

42
 I used the medians because both constructs are heavily skewed. 
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High organizational memory 

complementarity 

Low organizational memory 

complementarity 

Sample size n=41 n=47 

Main paths 

OM  SI 

b=-.08 

p=.32 

95% CI (-.50 to .39) 

b=.17 

p=.17 

95% CI (-.19 to .48) 

IT Inf. Flex  SI 

b=.39  

p=.11 

95% CI (.46 to .70) 

b=.27 

p=.08 

95% CI (-.11 to .65) 

IM/KM Capab.  SI 

b=.16 

p=.16 

95% CI (-.25 to .68) 

b=.14 

p=.21;  

95% CI (-.22 to .54) 

Explained variance  

R
2
  (SI) .171 .218 

Note : Significant results are bolded. 

Figure 11. High Organizational Memory Complementarity Model Results  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Low Organizational Memory Complementarity Model Results  



 

208 

 

 

11.2.4.2.2.1.4 Summary 

Results from the analysis of the IS structural model are summarized in Table 83. 

Table 83. IS Model Results Summary 

Prop. Proposed relationship Result 
Proposition 

supported? 

P1a OM  SI 

Main effect is not significant. 

 

Effect is not significant in high and 

low complementarity memory 

contexts. 

No support 

P1b  IM/KM Capab.  SI Effect is positive and significant.  Support 

P1c IT Inf. Flex.  SI 
Effect is positive and strongly 

significant. 
Strong support 

P2c  
Moderating role of IS/IT 

strategy types. 

There is a stronger positive impact of 

IM/KM capability in innovative 

IS/IT strategy context than any other 

strategies.  

Partial support  

 

 

 

 

11.2.4.2.2.2 Structural Business Model 
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Results for the business structural model analyses are presented below. These analyses 

are used test Propositions 3a-b (main effects) and Proposition 5 (moderating effect of 

environmental dynamism). See Table 84 and Figure 13. 

Table 84. Business Model – Main Effects and Significance  

Path and R
2
 Main effect, p value and  

confidence intervals (CI) 

Main paths 

SI PROD b=.38 

p=.05; 95% CI (-.07 to .68) 

SI PROC b=.45 

p=.01; 95% CI (.08 to .77) 

SI OL  b=.41   

p=.03; 95% CI (-.01 to .60) 

1
st
 to 2

nd
 order construct paths 

ALL  ED b=.59  

p=.00; 95% CI (.49 to .64) 

MKT  ED b=.43   

p=.00; 95% CI (.35 to .53) 

TECH  ED b=.19  

p=.01; 95% CI (.04 to .31) 

Environmental dynamism direct and moderating paths 

ED  PROD b=.08 

p=.32; 95% CI (-.38 to .43) 

ED PROC b=.06   

p=.41; 95% CI (-.32 to .38) 

ED  OL b=.11  

p=.22; 95% CI (-.22 to .37) 

SI*ED PROD b=.19  

p=.21; 95% CI (-.39 to .48) 

SI*ALL  PROC b=-.01   

p=.46; 95% CI (-.49 to .48) 

SI*ALL  OL b=-.39  

p=.12; 95% CI (-.65 to .50) 

Explained variance  

R
2
 (PROD) .152 

R
2
 (PROC) .231 

R
2
 (OL) .516 

Note: Significant paths are bolded. 
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Figure 13. Business Model Results  

 

Overall, all direct paths have a strong positive effect. Strategic improvisation has a strong 

positive impact on process flexibility (supporting P3a), product/service flexibility (supporting 

P3b) and organizational learning (supporting P3c). A significant amount of variance is also 

explained in the organizational outcomes, especially organizational learning (R
2
 =.516).  

However, Proposition 5, which states that environmental dynamism moderates these 

relationships, is not supported. None of the moderating relationships path is significant.  
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11.2.4.2.2.3 Summary 

Results from the analysis of the business data are summarized in Table 85. 

Table 85. Business Model Results Summary
43

 

Prop. Proposed relationship Result 
Proposition 

supported? 

P3a SI  PROC 
Main effect is positive and 

significant. 
Strong support 

P3b  SI  PROD 
Main effect is positive and 

significant. 
Strong support  

P3c  SI  OL 
Main effect is positive and 

significant. 
Strong support  

P5  

Moderating role of 

environmental 

dynamism 

Moderating effects are not 

significant.  
No support 

11.2.4.2.2.4 Structural Combined IS/Business Model 

Results for the combined IS/business structural model are presented below. The main 

objective of these analyses is to test for the moderating effect of experimental culture (Proposition 

2a) and business strategy flexibility (Proposition 2b). Unfortunately, the model instability (n=51) 

does not allow for testing of the whole model. This calls for a cautious interpretation of 

relationships results in the overall model
44

.  Consequently, the moderators are analyzed 

separately.  

See Table 86 and Figure 14 below for results pertaining to experimental culture. Overall, 

there is no support for Proposition 2a that experimental culture moderates the relationships 

between the antecedents and strategic improvisation. 

 

                                                      

43
 P4 relates to the feedback loop between organizational learning and information/knowledge factors and 

was not tested with the survey. 
44

 In particular, main effect results are different between the IS model and this model. In this model, both IT 

infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability have a negative, non-significant relationship to strategic 

improvisation, while they have a strong positive effect on strategic improvisation in the IS model. Because 

the statistical power is larger in the IS model and several checks were conducted to determine its stability, 

main effect results from the IS model results are used for further discussion.  
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Table 86. Experimental Culture  – Main Effects and Significance 

Path and R
2
 Main effect, p value and confidence intervals (CI) 

Main paths 

OM SI b=.29  

p=.05; 95% CI (-.05 to .61) 

IT Inf. Flex.  SI b=-.07  

p=.42; 95% CI (-.38 to .29) 

IM/KM Capab.  SI b=-.13 

p=.26; 95% CI (-.38 to .16) 

SI  PROD b=.39 

p=0.002; 95% CI (.21 to .59) 

SI  PROC b=.16  

p=.19; 95% CI (-.33 to .48) 

SI OL b=.24  

p=.05; 95% CI (-.17 to .49) 

Experimental culture main and moderating paths 

CULT  SI b=.13 

p=.24; 95% CI (-.23 to .42) 

CULT*OM  SI b=-.14 

p=.33; 95% CI (-.43 to .36) 

CULT*IT Inf. Flex.  SI b=.33 

p=.35; 95% CI (-.55 to .65) 

CULT*IM/KM Capab  

SI 

b=-.20 

p=.20; 95% CI (-.61 to .43) 

Explained variance  

R
2
 (SI) .317 

R
2
 PROD .153 

R
2
 PROC .026 

R
2
 OL .058 
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Figure 14. Experimental Culture Results  

 

 

See Table 87 and Figure 15 below for results pertaining to business strategy flexibility. 

Overall, there is no support for proposition 2b that business strategy flexibility moderates the 

relationships between the antecedents and strategic improvisation. 
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Table 87. Business Strategy Flexibility – Main Effects and Significance  

Path and R
2
 Main effect, p value and  

confidence intervals (CI) 

Main paths 

OM  SI b=.36  

p=.01; 95% (.06 to .67) 

IT Inf. Flex.  SI b=-.19  

p=.17; 95% (-.46 to .15) 

IM/KM Capab.  SI b=-.03  

p=.49; 95% (-.36 to .33) 

SI  PROD b=.39 

p=.004; 95% (.21 to .59) 

SI  PROC b=.17  

p=.16; 95% (-.28 to .49) 

SI  OL b=.24  

p=.07; 95% (-.17 to .50) 

Business strategy flexibility main and moderating paths 

BSF  SI b=-.13 

p=.29; 95% (-.43 to .33) 

BSF*OM  SI b=-0.30  

p=.11; 95% (-.6 to .35) 

BSF*IT Inf. Flex.  SI b=0.21 

p=.55; 95% (-.45 to .50) 

 b=-.07  

p=.41; 95% (-.46 to .45) 

Explained variance  

R
2
 (SI) .276 

R
2
 PROD .149 

R
2
 PROC .030 

R
2
 OL .058 

Note: significant results are bolded. 

Although all moderating paths are non-significant for business strategy flexibility, two 

results are worth noting. First, the business strategy flexibility moderating path between 

organizational memory and strategic improvisation is negative and almost significant (p=.11), 

suggesting a potential moderating role with a larger sample. Second, the moderating path between 

IT infrastructure flexibility and strategic improvisation is positive, while the other two are 

negative. 
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Figure 15. Business Strategy Flexibility Results  

 

11.2.4.2.2.5 Summary 

Results from the analysis of combined IS/business data are summarized in Table 88. 

Table 88. Combined IS/Business Model Results Summary 

Prop. Proposed relationship Result 
Proposition 

supported? 

P2a 
Moderating role of 

experimental culture. 

Moderating effects are not 

significant. 
No support 

P2b 

Moderating role of 

business strategy 

flexibility. 

Moderating effects are not 

significant. 
No support  

11.2.4.2.3 Overall Summary of Results  

Table 89 presents a summary of the findings across all three datasets.  
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Table 89: Overall Results
45

   

Prop. Proposed relationship Result 
Proposition 

supported? 

P1a OM  SI 

Main effect is not significant. 

 

Effect is not significant in high and 

low complementarity memory 

contexts. 

No support 

P1b IM/KM Capab.  SI Effect is positive and significant.  Support 

P1c IT Inf. Flex.  SI 
Effect is positive and strongly 

significant. 
Strong support 

P2a 
Moderating role of 

experimental culture.  

Moderating effects are not 

significant. 
No support 

P2b 

Moderating role of 

business strategy 

flexibility. 

Moderating effects are not 

significant. 
No support 

P2c 
Moderating role of IS/IT 

strategy types. 

There is a stronger positive impact of 

IM/KM capability in innovative 

IS/IT strategy context than any other 

strategies.  

Partial support 

P3a SI  PROC 
Main effect is positive and 

significant. 
Strong support 

P3b SI  PROD 
Main effect is positive and 

significant. 
Strong support 

P3c SI  OL 
Main effect is positive and 

significant. 
Strong support 

P5 

Moderating role of 

environmental 

dynamism 

Moderating effects are not 

significant.  
No support 

 

11.3 Data Analysis– Configuration  

11.3.1 Introduction to Configuration Analysis Using Set-Theoretic Models  

11.3.1.1 Configuration Models 

The complexity of the relationships among digital technologies, the environment, and 

organizational and IS/IT strategies calls for comprehensive study using different methodological 

approaches (El Sawy, Malhotra, Park, & Pavlou, 2010). Recently, researchers (e.g., El Sawy et 

                                                      

45
 Proposition 4 refers to the feedback loop between organizational learning and the antecedents. It was not 

tested with the survey.   
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al., 2010; Fink, 2011; Fiss, 2011) have discussed the value of configuration models for theory 

testing. The configuration perspective assumes that organizational activities are interconnected 

and function in a systemic way (Fiss, 2007). Under this approach, researchers seek to understand 

patterns as a whole, rather than isolated elements. A simple example of configuration in strategic 

management is a typology, where the combined presence (or absence) of a number of 

environmental and organizational factors affect performance (Fiss, 2007, 2011).  

Four benefits of configurational models are highlighted in the context of this thesis (El 

Sawy et al., 2010). First, unlike linear relationships that characterize variance models, 

configuration models allow for non-linearity and can more fully capture the complex nature of 

relationships among information and knowledge capabilities, organizational factors, 

environmental dynamism and strategic improvisation. Second, with configuration models, it is 

possible to study various phenomena in groups and understand how together, as opposed to 

separately, they influence other phenomena of interest. Additionally, with approaches like set-

theoretic methods, it is possible to differentiate core elements with a strong relationship to 

organizational outcomes from those with weaker or no links. Finally, an outcome of interest may 

result from different paths and conditions, i.e., there is equifinality. Therefore, a number of 

configurations involving information and knowledge capabilities and organizational factors may 

result in high or low strategic improvisation. Similarly, cases of high or low strategic 

improvisation may present different configurations of environmental dynamism, product/service 

flexibility, process flexibility and organizational learning.  

11.3.1.2 Set-Theoretic Models 

In this thesis, I use the set-theoretic model based on qualitative comparative analysis 

(QCA) to examine configurations. With QCA, the combination of the presence or absence of 

phenomena of interest may dictate the membership into sets of low and high occurrence of the 
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outcome. The overall process of the set-theoretic methods like the QCA approach aims to look for 

commonalities between cases, a method similar to case study analysis (Ragin, 1994). For 

instance, cases of high strategic improvisation are compared and reduced using Boolean 

algorithms, with the objective of identifying key attributes (e.g., presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and organizational memory) that lead to the outcome, here high strategic improvisation 

(Fiss, 2011). Similarly, membership into the low strategic improvisation may be based on 

different attributes (e.g., absence of IM/KM capability and presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility). 

The set-theoretic method has several advantages over other configuration methods, such 

as deviation scores, cluster analysis and interaction effects (Fiss, 2007). Deviation scores demand 

that an ideal profile be created and that empirical organizational profiles be compared to that ideal 

profile score. Under this approach, the ability to understand how and why ‘better’ organizational 

profiles exist is limited. Similarly, cluster analysis, by linking similar cases based on a number of 

criteria, does not allow researchers to understand how elements of the configuration work 

together to produce a result (Fiss, 2007). Interaction effects used in multiple regressions are only 

useful to interpret effects between two or three variables.   

11.3.1.3 Overview of QCA Steps 

Through the use of analytical methods such as crisp set or fuzzy set QCA (Ragin, 2000), 

it is possible to identify patterns for each configuration, and better understand how elements 

interact to affect outcomes. The QCA process is accomplished in three main steps (Fiss, 2011). 

First, a truth table is created to account for all possible configurations of attributes and their link 

to the outcome of interest. This is done after the antecedents, called conditions, and the outcome, 

have been modified to allow for the creation of sets. For instance, if a construct is measured using 

six items, a factor score must be first created based on a factor analysis. Membership can be 
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determined using these factors scores. In crisp set qualitative comparative analysis (csQCA), a ‘1’ 

is assigned for full membership and a ‘0’ is assigned for non-membership. Consequently, the 

csQCA truth table has 2
k
 rows, where k represents the number of conditions or attributes (e.g., IT 

infrastructure flexibility), and 2 is for the number of options for each condition (0 or 1). Each row 

represents a solution, that is a combination of conditions (e.g., 0110). The number of cases per 

row depends on the dataset. It is therefore possible that no, one or multiple cases be associated 

with a solution. 

The second step involves the reduction of the truth table based on the minimum 

acceptable solution frequency and consistency (Fiss, 2011). First, a limit is set to determine the 

minimum number of cases in solutions to include in the analysis. In smaller samples, all solutions 

with at least one case may be considered, while in larger samples, the lower limit may be set 

higher, for instance a minimum of three case frequency in all solutions. Second, the truth table is 

reduced based on consistency. Consistency refers to the proportion of cases in a solution that 

display the outcome (e.g., 1 for high strategic improvisation) compared to the number of cases in 

a solution that have the same attributes but do not exhibit the outcome (0 for low strategic 

improvisation; Ragin, 2006). The minimum recommended level of consistency is 0.75 (Ragin, 

2006), which is the level that I used for this study. With a consistency level of 0.75, I keep any 

solution where 75% of the cases display the solution.  

In the third step, the objective is to further reduce the truth table by using Boolean 

algorithm based on counterfactual analysis (Ragin, 2008). The objective of counterfactual 

analysis is to determine a plausible outcome for configurations without empirical evidence, that is 

cases (Ragin, 2008). To do so, counterfactual analysis identifies conditions that are core to the 

outcomes versus peripheral conditions. This is based on ‘easy’ counterfactuals, that is evaluating 

whether the addition of a condition to a set of conditions leading to the outcome changes 

anything, and ‘difficult’ counterfactuals, that is evaluating whether the removal of a condition to a 
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set of conditions leading to the outcome changes anything (Fiss, 2011). The algorithm produces a 

parsimonious solution with all simplified solutions based on easy and difficult counterfactuals, 

and an intermediate solution with simplified solutions based on easy counterfactuals only. 

Depending on how strong the link is between a condition and an outcome, the condition is 

categorized as core (i.e., belonging to the parsimonious and intermediate solutions) or peripheral 

(i.e., belonging to the intermediate solution only; Fiss, 2011).  

11.3.2 Configuration Analysis Data and Results 

11.3.2.1 Measures and Calibration 

Survey data used for the configuration analyses are described in Chapter 10. In order to 

test the research model presented in Chapter 3, I used the combined IS/Business dataset (n=51) 

for the main analyses
46

. To test differences between different types of IS/IT strategies, I used the 

IS dataset (n=88).  

To create the truth table, I used the standardized factor scores resulting from the PLS 

analyses.  These standardized factor scores were calculated using the refined measurement 

models described in the Measurement Model section above. All items retained for the analysis 

and those removed are listed in Chapter 11 – Appendix B. Because my objective was to test the 

propositions stated in Chapter 3, I only kept 2
nd

 order constructs (e.g., organizational memory) 

for analysis, and discarded the 1
st
 order constructs (e.g., procedural memory). Nonetheless, 2

nd
 

order construct factor scores are calculated using 1
st
 order constructs.  

Next, I coded each factor score as either a 0 for an absence of a condition or a 1 for the 

presence of a condition. To determine the cutoff value, I checked the factor score distribution. I 

used the mean with normal distribution and the median with non-normal distribution. See Table 

                                                      

46
 Analyses for the main relationships were also conducted using the IS dataset and the Business dataset but 

are only reported when differences exist with the combined IS/Business results presented here. 
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90. Any value equal to or above the mean or median was coded as a 1, while any value under the 

mean or median was coded as a 0. 

Table 90. Cutoff Points  

Factor Distribution Cutoff  

Organizational memory  Non-normal Median 

IM/KM capability  Normal Mean 

IT infrastructure flexibility  Normal Mean 

Experimental culture  Normal Mean 

Business strategy flexibility Normal Mean 

Strategic improvisation Normal Mean 

Product/Service flexibility Normal Mean 

Process flexibility Normal Mean 

Organizational learning  Non-normal Median 

Environmental dynamism  Normal Mean 

11.3.2.2 Results 

Before conducting steps 2 and 3 in the QCA analysis, that is reducing the truth table 

using Boolean algorithm and conducting a counterfactual analysis, I evaluated whether some of 

the conditions above were necessary conditions. Cross-tabulations results indicate that no 

condition is necessary for the presence of high or low strategic improvisation.  

Results are presented in two parts. First, the main analyses using the combined 

IS/business dataset are presented in contexts of high and low strategic improvisation. Second, 

additional results are presented for different types of IS/IT strategy.  

11.3.2.2.1 Main Configurations for the Antecedents of Strategic Improvisation 

11.3.2.2.1.1 High Strategic Improvisation  

For the main antecedents, it was only possible to include experimental culture as a 

condition (in addition to the antecedents), and not business strategy flexibility. When I conducted 

the csQCA analyses, results showed that two conditions (experimental culture and business 

strategy flexibility), cover the same cases, making them prime implicants, To be able to conduct 

the full analyses, one of these prime implicants needs to be removed, based on theoretical 
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grounds. Because the experimental culture construct I used for the study has been theoretically 

and empirically shown to be linked to strategic improvisation (e.g., Vera & Crossan, 2005), I kept 

it for further analyses.   

Configuration results for high strategic improvisation are presented in Table 91.  Only 

configurations above the frequency cutoff and that consistently
47

 lead to high strategic 

improvisation are included in the table.  The notation is based on the one used in Fiss (2011). A 

black circle ( ) represents the presence of a condition, while a crossed circle ( ) represents the 

absence of a condition. Additionally, a large circle signifies that the condition is a core element to 

the presence of the outcome (i.e., part of a parsimonious solution), while a small circle indicates a 

peripheral condition (i.e., part of an intermediate solution). An absence of circle represents a 

‘don’t care’ condition, meaning that it does not matter whether the condition is present or absent. 

Solutions are presented in order of solution coverage.  

Table 91. Main Antecedent Configurations for Achieving High Strategic Improvisation  

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 

Experimental culture  
  

Organizational memory 
  

IT infrastructure flexibility  
  

IM/KM capability   

   

Consistency 0.90 1 

Raw Coverage 0.32 0.18 

Unique Coverage 0.32 0.18 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.93 

0.50 

3 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

                                                      

47
 Consistency levels were set at 75% as noted above. 
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The solution table shows that the csQCA results in two solutions with good overall 

consistency (above 0.80). The presence of two solutions indicates across-type equifinality (Fiss, 

2011).  

Solution 1 relates to cases where experimental culture is present. In this solution, cases 

with high strategic improvisation combine the presence of IT infrastructure flexibility and 

organizational memory. In contrast, Solution 2 refers to cases where experimental culture is 

absent. In this solution, cases with high strategic improvisation combine the presence of 

organizational memory with the absence of IT infrastructure flexibility. In this solution, IM/KM 

capability is not related to the occurrence of high strategic improvisation, as denoted by the blank 

space.  

Taken together, these two solutions indicate that when organizations have an 

experimental culture, high strategic improvisation occurs when IT infrastructure flexibility and 

organizational memory are both present. This solution accounts for about one third of 

membership in the set of cases with high strategic improvisation. When the organizational culture 

is not experimental, organizational memory still plays an important role for high strategic 

improvisation occurrence.  In both solutions, the presence of organizational memory matters for 

cases of high strategic improvisation, regardless of the level of experimental culture. 

For comparison purposes with PLS results, antecedent configuration results for high 

strategic improvisation are also presented using the IS dataset, without experimental culture. See 

Table 92.   
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Table 92. Main Antecedent Configurations for Achieving High Strategic Improvisation (IS 

Dataset)  

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 

Organizational memory 
  

IT infrastructure flexibility  
  

IM/KM capability 
  

   

Consistency 0.87 0.83 

Raw Coverage 0.15 0.11 

Unique Coverage 0.15 0.11 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.86 

0.26 

3 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

Two solutions with an overall 26% coverage and good consistency are provided. In both 

solutions, IT infrastructure is presented and combined with the presence of one condition and the 

absence of the other condition. Low coverage suggests that other conditions are important for 

high strategic improvisation membership. 
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11.3.2.2.1.2 Low Strategic Improvisation  

Results for low strategic improvisation are presented in Table 93.  

Table 93. Main Antecedent Configurations for Achieving Low Strategic Improvisation  

Configuration 
Solution

48
 

1a 1b 

Experimental culture    

Organizational memory 
  

IT infrastructure flexibility  
  

IM/KM capability   

   

Consistency 0.90 0.87 

Raw coverage 0.39 0.30 

Unique coverage 0.17 0.09 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.92 

0.48 

2 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

The two permutations possible for the unique solution suggest within-type equifinality 

(Fiss, 2011). The absence of organizational memory and the absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility are core conditions for low strategic improvisation membership. The combination of 

these core conditions with the absence of IM/KM capability (Solution 1a) or the absence of 

experimental culture (Solution 1b) as peripheral conditions, are sufficient for low strategic 

improvisation.   

Table 93 also provides information on the importance of the solutions relative to others. 

Solutions 1a and 1b account for about half of the low strategic improvisation membership and 

exhibit good overall consistency.  

                                                      

48
 An additional, core solution was found using the IS dataset: absence of IM/KM capability, absence of IT 

infrastructure flexibility, and presence of organizational memory (overall coverage: 0.07; overall 

consistency: 0.73; frequency cutoff:3). Because of its low consistency and coverage, it was not added to the 

reported results. 
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For comparison purposes with PLS results, antecedents configuration results for low 

strategic improvisation are also presented using the IS dataset, without experimental culture. See 

Table 94. 

Table 94. Main Antecedent Configurations for Achieving Low Strategic Improvisation (IS 

Dataset)   

Configuration 
Solution 

1 

Organizational memory  

IT infrastructure flexibility  
 

IM/KM capability 
 

  

Consistency 0.79 

Raw Coverage 0.54 

Unique Coverage 0.54 

   
Overall solution consistency  0.79 

0.54 

3 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

Only one solution with high coverage (54%) and acceptable consistency is provided. 

Cases with low strategic improvisation combine the absence of both IT infrastructure flexibility 

and IM/KM capability. The presence or absence of organizational memory does not matter.  

11.3.2.2.1.3 Visual Representation 

A visual interpretation of the results for high and low strategic improvisation using the 

main dataset (IS/Business dataset) is provided in Figure 16. The dark coloured areas represent 

solutions that are consistent with high strategic improvisation while the light grey areas represent 

solutions that are consistent with low strategic improvisation. 
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Figure 16. Venn Diagram for Main Antecedents Configurations  

 

11.3.2.2.1.4 Counterfactual Analysis 

The third step in configuration analyses is to conduct a counterfactual analysis. This is 

done by using core configurations presented in Table 91 and Table 93. The approach followed 

prioritized solutions based on decreasing raw coverage (Denford, Dawson, & Desouza, 2015). 

Consequently, the solution order used to fill out Figure 17 is Low 1a, High 1, Low 1b, High 2.  
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Figure 17. Counterfactual Venn Diagram for Main Antecedent Configurations  

 

 
Based on the counterfactual analysis, a reduced number of configurations for high 

strategic improvisation and low strategic improvisation can be identified. See Table 95.  

  



 

229 

 

Table 95. Summary of Antecedent Configurations  

Dataset Configurations Outcome 

IS/Business dataset 

Presence of experimental culture, 

presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and presence of 

organizational memory  

OR  

Absence of experimental culture, 

absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility, presence of IM/KM 

capability and presence of 

organizational memory  

High strategic 

improvisation  

 

IS dataset 

Presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility combined with either:  

- the presence of IM/KM capability 

and the absence of organizational 

memory OR  

- the presence of organizational 

memory and the absence of 

IM/KM capability.  

High strategic 

improvisation 

IS/Business dataset 

Absence of IM/KM capability and 

absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility  

OR  

Absence of experimental culture, 

absence of IT infrastructure and 

absence of organizational memory. 

Low strategic 

improvisation 

IS dataset 
Absence of IT infrastructure and 

absence of IM/KM capability. 

Low strategic 

improvisation 

 

11.3.2.2.2 Main Configurations for the Outcomes of Strategic Improvisation 

The research model presented in Chapter 3 proposes that organizational learning, 

product/service flexibility, process flexibility are outcomes of strategic improvisation
49

. In 

contrast, the configuration analysis requires that one construct be defined as an outcome and the 

other constructs as conditions. Consequently, I conducted the analyses using strategic 

improvisation as the outcome and the other constructs as conditions. Specifically, I ‘reversed’ my 

research model to fit the QCA requirements. Strategic improvisation becomes an outcome, while 

                                                      

49
 I did not include environmental dynamism in these analyses. 
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process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning are conditions of 

strategic improvisation. However, interpretation of the results is done according to the research 

model presented in Chapter 3.  

Since no causality is directly implied in QCA (Ragin, 2000), I believe it is sound to 

interpret QCA results in this fashion. Nonetheless, I recognize that this approach is not 

conventional and has not been used by other QCA researchers. 

11.3.2.2.2.1 High Strategic Improvisation  

Results for cases of high strategic improvisation are presented in Table 96. 

Table 96. Main Outcome Configurations for Achieving High Strategic Improvisation  

Configuration 
Solution

50
 

1 2 

Product/Service Flexibility 
  

Process Flexibility   

Organizational Learning  
  

   

Consistency 0.83 1 

Raw Coverage 0.18 0.14 

Unique Coverage 0.18 0.14 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.90 

0.32 

4 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

The two solutions account for about one-third of membership in the high strategic 

improvisation group. In both solutions the presence of product/service flexibility is core. It is 

combined with the absence of organizational learning and the peripheral presence of process 

flexibility  (Solution 1) or the absence of process flexibility and the peripheral presence of 

organizational learning (Solution 2). 

  

                                                      

50
 Both solutions were also the two solutions found in the IS only dataset. 
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11.3.2.2.2.2 Low Strategic Improvisation 

No cases exceeded the consistency limit for cases of low strategic improvisation
51

. This 

means that there are many ways by which low strategic improvisation and product/service 

flexibility, process flexibility and organizational learning can be linked. In other words, there is 

no strong configuration pattern linking low strategic improvisation to the three outcomes. 

11.3.2.2.2.3 Visual Representation 

A visual interpretation of the results is provided in Figure 18. The dark shaded areas 

represent solutions with high strategic improvisation and consistency of 75%. There are no cases 

with low strategic improvisation.  

Figure 18. Venn Diagram for Main Outcomes Configurations  

 

                                                      

51
 A core solution was found using the Business dataset: absence of organizational learning, absence of 

process flexibility, and presence of product flexibility (overall coverage: 0.17; overall consistency: 0.80; 

frequency cutoff: 3). Because of its low coverage, it was not added to the reported results. 



 

232 

 

11.3.2.2.2.4 Counterfactual Analysis 

The third step in configuration analyses is to conduct a counterfactual analysis. This is 

done by using only the core configurations for high strategic improvisation presented in Table 96 

only, since there are no configurations for low strategic improvisation. The approach followed 

prioritizes solutions based on decreasing raw coverage (Denford et al., 2015). Consequently, the 

solution order used to fill out Figure 19 is High 1, and High 2.   

Figure 19. Counterfactual Venn Diagram for Main Outcomes Configurations  

 
 

Based on the counterfactual analysis, a reduced number of configurations for high 

strategic improvisation and low strategic improvisation can be identified. See Table 97.  
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Table 97. Summary of Outcome Configurations  

Configurations Outcome 

Presence of product/service flexibility and absence 

of organizational learning  

OR  

Presence of product/service flexibility and absence 

of process flexibility. 

High strategic improvisation  

No solution. Low strategic improvisation 

11.3.2.2.2.5 Summary of Main Configurations  

A summary for the main configuration results is provided in Table 98. 

Table 98. Summary of Main Configuration Results 

Proposition 
High strategic improvisation 

configurations 

Low strategic improvisation 

configurations 

Antecedents 

(Proposition 1) 

 

Using the IS 

dataset.  

  

Core presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility combined with one of the 

two combinations below:  

- absence of organizational memory 

and presence of IM/KM capability 

OR  

- presence of organizational memory 

and absence of IM/KM capability. 

One core solution: absence of IT 

infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM 

capability.  

Antecedents 

(Propositions 1 

and 2)  

 

Using the 

combined 

IS/Business 

dataset.  

In high experimental culture: 

presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and presence of 

organizational memory.  

 

In low experimental culture: absence 

of IT infrastructure flexibility, 

presence of IM/KM capability and 

presence of organizational memory. 

Absence of IM/KM capability and 

absence of IT infrastructure flexibility 

OR  

Absence of organizational culture, 

absence of IT infrastructure and 

absence of organizational memory.  

Outcomes  

(Proposition 3) 

 

Using the 

combined 

IS/Business 

dataset. 

Presence of product/service flexibility 

combined with either: 

- the absence of organizational 

learning OR 

- the absence of process flexibility. 

No solution. 

11.3.2.2.3 Additional Analyses by IS/IT Strategy Type 

Additional results are presented in the context of different types of IS/IT strategy. 

Because the IS dataset splits were used for these analyses (see IS/IT Strategy Multi-Group 
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Comparison section), only the antecedents to strategic improvisation (i.e., organizational 

memory, IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability) are included in the results.  

11.3.2.2.3.1 IS/IT Innovative Strategy  

Results for high strategic improvisation are presented in Table 99. 

Table 99. Configurations for Achieving High Strategic Improvisation (Innovative IS/IT 

Strategy) 

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 

Organizational memory 
 

 

IT infrastructure flexibility  
  

IM/KM capability  
 

   

Consistency 0.79 0.89 

Raw Coverage 0.52 0.27 

Unique Coverage 0.52 0.27 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.82 

0.79 

2 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

The two solutions presented above account for almost 80% of all cases of high strategic 

improvisation in organizations with an innovative IS/IT strategy. Solution 1 indicates that the 

presence of both organizational memory and IT infrastructure flexibility are core to high strategic 

improvisation membership, while Solution 2 suggests the absence of IT infrastructure flexibility 

combined with the presence of IM/KM capability.  

Results for low strategic improvisation are presented in Table 100. 
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Table 100. Configurations for Achieving Low Strategic Improvisation (Innovative IS/IT 

Strategy)  

Configuration 
Solution 

1 

Organizational memory  

IT infrastructure flexibility  
 

IM/KM capability 
 

  

Consistency 0.87 

Raw Coverage 0.57 

Unique Coverage 0.57 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.87 

0.57 

2 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

Only one solution, accounting for more than half of the cases, is presented for cases of 

low strategic improvisation. Based on this solution, the combined absence of IM/KM capability 

and IT infrastructure are key to low strategic improvisation in organizations with an innovative 

IS/IT strategy.  

11.3.2.2.3.1.1 Ambidextrous IS/IT Strategy  

Results for high strategic improvisation in the context of ambidextrous IS/IT strategy are 

presented in Table 101. 
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Table 101. Configurations for Achieving High Strategic Improvisation (Ambidextrous IS/IT 

Strategy) 

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 

Organizational memory 
  

IT infrastructure flexibility   
 

IM/KM capability 
 

 

   

Consistency 0.80 0.77 

Raw Coverage 0.63 0.53 

Unique Coverage 0.16 0.06 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.81 

0.68 

1 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

The two solutions presented above account for almost 70% of all cases of high strategic 

improvisation in organizations with an ambidextrous IS/IT strategy. In both solutions, the 

presence of organizational memory is a core condition and is combined with the presence of 

IM/KM capability (Solution 1) or IT infrastructure flexibility (Solution 2). 

Results for low strategic improvisation are presented in Table 102. 

Table 102. Configurations for Achieving Low Strategic Improvisation (Ambidextrous IS/IT 

Strategy) 

Configuration 
Solution 

1 

Organizational memory 
 

IT infrastructure flexibility   

IM/KM capability 
 

  

Consistency 0.92 

Raw Coverage 0.65 

Unique Coverage 0.65 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.92 

0.65 

1 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 
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Similar to the innovative IS/IT strategy results, only one solution is presented for cases of 

low strategic improvisation. It accounts for about two-thirds of the cases. Based on this solution, 

the combined absence of IM/KM capability and of organizational memory is key to low strategic 

improvisation in organizations with an ambidextrous IS/IT strategy.  

11.3.2.2.3.1.2 Conservative IS/IT Strategy  

Results for high strategic improvisation in the context of conservative IS/IT strategy are 

presented in Table 103. 

Table 103. Configurations for Achieving High Strategic Improvisation (Conservative IS/IT 

Strategy) 

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 

Organizational memory 
 

 

IT infrastructure flexibility  
  

IM/KM capability 
  

   

Consistency 1 1 

Raw Coverage 0.12 0.08 

Unique Coverage 0.12 0.08 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.82 

0.20 

1 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

The two solutions presented above account for only 20% of all cases of high strategic 

improvisation in organizations with a conservative IS/IT strategy, which means that 80% of all 

cases of high strategic are not accounted for by these two solutions.  

In Solution 1, when organizational memory and IT infrastructure flexibility are both 

present and combined with the absence of IM/KM capability, high strategic improvisation occurs. 

Solution 2 is a marginal solution that suggests that in cases of high strategic improvisation, the 

absence of IT infrastructure flexibility is combined with the presence of IM/KM capability.  



 

238 

 

Results for low strategic improvisation in the context of conservative IS/IT strategies are 

presented in Table 104. 

Table 104. Configurations for Achieving Low Strategic Improvisation (Conservative IS/IT 

Strategy) 

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 

Organizational memory 
 

 

IT infrastructure flexibility   
 

IM/KM capability 
  

   

Consistency 0.76 0.78 

Raw Coverage 0.67 0.58 

Unique Coverage 0.12 0.08 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.78 

0.75 

2 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

In contrast to high strategic improvisation set membership, the solutions for low strategic 

improvisation account for 75% of the cases but with an overall consistency slightly under 0.80. In 

both solutions, the absence of IM/KM capability is core, and combined with the absence of 

organizational memory (Solution 1) or the absence of IT infrastructure flexibility (Solution 2). 

11.3.2.2.3.1.3 Undefined IS/IT Strategy  

Results for high strategic improvisation in the context of undefined IS/IT strategy are 

presented in Table 105. 
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Table 105. Configurations for Achieving High Strategic Improvisation (Undefined IS/IT 

Strategy) 

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 

Organizational memory  
 

IT infrastructure flexibility  
  

IM/KM capability 
 

 

   

Consistency 0.84 0.80 

Raw Coverage 0.73 0.54 

Unique Coverage 0.23 0.05 

   

Overall solution consistency  0.85 

0.77 

1 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

The two solutions presented above account for almost 80% of all cases of high strategic 

improvisation in organizations with an undefined IS/IT strategy and exhibit good consistency. In 

both solutions, the presence of IT infrastructure flexibility is core, and is combined with the 

presence of IM/KM capability (Solution 1) or the presence of organizational memory (Solution 

2). 

Results for low strategic improvisation in the context of undefined IS/IT strategies are 

presented in Table 106. 
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Table 106. Configurations for Achieving Low Strategic Improvisation (Undefined IS/IT 

Strategy) 

Configuration 
Solution 

1 2 3 

Organizational memory  
  

IT infrastructure flexibility  
 

 
 

IM/KM capability 
  

 

    

Consistency 0.88 0.88 0.93 

Raw Coverage 0.63 0.63 0.54 

Unique Coverage 0.13 0.13 0.04 

    

Overall solution consistency  0.86 

0.79 

1 

Overall solution coverage  

Frequency cutoff 

 

Three solutions for low strategic improvisation account for 80% of the cases. Cases of 

low strategic improvisation combine the absence of any two antecedent conditions, that is the 

absence of IT infrastructure capability and IM/KM capability (Solution 1), the absence of 

organizational memory and IM/KM capability (Solution 2) or the absence of organizational 

memory and IT infrastructure flexibility (Solution 3).  
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11.3.2.2.3.2 Summary of Results  

A summary is provided for the main configuration results in Table 107. 

Table 107. Summary of IS/IT Strategy Configuration Results 

IS/IT strategy 

(Proposition 2c) 

High strategic improvisation 

configurations 

Low strategic improvisation 

configurations 

Innovative 

2 core solutions: 

- Presence of organizational memory 

and presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility (same as main results with 

high experimental culture) 

- Absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and presence of IM/KM 

capability. 

Core absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and core absence of 

IM/KM capability.  

 

Organizational memory does not 

matter.  

Ambidextrous 

Core presence of organizational 

memory combined with one of the 

two core conditions below:  

- Presence of IM/KM capability OR  

- Presence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility (same as Innovative).  

Core absence of organizational 

memory and core absence of 

IM/KM capability.  

 

IT infrastructure flexibility does not 

matter. 

Conservative 

2 core solutions: 

- Presence of organizational memory 

and IT infrastructure flexibility with 

the absence of IM/KM capability. 

- Absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and presence of IM/KM 

capability (same as Innovative). 

Core absence of IM/KM capability 

combined with one of the 2 core 

conditions below:  

- Absence of organizational memory 

(same as Ambidextrous)  OR  

- Absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility.  

Undefined 

Core presence of IT infrastructure 

memory combined with one of the 2 

core conditions below:  

- Presence of IM/KM capability OR  

- Presence of organizational memory 

flexibility (same as main results with 

high experimental culture). 

3 core solutions:  

- Absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability 

(same as Conservative). 

- Absence of organizational memory 

and IM/KM capability (same as 

Conservative). 

- Absence of organizational memory 

and IT infrastructure flexibility 

(same as core main solution).  

 

  



 

242 

 

11.4 Summary 

This chapter presented results from the survey, using two analytical methods, structural 

equation model and set-theoretic configurations. Table 108 provides a summary of the results for 

each analytical method.   

Table 108. Overall Summary of PLS and Configuration Results 

Proposition PLS results Configuration results 

P1a: OM  SI No support. 
Partial support  

(IT infrastructure flexibility). 
P1b: IM/KM Capab. SI Support. 

P1c: IT Inf. Flex. SI Strong support. 

P2a: Moderating role of 

experimental culture. 
No support. 

Partial support  

(high experimental culture only). 

P2b: Moderating role of 

business strategy 

flexibility. 

No support. Not tested. 

P2c Moderating role of 

IS/IT strategy types. 

Partial support 

(IM/KM capability only in 

innovative IS/IT strategies). 

Partial support  

(some distinct configurations for 

IS/IT strategies). 

P3a SI  PROC Strong support. Support for product flexibility with 

the absence of either process 

flexibility or organizational learning.  

P3b SI  PROD Strong support. 

P3c SI  OL Strong support. 

P5 Moderating role of 

environmental dynamism 
No support. Not tested. 

 

These findings are discussed in depth in Chapter 12 - Discussion of Findings.  
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 Chapter 12

Discussion of Findings  

12.1 Introduction  

This chapter reviews and discusses main findings by comparing the results reported in 

Chapters 4-9 and Chapters 10-11 across research methods. First, the rationale for comparing 

results across the different analytical methods used for these research methods is provided. 

Second, results are discussed based on the research model presented in Chapter 3. An overall 

summary of findings is presented and the research questions are reviewed at the end of this 

chapter.  

12.2 Rationale for Comparing Results Across Research Methods  

To be able to compare results across different research methods, it is important to 

understand the methods’ common aspects that justify such comparison. These are discussed 

below, using pair-wise comparisons of methods (case study, configuration analysis of survey 

data, PLS analysis of survey data).  

First, case study and configuration methods are similar on a conceptual level. 

Configuration analysis simply expands a researcher’s ability to compare multiple cases by using a 

Boolean algorithm. Therefore, to facilitate comparison between the two methods, I apply the 

same Boolean logic to the results found for the four cases. Using the Venn diagrams created in 

Chapter 11, I include results for the three organizations in high or low strategic improvisation. 

Overall, comparison results show that while SoftwareOrg and MarketingOrg represent typical 

types of organizations with low strategic improvisation, EngagementOrg may represent an 

atypical example of high strategic improvisation that differs from the main configurations found 

using the survey data.  
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Second, comparison between the variance approach using PLS and configuration 

analyses findings is particularly useful because both analyses are based on the same survey 

sample and provide complementary insights.  

Third, the comparison between qualitative data results from the case study and 

quantitative data results from the variance approach using PLS is meaningful because of the 

overall approach taken in this thesis. Case data were analyzed based on broad patterns and 

behaviors derived from the literature and expected to be measured in the survey. See Chapter 4. 

In addition, survey items were refined based on case findings. See Chapter 10. 

12.3 Discussion of Findings  

In this section, results are discussed based on the research model presented in Chapter 3. 

First, findings for information/knowledge factors and organizational factors are reviewed.  Then, 

internal organizational outcomes are discussed, as well as the feedback loop and environmental 

dynamism.    

12.3.1 Information/Knowledge and Organizational Factors 

Findings for the information/knowledge factors (i.e., organizational memory, IM/KM 

capability and IT infrastructure flexibility) and organizational factors (i.e., experimental culture, 

IS/IT strategy and business strategy flexibility) are reviewed and discussed based on the three 

analytical methods (i.e., case study, variance and configurations). To facilitate discussion, results 

are first briefly reviewed for each analytical method.  

12.3.1.1 Overall Results by Research Method  

Table 109 below summarizes overall results for information/knowledge factors reported 

in Chapter 9 and Chapter 11.
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Table 109. Summary of Results for Information/Knowledge and Organizational Factors  

Relationship Case study results PLS results Configuration results 

Proposition 1  

Organizational 

memory  
 Strategic 

improvisation 

High levels of IT infrastructure flexibility 

and IM/KM capability lead to high 

strategic improvisation. 

 

IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM 

capability may be closely linked.  

 

Organizational memory levels may be 

opposite IM/KM capability levels, 

suggesting a potential tradeoff between 

the two constructs. 

Main effect is not 

significant. 

 

Effect is not significant 

in high and low 

complementarity 

memory contexts. 

High strategic improvisation:  

Core presence of IT infrastructure flexibility 

combined with one of the two combinations 

below:  

- absence of organizational memory and 

presence of IM/KM capability OR  

- presence of organizational memory and 

absence of IM/KM capability. 

 

Low strategic improvisation: Absence of 

IM/KM capability and absence of IT 

infrastructure flexibility.  

IM/KM capability  
 Strategic 

improvisation 

Effect is positive and 

significant.  

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
 Strategic 

improvisation 

Effect is positive and 

strongly significant. 

Proposition 2 

Moderating role of 

experimental 

culture. 

Strategic improvisation develops in 

organizations with a high experimental 

culture. 

Moderating effects are 

not significant. 

In high experimental culture: presence of IT 

infrastructure flexibility and presence of 

organizational memory.  

 

In low experimental culture: absence of IT 

infrastructure flexibility, presence of IM/KM 

capability and presence of organizational 

memory. 

Moderating role of 

business strategy 

flexibility. 

The relationship between business 

strategy flexibility and strategic 

improvisation is unclear and complex.  

 

Business strategy flexibility might 

negatively affect the relationship between 

Moderating effects are 

not significant. 
Not tested.  
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Relationship Case study results PLS results Configuration results 

organizational memory and strategic 

improvisation and positively affect the 

relationship between IT infrastructure 

flexibility and strategic improvisation. 

Moderating role of 

IS/IT strategy 

types. 

Higher levels of strategic improvisation 

are found in organizations with an 

innovative IS/IT strategy than in 

organizations with an undefined IS/IT 

strategy. 

 

Organizations with a defined IS/IT 

strategy exhibit higher levels of IM/KM 

capability and IT infrastructure flexibility 

than organizations with an undefined 

IS/IT strategy. 

 

Organizations with an ambidextrous IS/IT 

strategy have higher levels of 

organizational memory than with any 

other IS/IT strategy. 

There is a stronger 

positive impact of 

IM/KM capability in 

innovative IS/IT 

strategy context than 

any other strategies.  

The type of IS/IT strategy influences how 

antecedents are combined to achieve high 

strategic improvisation.  

 

With all three ‘defined’ IS/IT strategies (i.e., 

innovative, ambidextrous and conservative), a 

tradeoff seems to occur between IT 

infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM 

capability.  

 

In all solutions, the presence of one is 

combined with the omission (i.e., presence or 

absence does not matter) or the absence of the 

other.  
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In the following sections, the findings presented in Table 109 above are compared and 

discussed across research methods.   

12.3.1.2 Comparison between Case Study and Configuration Results  

The section reviews findings by comparing case study and configuration findings 

involving high strategic improvisation first, followed by low strategic improvisation. See Figure 

20 for results involving high strategic improvisation.   

Figure 20. Venn Diagram for High Strategic Improvisation  

 

Figure 20 shows that EngagementOrg is part of a solution that includes high experimental 

culture, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility, combined with low organizational 

memory. Only one case with an identical configuration leading to high strategic improvisation 

was found in the survey results. This indicates that while EngagementOrg is not a unique example 

of how to achieve high strategic improvisation, it may not represent the most common and 

consistent way to achieve high strategic improvisation (represented by the dark shaded areas). As 
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such, configuration analysis results may be more useful than EngagementOrg’s results in the 

context of high strategic improvisation. These indicate that in most environments, high strategic 

improvisation is derived from IT infrastructure flexibility, combined with the presence of either 

IM/KM capability and the absence of organizational memory or vice versa.  

In high experimental culture environments, results from both methods clearly show the 

role of IT infrastructure flexibility. The roles of IM/KM capability and organizational memory 

differ between research methods. Since EngagementOrg can be considered a unique case of high 

strategic improvisation, results from the configuration analysis are preferred. In high 

experimental culture environments, the presence of IT infrastructure flexibility is combined with 

the presence of organizational memory for high strategic improvisation to occur. In the context of 

low experimental culture, the absence of IT infrastructure combined with the presence of both 

IM/KM capability and organizational memory are critical for high strategic improvisation. It 

seems in environments with high experimental culture, rapid access to information and 

knowledge is required. Therefore, the ability to provide an IT infrastructure that facilitates access 

to stored information and knowledge and instant communication appears to be a required first 

step for strategic improvisation.  Conversely, the speed at which information and knowledge need 

to be accessed may not be critical in low experimental culture environments. Instead, the ability 

to store information/knowledge and to manage it well are both necessary capabilities that 

‘compensate’ for low levels of experimental culture and allow organizations to achieve high 

strategic improvisation. This interpretation is somewhat reinforced by a comment from a 

Manager, IT operations who participated in the survey:  

“Corporate memory is only a component of Business Intelligence that may or 

may not be required when moving forward with strategic actions or an evolving 

business vision.” 

 

In terms of innovative IS/IT strategy, findings at EngagementOrg fit with three 

configuration cases that exhibit low overall solution consistency (33%), and as such were not 
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included in the overall configuration solutions for high strategic improvisation in organizations 

with an innovative IS/IT strategy. Therefore, solutions from the configuration analysis may be 

more generalizable here as well. These suggest that organizations with an innovative IS/IT 

strategy may achieve high strategic improvisation by combining the presence of organizational 

memory and IT infrastructure flexibility or the absence of IT infrastructure flexibility with the 

presence of IM/KM capability. This is interesting because it implies that an innovative IS/IT 

strategy may, in certain cases, compensate for the absence of an IT infrastructure flexibility, 

which has been shown to be a clear driver of strategic improvisation in the vast majority of results 

across methods.  

Taken together, these results suggest that in most cases, to develop a strategic 

improvisation capability, an organization should focus on developing a flexible IT infrastructure 

first. Then, depending on factors specific to the organization (e.g., levels of experimental culture, 

presence and type of IS/IT strategy), organizational leaders should emphasize on the development 

of organizational memory and/or an IT-enabled IM/KM capability.  

Second, configurations leading to low strategic improvisation are compared to case study 

results. See Figure 21 for results in the context of low strategic improvisation
52

.  

  

                                                      

52
 CommOrg was not included in this diagram. However, it represents an example of no strategic 

improvisation. The combination of low experimental culture with high organizational memory, IT 

infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability occurs in seven cases with low strategic improvisation in 

the survey data. Because the consistency level was lower than the 75% limit (at 71%), this configuration 

was not included in the solutions. Nonetheless, this confirms that CommOrg was properly assessed in the 

case study analysis as a case of low (i.e., absence of) strategic improvisation.  
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Figure 21. Venn Diagram for Low Strategic Improvisation  

  

Figure 21 indicates that both MarketingOrg and SoftwareOrg are part of a solution 

included in the configuration analysis, that is the presence of high experimental culture and 

IM/KM capability, combined with the absence of organizational memory and IT infrastructure 

flexibility
53

. This shows that both SoftwareOrg and MarketingOrg are typical examples of a 

configuration leading to low strategic improvisation.  

When comparing results based on the type of IS/IT strategy, results from the case studies 

match one of the configuration solutions for low strategic improvisation. This indicates that here 

too, SoftwareOrg and MarketingOrg are typical examples of consistent configuration solutions 

for low strategic improvisation in organizations with an undefined IS/IT strategy. Organizations 

with an undefined IS/IT strategy are not likely to achieve high levels of strategic improvisation if 

they have low levels of IM/KM capability and low levels of IT infrastructure flexibility. To 

                                                      

53
 Medium levels were represented by a position on the line separating absence from presence of a 

condition. 
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achieve high strategic improvisation in organizations with an undefined IS/IT strategy, it is 

critical for these organizations to combine IT infrastructure flexibility with organizational 

memory or IM/KM capability.  

12.3.1.3 Comparison between Variance and Configuration Findings  

This section reviews findings by comparing variance and configuration findings for the 

information/knowledge factors, as well as the organizational factors. 

12.3.1.3.1 Information/Knowledge Factors  

PLS results using the IS dataset indicate a positive relationship between IT infrastructure 

flexibility, IM/KM capability and strategic improvisation, and a non-significant relationship 

between organizational memory and strategic improvisation. Results using the combined 

IS/Business dataset suggest a positive impact of organizational memory and a non-significant 

effect of IM/KM capability. These findings are similar to those found in the configuration 

analyses. First, IT infrastructure flexibility is present in high strategic improvisation solutions but 

absent from all low strategic improvisation solutions. Second, aside from cases of low 

experimental culture discussed below, there is no solution of high strategic improvisation where 

organizational memory and IM/KM capability are present together. The tradeoff between IM/KM 

capability and organizational memory seems therefore to be confirmed in both methods.  

12.3.1.3.2 Organizational Factors 

In this section, the roles of experimental culture and IS/IT strategy are reviewed and 

discussed. As business strategy flexibility was not included in configuration analyses, comparison 

with PLS results are not possible.  
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12.3.1.3.2.1 Experimental Culture 

Since PLS results were non-significant for the moderating role of experimental culture, 

only configuration results provide insights on the difference between high and low experimental 

culture environments for high strategic improvisation. These suggest that while the presence of IT 

infrastructure flexibility is core in high experimental culture environments, it is its absence that 

matters for high strategic improvisation in low experimental culture. It was suggested above that 

the ability to share organizational memory (a core condition in high and low experimental 

cultures) using IM/KM capability might be more important in a culture that is not experimental.  

12.3.1.3.2.2 IS/IT Strategy 

Results regarding the effect that IS/IT strategy may have on the relationships between the 

antecedents and high strategic improvisation are especially interesting. Overall, they show that to 

achieve high strategic improvisation, organizations with a conservative IS/IT strategy use 

configurations of conditions that are different from any other defined or undefined strategy. PLS 

results suggest that this may be due to the larger presence of organizational memory in such 

organizations.  In organizations with a conservative IS/IT strategy, a time lag may exist between 

identifying the need for an information and knowledge management system and actually 

implementing a solution. This is because such organizations will carefully review solutions 

available on the market and wait to make sure that the chosen solution has proven its 

effectiveness. It is understandable that in such environments, preference would be given to non-

IT enabled organizational memory to facilitate the development of a strategic improvisation 

capability. 

Contrary to predictions, it also appears that organizations with ambidextrous IS/IT 

strategies achieve high strategic improvisation differently than innovative IS/IT strategies. While 

organizations with an innovative IS/IT strategy rely on the presence of IM/KM capability for high 



 

253 

 

strategic improvisation, those with an ambidextrous IS/IT strategy are more focused on 

organizational memory. This is probably because ambidextrous IS/IT strategies combine both 

innovative and conservative aspects. In these organizations, organizational memory may be 

favored over IM/KM capability.  

Finally, organizations with undefined IS/IT strategies differentiate themselves from 

innovative IS/IT strategies and IS/IS ambidextrous strategies, because they put more emphasis on 

IT infrastructure flexibility to achieve high strategic improvisation. It makes sense that 

organizations without a defined strategy would need to use IT infrastructure flexibility as an 

essential means to achieve high strategic improvisation, in addition to other conditions. In a 

sense, in the absence of an IS/IT strategy, these organizations may need to use all other possible 

means to achieve high strategic improvisation or may be more ‘free’ to use them. 

12.3.1.4 Comparison between Variance and Case Study Findings  

This section reviews findings by comparing variance and case study findings for the 

information/knowledge factors, as well as the organizational factors. 

12.3.1.4.1 Information/Knowledge Factors  

PLS results point to a positive relationship between IT infrastructure flexibility, IM/KM 

capability and strategic improvisation. Results are similar in the case study findings. High levels 

of IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability were observed in the organization with a 

high level of strategic improvisation. A close relationship between the two capabilities is 

suggested.   

PLS results also indicate there is a non-significant relationship between organizational 

memory and strategic improvisation. Case study results indicate that the presence of high levels 

of organizational memory may be linked to the absence of strategic improvisation. Taken 

together, these results indicate that organizational memory and strategic improvisation are related, 
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but maybe not in the way that was expected. It could be that the presence of organizational 

memory, at a moderate level, may enable strategic improvisation. Higher levels of memory by 

contrast may inhibit it.  

12.3.1.4.2 Organizational Factors  

In this section, the roles of the three proposed organizational moderators, experimental 

culture, business strategy flexibility and IS/IT strategy, are reviewed and discussed.   

12.3.1.4.2.1 Experimental Culture 

As PLS results were non significant for the moderating role of experimental culture, only 

the case study results provide clear insights on the difference between high and low experimental 

culture environments for high strategic improvisation. These results indicate that a strategic 

improvisation capability may develop in contexts of high experimental culture. Furthermore, 

organizational memory is low in these environments.  When risk-taking and trying things out are 

commonplace, organizational memory may be of little assistance, since knowledge exploration is 

favored.   

12.3.1.4.2.2 Business Strategy Flexibility  

Neither the PLS nor the case study findings shed light on the role that business strategy 

flexibility plays with respect to strategic improvisation capability. Based on case study results, it 

is possible that business strategy flexibility may complement strategic improvisation in specific 

contexts. It is also possible that other aspects of business strategy may be more closely related to 

strategic improvisation than business strategy flexibility. 
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12.3.1.4.2.3 IS/IT Strategy 

Results regarding the effect that IS/IT strategy may have on the relationships between the 

antecedents and high strategic improvisation are fairly similar between PLS and case study 

results, except for when there is an ambidextrous IS/IT strategy. See Table 110.  

Table 110. IS/IT Strategy Comparison between PLS and Case Study Results  

Type of 

IS/IT 

strategy 

Construct PLS results 
Case study 

results 
Comparison 

Innovative 

IS/IT strategy 

Organizational 

memory 
n.s. Low 

Similar results  

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
Sig. (.39) High 

IM/KM capability Sig. (.41) Medium-high  

Strategic 

improvisation 
R

2
 (SI) = .421 High  

Ambidextrous 

IS/IT strategy 

Organizational 

memory 
n.s. Medium-High 

Different results 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
Sig. (.39) High 

IM/KM capability n.s. Medium  

Strategic 

improvisation 
R

2
 (SI) = .421 None 

Conservative 

IS/IT strategy 

Organizational 

memory 

n.s.  

(.19, almost sig.) 

No case  

Ambidextrous IS/IT 

strategy case fits PLS 

results for 

conservative IS/IT 

strategy.  

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
Sig. (.47) 

IM/KM capability n.s. 

Strategic 

improvisation 
R

2
 (SI) = .403 

Undefined 

IS/IT strategy 

Organizational 

memory 
n.s. 

Low-

Medium/Low 

Similar results  

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
Sig. (.30) Medium/Low  

IM/KM capability 
n.s.  

(.22, almost sig.) 

Low/Medium-

High  

Strategic 

improvisation 
R

2
 (SI) = .374 

Low-Medium/ 

Low  

 

Overall, the analyses show that organizations with an innovative IS/IT strategy are better 

equipped to achieve high strategic improvisation than organizations with an undefined IS/IT 
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strategy. In both analyses, organizations with an innovative IS/IT strategy exhibit higher levels of 

strategic improvisation than organizations with an undefined IS/IT strategy. This is probably 

because organizations that have innovative IS/IT strategies are always on the lookout for 

innovations that can strengthen IT capabilities. Directed organizational efforts at improving 

IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility ensure that their effect will be stronger on 

strategic improvisation.  

Results from the case study with an ambidextrous IS/IT strategy (CommOrg) appear to fit 

more consistently with PLS results using a conservative IS/IT strategy. It could be that CommOrg 

is more conservative than innovative in its IS/IT strategy, meaning that the ambidextrous IS/IT 

strategy leans toward more conservatism. Considering that CommOrg cautiously reviews all IT 

innovations before implementing and makes sure they fit within its existing IT infrastructure and 

IS/IT strategy, this interpretation seems reasonable.  

12.3.1.5 Summary for Information/Knowledge and Organizational Factors  

The following table summarizes the findings for the information/knowledge and 

organizational factors. 

Table 111. Discussion Summary for Information/Knowledge and Organizational Factors 

Proposition Overall result 

Proposition 1 

 

P1a: Top managers will conduct more strategic 

improvisation in organizations with complementary 

procedural and declarative IT-enabled organizational 

memories. 

 

P1b: Top managers will conduct more strategic 

improvisation in organizations with high information 

and knowledge management capability. 

 

P1c: Top managers will conduct more strategic 

improvisation in organizations with high IT 

infrastructure flexibility. 

Partial support  

 

Full support for IT infrastructure 

flexibility (P1c). 

 

Partial support for organizational 

memory and IM/KM capability (P1a and 

P1b). 

 

Interdependence exists between 

organizational memory, IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability (P1). 
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Proposition Overall result 

 

 

Proposition 2a 

 

An experimental culture will moderate the relationship 

between information and knowledge capabilities and 

strategic improvisation, such that a more experimental 

culture will increase the effect of information and 

knowledge capabilities on strategic improvisation, and 

a less experimental culture will lower the effect of 

information and knowledge capabilities on strategic 

improvisation. 

Full support  

 

Strategic improvisation develops in 

contexts of high experimental culture. 

 

In high experimental culture 

environments, configuration results 

suggest that organizational memory, 

combined with IT infrastructure 

flexibility is especially important for 

high strategic improvisation.  

 

In low experimental culture, 

organizational memory and IM/KM 

capability, potentially combined with the 

absence of IT infrastructure flexibility, 

are critical for the development of 

strategic improvisation.  

 

There may be a tradeoff between 

organizational memory and IM/KM 

capability. 

Proposition 2b 

 

Business strategies will moderate the relationship 

between information and knowledge capabilities and 

strategic improvisation, such that flexible strategies 

will increase the effect of information and knowledge 

factors on strategic improvisation, and more rigid 

strategies will lower the effect of information and 

knowledge capabilities on strategic improvisation. 

Limited support 

 

It is possible that business strategy 

flexibility can affect the relationship 

between organizational memory and 

strategic improvisation negatively, and 

the relationship between IT 

infrastructure flexibility and strategic 

improvisation positively. 

Proposition 2c 

 

IS/IT strategy will moderate the relationship between 

information and knowledge capabilities and strategic 

improvisation, such that IS innovative or ambidextrous 

strategies will increase the effect of information and 

knowledge capabilities on strategic improvisation, and 

IS conservative strategies will lower the effect of 

information and knowledge factors on strategic 

improvisation. 

Partial support  

 

An innovative IS/IT strategy facilitates 

the development of a strategic 

improvisation capability through a 

combination of IM/KM capability and 

other factors. 

 

With an undefined IS/IT strategy, the 

development of a strategic improvisation 

capability requires both IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability.  
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12.3.2 Internal Organizational Outcomes, Environmental Dynamism and Feedback Loop 

Findings for the organizational outcomes (i.e., process flexibility, product/service 

flexibility and organizational learning), environmental dynamism and the feedback loop are 

reviewed and discussed based on the three research methods (i.e., case study, variance and 

configurations). To facilitate discussion, results are first briefly reviewed for each research 

method.  

12.3.2.1 Overall Results by Research Method  

Table 112 below summarizes overall results for the organizational outcomes, 

environmental dynamism and the feedback loop reported in Chapter 9 and Chapter 11. 



 

259 

 

Table 112. Summary of Results for Internal Organizational Outcomes and Environmental Dynamism  

Relationship Case study results PLS results Configuration results 

Proposition 3 

Strategic improvisation  

 Process flexibility In-depth analysis of process 

flexibility, product/service flexibility 

and organizational learning examples 

in the organizations studied suggest 

that they may benefit from strategic 

improvisation. 

Main effect is positive 

and significant. 
High strategic improvisation:  

Presence of product/service flexibility 

combined with either: 

- the absence of organizational learning OR  

- the absence of process flexibility. 

 

Low strategic improvisation: no solution.  

Strategic improvisation  

 Product/Service 

flexibility 

Main effect is positive 

and significant. 

Strategic improvisation  

 Organizational 

learning 

Main effect is positive 

and significant. 

Proposition 4 

Feedback loop between 

organizational learning 

and antecedents. 

There is a feedback loop between 

organizational learning and 

organizational memory, and between 

organizational learning and IM/KM 

capability. 

Not tested. Not tested.  

Proposition 5 

Moderating role of 

environmental 

dynamism. 

Lower strategic improvisation levels 

are found in organizations competing 

in highly dynamic environments. 

 

The relationship between the three 

outcomes varies according to the 

level of environmental dynamism.  

Moderating effects are 

not significant. 
Not tested. 
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In the following sections, the findings presented in Table 112 above are compared and 

discussed across research methods.  First, internal organizational outcome findings are discussed, 

followed by the feedback loop and environmental dynamism findings.  

12.3.2.2 Internal Organizational Outcomes 

12.3.2.2.1 Comparison between Case Study and Configuration Results  

The section reviews findings by comparing results involving high strategic improvisation 

first, followed by low strategic improvisation. See Figure 22 for results involving high strategic 

improvisation.   

Figure 22. Venn Diagram for High Strategic Improvisation  

 

Figure 22 shows that seven other cases exhibit the same configuration as 

EngagementOrg, that is high product/service flexibility, process flexibility and organizational 

learning. However, because the consistency is low (at 43%), this configuration was not presented 
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as a solution. This suggests that configuration results may be more easily generalized than case 

study results.  

In the configuration results, high strategic improvisation is always associated with the 

presence of product/service flexibility, along with the absence of one of the other two factors. The 

absence of process flexibility is never associated with the presence or absence of organizational 

learning and vice versa. However, the absence of one of these conditions is always combined 

with product/service flexibility. This suggests that strategic improvisation may increase levels of 

product/service flexibility in organizations where organizational learning or process flexibility is 

low.  However, these results should be interpreted with caution, due to the solutions’ low overall 

coverage. Low coverage indicates that the solutions do not provide all configurations that may 

link high strategic improvisation and the three outcomes. This suggests that there may be other 

outcomes to strategic improvisation that were not explored in this study, or that strategic 

improvisation may be one of several ways to achieve these outcomes.   

Second, configurations leading to low strategic improvisation are compared to case study 

results. See Figure 23 for results in the context of low strategic improvisation
 54

.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

54
 CommOrg was not also included in this diagram. However, it represents an example of no strategic 

improvisation. The combination of low experimental culture with high organizational memory, IT 

infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability occurs in seven cases in the survey data. Because the 

consistency level was lower than the 75% limit (at 71%), this configuration was not included in the 

solutions. Nonetheless, this confirms that CommOrg was properly assessed in the case study analysis as a 

case of low (i.e., absence of) strategic improvisation.  
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Figure 23. Venn Diagram for Low Strategic Improvisation  

  

Figure 23 shows that there are many other cases that match the configuration found at 

MarketingOrg, and SoftwareOrg. Configurations similar to SoftwareOrg and MarketingOrg were 

not consistently linked to strategic improvisation. In fact, no consistent configuration solution for 

low improvisation capability and outcomes could be found using the survey data. Intuitively, it 

makes sense that there may be many other ways than low strategic improvisation to achieve low 

product/service flexibility, low process flexibility and low organizational learning.  Similarly, 

many other outcomes to low strategic improvisation can be envisioned. 

Results from the case studies indicate that levels of process flexibility and product/service 

flexibility are high in all organizations and do not appear to vary significantly based on the 

presence (e.g., EngagementOrg) or absence (i.e., CommOrg) of strategic improvisation. However, 

the review of strategic improvisation events suggests that low strategic improvisation impacts 

process flexibility, product/service flexibility, and organizational learning less than high strategic 

improvisation. 
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By calling for a swift response to unanticipated opportunities, strategic improvisation 

forces organizations to design their processes so they can be easily and rapidly modified and 

implemented. In addition, when an organization strategically improvises, it is seizing 

unanticipated business opportunities that may require slightly or radically different products and 

services than what the organization is used to generating. Nonetheless, high levels of process and 

product/service flexibility in the absence of strategic improvisation at CommOrg offset these 

findings. These suggest that factors other than strategic improvisation may affect levels of process 

and product/service flexibility.  

Last, organizational learning is facilitated by an increase in improvisational learning, 

which is directly derived from improvisation events. In many cases, improvisational learning 

precedes trial and error learning. Trial and error learning can bring some benefits to an 

organization that are more applicable throughout the organization, because this type of direct 

learning is applicable outside of improvisation events.  

  



 

264 

 

12.3.2.2.2 Comparison between Variance and Configuration Findings  

Findings for product/service flexibility are consistent between PLS and configuration 

results: high strategic improvisation consistently leads to high product/service flexibility.  

Results regarding process flexibility and organizational learning require further 

discussion. PLS results suggest a strong positive relationship between strategic improvisation and 

process flexibility, as well as organizational learning. Configuration results are more nuanced and 

suggest that organizations with high strategic improvisation exhibit the absence of process 

flexibility or the absence of organizational learning, combined with the presence of 

product/service flexibility.  

A temporal sequence between organizational learning and process flexibility may explain 

these results. Over time, once product/service flexibility has been developed, an organization may 

need to focus first on process flexibility, along with product/service flexibility. Process flexibility, 

in the context of improvisation, may involve some short-term improvisational learning that 

transforms into longer-term trial and error learning. Once learning has occurred and is applied to 

organizational processes, process flexibility may be negatively affected.  

12.3.2.2.3 Comparison between Variance and Case Study Findings  

Case study results partially support the positive impact of strategic improvisation on 

product/service flexibility, process flexibility and organizational learning. Taken together, the 

results appear to confirm that when present, strategic improvisation has a positive impact on the 

occurrence of process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning.  

These partial results are strengthened by PLS results, which indicate a strong positive 

relationship between strategic improvisation and the three organizational outcomes. The 

relationship between strategic improvisation and organizational learning appears particularly 

strong, as strategic improvisation explains more than half of organizational learning’s variance. 
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This is not surprising, considering that prior research has shown that learning is both a component 

and an outcome of improvisation (e.g., Miner et al., 2001).  This shows that strategic 

improvisation, by fostering a different kind of real-time learning during improvisation events, 

affects the organization’s overall organizational learning capability.  

12.3.2.3 Feedback Loop 

The proposed feedback loop between organizational learning, organizational memory and 

IM/KM capabilities was only tested in the case studies. Therefore, only results from this research 

method can be discussed.  

Overall, there is evidence of a feedback loop at all four organizations, whether they have 

a strategic improvisation capability or not. The feedback loop between organizational learning 

and organizational memory was identified in all four organizations, while the feedback loop 

between organizational learning and IM/KM capability was only detected in two organizations 

that also had the lowest levels of organizational learning overall. Interestingly, the two 

organizations with a stronger feedback loop only exhibit signs of direct learning mechanisms (i.e., 

improvisational learning, trial and error learning and deviance-error learning), while the other two 

organizations used both direct and indirect learning mechanisms.  

It is possible that, over time, organizations with a more focused learning approach may be 

better able to adapt existing processes and routines. Expanding an organization’s range of 

learning mechanisms, especially indirect ones, may benefit an organization in the short term. 

However, these indirect mechanisms may be idiosyncratic and not easily stored or reusable in 

different contexts. This would suggest that organizations seeking to capitalize on learning over 

time should potentially focus on direct learning mechanisms that have a stronger potential to 

affect organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility.   
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12.3.2.4 Environmental Dynamism 

The moderating role of environmental dynamism could not be tested with the 

configuration approach. PLS results were not significant. Therefore, only the case study findings 

provide clear insight. These results indicate that levels of strategic improvisation decrease when 

environmental dynamism levels increase. Interdependency between the three organizational 

outcomes is also suggested, which varies depending on the level of environmental dynamism. 

Limited results make it difficult to assess whether environmental dynamism acts as a 

moderator between strategic improvisation and organizational outcomes. The case study results 

provide limited information, suggesting that moderate levels of environmental dynamism may 

actually be an antecedent to strategic improvisation. PLS results do not provide further 

clarification, as the direct relationship between environmental dynamism and strategic 

improvisation was not tested.  

In summary, it appears that strategic improvisation capability may develop more easily in 

environments with moderate levels of environmental dynamism.  
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12.3.2.5 Summary for Internal Organizational Outcomes, Environmental Dynamism and the 

Feedback Loop  

The following Table 113 summarizes discussions for the outcomes, the feedback loop 

and environmental dynamism. 

Table 113. Discussion Summary for Internal Organizational Outcomes, Feedback Loop and 

Environmental Dynamism 

Proposition Overall result 

Proposition 3 

 

P3a: Strategic improvisation will enhance process 

flexibility. 

 

P3b: Strategic improvisation will enhance 

product/service flexibility. 

 

P3c: Strategic improvisation will enhance 

organizational learning. 

Partial support  

 

Strategic improvisation positively 

impacts product/service flexibility and 

appears to impact process flexibility, 

and organizational learning.  

 

Interdependence occurs between process 

flexibility and organizational learning. 

Proposition 4 

 

Organizational learning will influence future 

information and knowledge capabilities through a 

feedback loop. 

Partial support  

 

A feedback loop exists between 

organizational learning and the three 

antecedents. But it appears that high 

levels of organizational learning do not 

lead to a stronger feedback loop. Rather, 

it may be that only direct organizational 

learning mechanisms lead to a feedback 

loop.  

Proposition 5 

 

Environmental dynamism will moderate the impact 

strategic improvisation on operational capabilities, 

such that the effects of strategic improvisation on 

operational capabilities will be stronger in highly 

dynamic environments than in less dynamic 

environments. 

No support  

 

Strategic improvisation decreases when 

environmental dynamism increases.  

There is interdependency among the 

three organizational outcomes, which 

vary according to environmental 

dynamism. 

 

It is possible that moderate 

environmental dynamism acts as an 

antecedent to strategic improvisation.  
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12.3.3 Summary of Findings 

The following Table 114 offers an overview of findings across all methods.  

Table 114. Overall Summary of Findings   

Proposition Overall result 

Proposition 1 

 

P1a: Top managers will conduct more strategic 

improvisation in organizations with 

complementary procedural and declarative IT-

enabled organizational memory. 

 

P1b: Top managers will conduct more strategic 

improvisation in organizations with high 

information and knowledge management 

capability. 

 

P1c: Top managers will conduct more strategic 

improvisation in organizations with high IT 

infrastructure flexibility. 

Partial support  

 

Full support for IT infrastructure flexibility 

(P1a). 

 

Partial support for organizational memory and 

IM/KM capability (P1b and P1c). 

 

Interdependence exists between organizational 

memory, IT infrastructure flexibility and 

IM/KM capability (P1). 

Proposition 2a 

 

An experimental culture will moderate the 

relationship between information and 

knowledge capabilities and strategic 

improvisation, such that a more experimental 

culture will increase the effect of information 

and knowledge capabilities on strategic 

improvisation, and a less experimental culture 

will lower the effect of information and 

knowledge capabilities on strategic 

improvisation. 

Full support  

 

Strategic improvisation develops in contexts of 

high experimental culture. 

 

In high experimental culture environments, 

configuration results suggest that 

organizational memory, combined with IT 

infrastructure flexibility is especially important 

for high strategic improvisation.  

 

In low experimental culture, organizational 

memory and IM/KM capability, potentially 

combined with the absence of IT infrastructure 

flexibility, are critical to the development of 

strategic improvisation.  

 

There may be a tradeoff between 

organizational memory and IM/KM capability. 
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Proposition Overall result 

Proposition 2b 

 

Business strategies will moderate the 

relationship between information and 

knowledge capabilities and strategic 

improvisation, such that flexible strategies will 

increase the effect of information and 

knowledge factors on strategic improvisation, 

and more rigid strategies will lower the effect of 

information and knowledge capabilities on 

strategic improvisation. 

Limited support 

 

It is possible that business strategy flexibility 

might affect the relationship between 

organizational memory and strategic 

improvisation negatively, and the relationship 

between IT infrastructure flexibility and 

strategic improvisation positively. 

Proposition 2c 

 

IS/IT strategy will moderate the relationship 

between information and knowledge capabilities 

and strategic improvisation, such that IS 

innovative or ambidextrous strategies will 

increase the effect of information and 

knowledge capabilities on strategic 

improvisation, and IS conservative strategies 

will lower the effect of information and 

knowledge factors on strategic improvisation. 

Partial support  

 

An innovative IS/IT strategy facilitates the 

development of a strategic improvisation 

through a combination of IM/KM capability 

and other factors. 

 

With an undefined IS/IT strategy, the 

development of a strategic improvisation 

capability requires both IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability.  

Proposition 3 

 

P3a: Strategic improvisation will enhance 

process flexibility. 

 

P3b: Strategic improvisation will enhance 

product/service flexibility. 

 

P3c: Strategic improvisation will enhance 

organizational learning. 

Partial support  

 

Strategic improvisation positively impacts 

product/service flexibility and appears to 

impact process flexibility and organizational 

learning.  

 

Interdependence occurs between process 

flexibility and organizational learning. 

 

 

Proposition 4 

 

Organizational learning will influence future 

information and knowledge capabilities through 

a feedback loop. 

Partial support  

 

A feedback loop exists between organizational 

learning and the three antecedents. But it 

appears that high levels of organizational 

learning do not lead to a stronger feedback 

loop. Rather, it could be that only direct 

organizational learning mechanisms lead to a 

feedback loop.  

Proposition 5 

 

Environmental dynamism will moderate the 

impact strategic improvisation on operational 

No support  

 

Strategic improvisation decreases when 

environmental dynamism increases.  
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Proposition Overall result 

capabilities, such that the effects of strategic 

improvisation on operational capabilities will be 

stronger in highly dynamic environments than 

in less dynamic environments. 

There is interdependency among the three 

organizational outcomes, which vary according 

to environmental dynamism. 

 

It is possible that moderate environmental 

dynamism acts as an antecedent to strategic 

improvisation.  

12.3.4 Review of Research Questions  

The objective of thesis was to answer the following three research questions:  

1) To what extent do IS and technology enable effective strategic improvisation? (RQ1) 

2) How do organizational, information and knowledge factors influence strategic improvisation? 

(RQ2) 

3) What are the specific effects of strategic improvisation on organizational outcomes? (RQ3). 

One or several propositions helped to address these research questions. See Figure 24. 

Figure 24. Research Questions and Associated Propositions   

  

RQ1 is addressed with Proposition 1. Findings suggest that IT infrastructure flexibility 

and IM/KM capability play an important role in enabling effective strategy improvisation 
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capability. Specifically, IT infrastructure flexibility is a key driver of strategic improvisation in 

combination with IM/KM capability and/or organizational memory.  

RQ2 is addressed with Propositions 1, 2 and 4. Findings from these three propositions 

indicate that IS/IT strategy and experimental culture both have a moderating effect on the 

relationships between the information/knowledge factors and strategic improvisation. In addition, 

high strategic improvisation can be expected in organizations with an innovative IS/IT and/or an 

experimental culture. A feedback loop was also found between organizational learning, 

organizational memory and IM/KM capability. However, findings are mainly inconclusive for 

business strategy flexibility and require further study.  

RQ3 is addressed through Proposition 3 and 4. Findings from these two propositions 

suggest that strategic improvisation has a positive effect on the three internal organizational 

outcomes studied in this thesis, namely process flexibility, product/service flexibility and 

organizational learning. Results regarding the moderating impact of environmental dynamism 

suggest interdependence between the outcomes. They also indicate that strategic improvisation 

may develop in moderately dynamic environments.  

12.4 Summary 

This chapter discussed the thesis findings, by comparing results across the three research 

methods. The three research questions were also reviewed. The following chapter, Chapter 13 - 

Summary and Conclusion, summarizes the dissertation study’s main implications, and highlights 

its main contributions and limitations.     
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 Chapter 13

Summary and Conclusion 

13.1 Introduction 

This chapter is organized as follows. First, a summary of the research conducted for this 

thesis is presented. Second, research and practical implications are presented. Third, the main 

limitations of this research are acknowledged. Then, contributions for research and practice are 

highlighted and followed by brief concluding remarks.   

13.2 Research Summary 

The motivation for this thesis was found in the daily challenges that top managers face to 

keep their organization relevant and competitive. In turbulent environments, a strategic 

improvisation capability, or the ability for organizational leaders to rapidly and creatively assess 

and act upon diverse strategic opportunities and threats, requires immediate access to and 

communication of information and knowledge. While the vast majority of organizations have 

implemented a number of information systems, including business intelligence and collaboration 

systems, to manage their information/knowledge and communication, top managers may need 

guidance on how to best leverage their IS/IT for strategic improvisation.   

Based on this practical issue, this thesis uses the dynamic capabilities perspective to 

investigate the links, if any, between information and knowledge factors, organizational context, 

strategic improvisation capability and organizational outcomes. The research questions posed are: 

1) To what extent do IS and technology enable effective strategic improvisation?  2) How do 

organizational, information and knowledge factors influence strategic improvisation? 3) What 

are the specific effects of strategic improvisation on organizational outcomes? In addition, a 

number of propositions were developed from the extant literature on organizational 
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improvisation, dynamic capabilities and IS/IT capabilities (Chapter 3). These propositions were 

tested using three qualitative and quantitative methods. Case studies analyses were conducted in 

four organizations (Chapters 4-9), and survey data were analyzed using a variance-based method 

and a configuration approach  (Chapters 10-11). Building on these rich results, several findings 

were discussed, and the three research questions were answered (Chapter 12).  The practical 

significance of the results was reinforced by the use of post-hoc qualitative data collected from 

survey respondents.  

13.3 Implications  

This section presents the thesis’ main research implications, followed by the main 

management implications.  

13.3.1 Research Implications  

In this subsection, implications are first presented for research in the IS discipline and are 

followed by implications for broader research. Last, methodological implications in IS research 

are highlighted. 

13.3.1.1 Implications for IS Research 

Three significant implications for IS research are discussed below, implications for 

research on IT impact, the role of information and knowledge in improvisation, and the role of 

IS/IT strategy in improvisation. Two additional implications for future research are also 

discussed.  

13.3.1.1.1 IT Impact Research 

Research on IT impact seeks to determine whether IT capabilities lead to competitive 

advantage and organizational performance directly or indirectly through other capabilities (Chan 
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& Levallet, 2013). In this stream of research, prior work has shown that IT capabilities can 

indirectly affect performance through other capabilities or dynamic capabilities (e.g., Kim et al., 

2011; Pavlou & El Sawy, 2006). Two main implications for the IT impact literature are derived 

from this research. First, findings demonstrate the essential role that IT infrastructure flexibility 

plays in enabling strategic improvisation. This role is consistently confirmed across three research 

methods. Configuration analysis findings also demonstrate that when IT infrastructure flexibility 

is not present in an organization, strategic improvisation is unlikely to occur.  

Second, a close link may exist between IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM 

capability. Little is known about the relationship between IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM 

capability outside the context of enterprise systems (e.g.,Cotteleer & Bendoly, 2006; Davenport, 

1998). Recent research on IT-enabled IM capability (Mithas et al., 2011) calls for the study of IM 

capability antecedents. This study offers a first answer. Results show that organizations that 

develop an IM/KM capability without a flexible IT infrastructure may not be able to develop a 

strategic improvisation capability. Indeed, a flexible IT infrastructure may be a first step in the 

development of an IM/KM capability. By definition, information systems are a critical 

component of IT-enabled IM/KM capability. However, the study findings suggest that these 

systems also need to be integrated within a flexible IT infrastructure for IM/KM capability to 

impact strategic improvisation.  

13.3.1.1.2 Information and Knowledge in Strategic Improvisation 

Past research has shown that effective improvisation builds on real-time information and 

communication (e.g., Crossan et al., 2005; Miner et al., 2001; Vera & Crossan, 2005). Findings 

from this thesis suggest two implications for information and knowledge. First, before 

organizational leaders can rely on real-time information and knowledge, they need to ensure that 

information is of quality. Although this finding seems obvious, ensuring the quality of 
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information and knowledge is not an easy task. IT and other business leaders should make sure 

that the organization’s business processes and IT infrastructure allow for the accurate collection, 

processing and overall management of relevant information.  

Second, the type of information and knowledge provided to top managers matters as well. 

For instance, recent research has demonstrated that effective product innovation through 

improvisation relies on specific types of internal and external market information (Kyriakopoulos, 

2011). Similarly, this study implies that, to effectively improvise, organization leaders should rely 

both on business intelligence as well as real-time information on the existing organizational 

resources and capabilities that may need to be reconfigured. 

13.3.1.1.3 Role of IS/IT Strategy  

This thesis has implications for the IS/IT strategy research stream. Recent conceptual 

work has proposed a typology for IS/IT strategy based on a shared organizational perspective of 

IS (Chen et al., 2010). The article further suggest that IT impact on competitive advantage 

through IT capabilities is stronger in organizations with an IS/IT strategy, especially an 

innovative one (Chen et al., 2010), p.251). Other research has shown that the impact of IT 

capabilities on competitive advantage is indirect (Melville, Kraemer, & Gurbaxani, 2004) and is 

experienced through other ‘higher-order’ capabilities (Mithas et al., 2011). As a first step to 

evaluating the role of IS/IT strategy on firm-level competitive advantage, findings from this thesis 

demonstrate that in organizations with an innovative IS/IT strategy, IS/IT strategy reinforces the 

positive effect that IT infrastructure flexibility and IM/KM capability have on strategic 

improvisation. As such, this study both validates the proposition that IT capability impact is 

strengthened by an innovative IS/IT strategy and adds to the literature on the indirect impact of IT 

capabilities on performance.   
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13.3.1.1.4 Tradeoff Role of OM and IM/KM Capability 

This research could not firmly link organizational memory complementarity to strategic 

improvisation. Rather, findings corroborate recent work indicating that organizational memory in 

itself is not related to improvisation but that it needs to be combined with other factors to impact 

improvisation (Kyriakopoulos, 2011). Two suggestions made here call for future research. First, 

the occurrence of strategic improvisation can be driven by the combined presence of IT 

infrastructure flexibility and organizational memory. The presence of organizational memory is 

especially beneficial in organizations with a conservative IS/IT strategy. These organizations 

value the exploitation of existing information systems over the implementation of IT innovations. 

In this context, organizational memory, because it focuses on past experience and routines, is a 

natural complement to the continuous improvement of existing IT infrastructure. Together, these 

two factors appear to facilitate the development of a strategic improvisation capability in more 

conservative environments.  

 Second, the overall relationship between organizational memory, IT infrastructure 

flexibility and IM/KM capability should be further studied. In most cases, the development of 

strategic improvisation is contingent upon the presence of organizational memory or the presence 

of IM/KM capability, combined with the presence of IT infrastructure flexibility. The tradeoff 

between organizational memory and IM/KM capability suggests there might be two 

information/knowledge paths to a strategic improvisation capability. A first path relies mainly on 

IT-based information and knowledge sharing. When organizations have developed an IT-enabled 

IM/KM capability, organizational leaders rely mainly on their information systems to access 

information and knowledge in real-time. They can trust that information contained there is of 

quality. In this case, IT infrastructure flexibility may both facilitate information sharing and real-

time communication. Conversely, in organizations without an IM/KM capability, organizational 

leaders rely on information and knowledge held by individuals. Organizational memory is 
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directly shared between top management team members and between employees and leaders. In 

this case, the role of IT infrastructure flexibility might be limited to real-time communication via 

collaboration tools. Both potential explanations require further investigation.  

13.3.1.1.5 Business Strategy Flexibility  

The role that business strategy flexibility may play in strategic improvisation remains 

unclear and calls for further investigation. On the one hand, some findings in this thesis suggest 

that strategic improvisation might be lower in organizations with high business strategy 

flexibility. On the other hand, based on the PLS results, business strategy flexibility might have a 

beneficial role on strategic improvisation through IT infrastructure flexibility. Taken together, 

these results provide at least two opportunities for future research. First, it is possible that 

business strategy flexibility does play a role in strategic improvisation, but that the construct 

measurement needs to be refined. Business strategy flexibility builds on principles from the logic 

of opportunity and strategies of simple rules (Eisenhardt & Sull, 2001; Sull & Eisenhardt, 2012). 

Strategies of simple rules give organizational leaders flexibility to improvise within a strategic 

framework (Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2008). Consequently, the construct of business strategy 

flexibility was designed to measure the extent through which organizations rely on strategies 

consisting in a few key strategic processes guided by simple heuristics (Bingham et al., 2007; 

Bingham & Eisenhardt, 2008; Sull & Eisenhardt, 2012). Although the construct scale was 

developed using best practices (e.g., Lewis, Templeton, & Byrd, 2005), further refinement and 

testing should be conducted. For instance, it is possible that the construct might be best measured 

using formative indicators.    

A second alternative is that results are contradictory because a component of business 

strategy other than flexibility matters more for strategic improvisation. Based on the case study 

findings, strategic improvisation may be especially useful in organizations that embrace their 
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environment and seek to influence it rather than react to it. This is consistent with the type of 

organizations that interpret or make sense of their environment in an “enacting” or a 

“discovering” mode (Daft & Weick, 1984). Organizations following these two interpretation 

modes seek to change their environments either through experimentation (enacting mode) using a 

Prospector strategy or an Analyzer strategy. Analyzers seek to change their environment by 

identifying business solutions using careful analyses (discovering mode; Daft & Weick, 1984; 

Miles, Snow, Meyer, & Coleman, 1978). Future research should investigate the possibility that 

strategic improvisation may be more present in this type of organizations.  

13.3.1.2 Broader Research Implications 

This section highlights two main implications for the improvisation literature and makes 

suggestions for future research on the role played by environmental dynamism in strategic 

improvisation and dynamic capabilities research.  

13.3.1.2.1 Implications for Improvisation Research 

Findings from this thesis have implications for our understanding of improvisation at 

different levels in the organization. Extant research has demonstrated that improvisation occurs in 

teams tasked with product development (e.g., Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Miner et al., 2001; Moorman 

& Miner, 1998b). These studies establish links between improvisation and team characteristics, 

such as teamwork quality, expertise, stability or geographic proximity (Akgün & Lynn, 2002; 

Magni et al., 2013; Vera & Crossan, 2005). In addition, prior work has shown that improvisation 

can be central to startup strategies that are enacted by their founders (Baker et al., 2003). This 

thesis combines these two streams of improvisation research by establishing the existence of 

strategic improvisation in top management teams running small and medium organizations. It 
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also shows that successful organizations rely on team cohesion to facilitate strategic 

improvisation.  

This study also suggests that improvisation may impact organizational performance 

indirectly through internal organizational outcomes (e.g., Vera & Crossan, 2005). Past research 

focuses on the effects that improvisation has on flexibility (e.g., Akgün et al., 2007; 

Kyriakopoulos, 2011; Lewis et al., 2002; Moorman & Miner, 1998b; Nuñez & Lynn, 2012; 

Samra et al., 2008) or organizational learning (e.g., Miner et al., 2001). This thesis’ findings 

imply that process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning are 

interdependent in the context of strategic improvisation.  

First, process flexibility and product/service flexibility may influence each other over 

time. Manufacturing flexibility research (e.g., Holweg & Pil, 2001; Swink et al., 2005) has found 

that plant-level flexibility should be achieved through the concomitant development of process, 

product (and volume) flexibility. However, in the context of strategic improvisation, where 

decisions and actions occur rapidly, a close relationship may develop between process flexibility 

and product/service flexibility over time. Findings suggest that strategic improvisation may 

facilitate the development of a virtuous cycle, whereby flexible processes may reinforce strategic 

improvisation, which in turn increases process flexibility. However, process flexibility may come 

at the cost of lower product/service flexibility in the short-term. To keep processes flexible, it 

may be necessary to develop an internal expertise, as is the case at EngagementOrg. In small and 

medium organizations where resources are scarce and employees are responsible for many 

different projects, the development of such competence may take time. This can result in longer 

product development time. It appears that lower product/service flexibility might be a necessary 

sacrifice during product development stages to ensure higher process and product/service 

flexibility over time.  
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Second, this thesis shows that a strategic improvisation capability fosters the 

development of an organizational learning capability. In organizations where strategic 

improvisation is present, organizational learning increases. This finding confirms past literature 

(e.g., Miner et al., 2001; Perry, 1991) that suggests that while learning is a key component of an 

improvisation capability, it can also be derived from improvisation. 

Past studies also indicate that improvisational learning might precede trial and error 

learning in learning sequences (Bingham & Davis, 2012), which is confirmed in this study. In 

addition, this thesis found that sequences of organizational learning might precede process 

flexibility changes. The temporal sequence between improvisational learning and trial and error 

learning is especially visible at EngagementOrg. Following the train derailment disaster, some 

mistakes were made. These were attributed to the urgency of the situation but also to the very 

nature of disaster management. During disasters, data and information need to be shared quickly 

and seamlessly among multiple stakeholders. During this improvisation event, EngagementOrg 

quickly fixed mistakes related to data sharing using LegacySystem. More importantly, 

EngagementOrg made additional use of this improvisational learning and reevaluated its overall 

disaster management process after the improvisational event. The organization had to first deal 

with improvisational learning before being able to derive additional trial and error learning from 

the experience and apply it to its processes.  

13.3.1.2.2 Strategic Improvisation, Dynamic Capabilities and Environmental Dynamism  

Past research suggests that dynamic capabilities are effective in moderately and highly 

dynamic environments (e.g., Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece, 2007; Zahra et al., 2006). This 

thesis extends this stream of research by empirically demonstrating that strategic improvisation, 

as a dynamic capability, has a clear positive impact on organizational performance in a 

moderately dynamic environment.  However, other researchers have shown that improvisational 
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capabilities should be differentiated from dynamic capabilities (Pavlou & El Sawy, 2010). While 

improvisational capabilities positively affect operational capabilities in highly turbulent 

environments, dynamic capabilities work best in moderately turbulent environments (Pavlou & El 

Sawy (2010). A motivation for this thesis was to contribute to this environmental dynamism 

discussion by studying strategic improvisation, as a dynamic capability, in highly dynamic 

environments. This objective could not be fully reached, because the surveyed organizations 

compete in markets that are more moderately turbulent than anticipated. See Chapter 10. Future 

research should further restrict targeted industries to only include very highly dynamic 

environments.    

Finally, recent literature reviews on dynamic capabilities (e.g., Barreto, 2010, Zahra et 

al., 2006) also suggest that no real consensus exist on the relationship between environmental 

dynamism  and dynamic capabilities.  Environmental dynamism could therefore be seen as an 

antecedent, rather than a moderator, to dynamic capabilities. Findings from the case studies 

suggest that this might be the case for strategic improvisation. It would be beneficial to further 

study the direct relationship between strategic improvisation and environmental dynamism.  

13.3.1.3 Implications for Research Methods   

From a methodological perspective, this thesis evaluated the research model presented in 

Chapter 3 using three different methods, one qualitative (case study) and two quantitative 

(variance and configuration), and two sets of data. Data collected qualitatively were analyzed 

using criteria similar to those used for the survey development. Quantitatively, analyses using 

variance-based and configuration methods used the same survey data. Comparing results between 

the three approaches is therefore meaningful and rigorous. This three-way comparison provides 

overall results that are robust across methods. In the IS field of research, this mixed-method 

approach appears particularly helpful to establish relationships between IT-enabled capabilities 
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and dynamic capabilities, and to uncover ways by which these IT capabilities interact to produce 

the outcome.    

This thesis has shown that there are two main advantages for combining case study and 

configuration analysis. First, configuration analysis extends the ability of a researcher to 

understand complex phenomena usually examined qualitatively. Because it is operationally and 

cognitively difficult to compare and contrast a large number of cases using case study research, 

researchers tend to study smaller numbers of cases to derive in-depth knowledge about complex 

phenomena (Ragin, 2000; Yin, 2009). In this thesis, the analysis of configuration solutions 

facilitates this comparison and provides a broader perspective on the factors that contribute to and 

benefit from strategic improvisation. Combined, the two research methods allow for the 

exploration of ‘messy’ and interdependent relationships.  

Second, the use of configuration analysis addresses the generalization issue that often 

affects case studies (Yin, 2009). By applying the same Boolean logic found in configuration 

analysis to the cases studied in this thesis, it was possible to determine whether the cases match 

common configurations found in a large number of organizations. Interpretation and 

generalization of case study findings can be conducted with more confidence.  

While underlying assumptions between configuration and variance methods are different, 

it is possible to compare their results meaningfully, provided the study is designed with this 

objective in mind. Specifically, researchers need to determine the number of cases (or the sample 

size in a variance-based approach) required to be able to compare multiple causal conditions at 

the same time (Fiss, 2011). Indeed, this number might be higher that the minimum sample size 

needed to obtain adequate statistical power in variance analyses. Second, common 

recommendations for scale development and refinement in variance analysis apply to 

configuration analyses, since the truth table for configuration analysis is based on factor analysis. 

Provided a careful design is implemented, configuration solutions allow a researcher to gain a 
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deeper understanding of interrelated relationships that may exist between a set of antecedents and 

an outcome.  

13.3.2 Implications for Practice 

This thesis was practically motivated by the daily improvisations conducted by many 

senior managers who need to find rapid and creative solutions to unexpected business 

opportunities and threats. In some cases, these can mean the survival or death of the 

organizations, especially for smaller, or undiversified organizations. Scarce financial resources 

are also common in smaller organizations, and organizational and IT leaders often have to 

prioritize IS/IT investments in order to obtain the best possible return (Kohli & Grover, 2008).  

Based on this thesis’ findings, top management teams can foster the development of a 

strategic improvisation capability by following a few simple steps. First, as a team, organizational 

leaders should develop a process allowing them to systematically and regularly assess and act on 

business opportunities and threats. It appears important that the whole team be as involved as 

possible in this process. Organizations where top management teams follow this recommendation 

can expect strategic improvisation to be more effective than in organizations where strategic 

decision-making process is inconsistent.  

Second, findings clearly demonstrate that any organization interested in developing a 

strategic improvisation capability should prioritize flexibility in its IT infrastructure. A flexible IT 

infrastructure relies on hardware that allows for the integration of key applications, modular and 

scalable software, and networks that facilitate systems’ interconnectivity inside the organization 

and with its outside partners. This recommendation holds, no matter the organization’s 

environment, for instance its IS/IT strategy or level of experimental culture. Indeed, a flexible IT 

infrastructure is the first step to developing interconnected software applications that facilitate 
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real-time communication between organizational leaders. Without it, findings suggest that there 

can be limited strategic improvisation.   

Third, access to quality operational information and knowledge in a timely manner is 

essential to the development of a strategic improvisation capability. This can be achieved in 

different ways depending on the organizational context. In organizations with a vague or absent 

IS/IT strategy, the first step is for organizational leaders to clarify their vision of the role that 

information systems play in the business strategy. This is a critical first step because a clearly 

defined IS/IT strategy will increase the effect that IT capabilities like IM/KM capability have on 

strategic improvisation.  

In organizations where information systems are considered a key business strategy and 

where the IS/IT strategy is innovative, emphasis should be put on developing an IT-enabled 

IM/KM capability. Where applicable, such organizations should consider the implementation of 

dashboard systems that provide instantaneous access to operational data and information in an 

interactive way. Notwithstanding the level of experimental culture within the organization, it can 

be expected that IT-enabled IM/KM capability will benefit strategic improvisation.  

Conversely, in organizations with a mostly conservative approach toward IS/IT 

investments and where information systems support the organization’s strategy, it may be more 

beneficial to focus on developing organizational memory. This objective may even be even more 

important in low experimental culture environments. In this context, timely access to relevant 

organizational memory is essential to facilitate decision-making and action in the face of 

unanticipated opportunities and threats. This can be achieved throughout the organization by 

encouraging informal knowledge transfer, for instance discussions, meetings or job rotation 

within the organization. For top managers, this may mean that they need to work even more 

closely together to address these business opportunities and threats falling outside the 

organization’s ‘comfort zone’.   
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Organizations that follow these recommendations and develop a strategic improvisation 

capability should expect to see improved operational results, especially product/service 

flexibility. Strategic improvisation tends to force organizations to adapt their processes and 

product/service offering regularly, to make sure that these can be easily and rapidly modified if 

needed. Over time, these organizations can also expect to derive learning benefits from strategic 

improvisation that can be implemented in other parts of the organization.  

13.4 Limitations  

As with any research, there are some limitations to this thesis. The ones noted here relate 

to the research scope and to methodological choices. First, improvisation is a multilevel 

phenomenon (Crossan et al., 2005; Miner et al., 2001) that exists at the individual, team and 

organizational levels with different enablers and consequences. Although this thesis examines 

strategic improvisation at the organizational level only, improvisation at other levels of analysis 

impacts strategic improvisation (e.g., Baker et al., 2003) and may be impacted by it. Future 

research should further investigate strategic improvisation from a multilevel perspective, by 

especially considering how top managers’ personality characteristics may impact strategic 

improvisation at the organizational level. 

 A second limitation is on the use of a variance approach to study strategic improvisation. 

By adopting a variance rather than a process perspective, I examined most constructs by looking 

for variations (i.e., high and low levels). Consequently, insights into the process of strategic 

improvisation are limited. Other critical processes could not be explored to their fullest. Only 

minor attempts at better understanding learning mechanisms sequences and outcomes are made.  

Future research should especially focus on the role that organizational learning processes play in 

the development of strategic improvisation over time.  
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Third, data collected both qualitatively and quantitatively are not longitudinal. As such, it 

is not possible to make causal inferences or to derive firm conclusions on the development of a 

strategic improvisation capability, despite encouraging insights gathered during the case studies. 

Future research would benefit from developing longitudinal studies that would deepen our 

understanding of the strategic improvisation ‘black box’.   

Fourth, the case study relied on retrospective, perceptual data, as participants were asked 

to recall and describe past events. I only gathered a partial view of the phenomena of interest. 

Nonetheless, the use of data triangulation with multiple participants per organization and 

secondary data helped mitigate this limitation.  Similarly, survey data gathered from key 

informants were perceptual and subjective. Recommendations outlined by Podsakoff and 

colleagues (2003) were followed to increase the validity of the quantitative data gathered. 

Specifically, every effort was made to address issues related to item characteristics (such as social 

desirability) or item context (such as priming) by carefully wording and structuring survey 

questions.  

Last, a low survey response rate was obtained, despite the provision of incentives. This 

was expected, considering that top organizational managers are in high demand, especially IT 

managers. The low response rate was combined with the limited number of multiple respondents 

obtained for each surveyed organization. This somewhat reduced the extent of variance-based 

analyses that could be conducted. However, this limitation is mitigated by the use of two data 

gathering means and three analytical methods. 
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13.5 Contributions  

This thesis makes important contributions to four domains: IS research, improvisation 

literature, research methods, and management practice. See Table 115.  

Table 115. Summary of Contributions 

Contribution 

domain 
Thesis contribution 

IS research  

This research reviews existing literature and identifies three improvisation 

research themes explored in IS research.  The concept of strategic improvisation 

as a dynamic capability is developed and introduced to the IS research field.  

 

Using three different methods, this research demonstrates the key role that two 

IT capabilities play in enabling strategic improvisation. The interdependence 

between these two capabilities is also established.  

 

This research corroborates conceptual IS/IT strategy research by validating the 

role that IS/IT strategy indirectly plays in fostering firm-level competitive 

advantage.  

Improvisation 

research  

By introducing IT capabilities to the improvisation literature, this research 

advances our knowledge of the mechanisms leading to strategic improvisation.  

 

This research further suggests that studying organizational memory in 

conjunction with IT capabilities might help understand the ambiguous 

relationship between improvisation and memory. 

Research 

methods  

This research complements the use of well-known research methods, case study 

and variance analyses with the introduction of the configuration approach. A 

step-by-step process, and suggestions on the type of IS research most 

appropriate for configuration analyses, are provided.  

Management 

practice  

This research prescribes a list of steps that top managers should follow, should 

they wish to develop a strategic improvisation capability.  

 

Notwithstanding the organizational context, an organization needs to enhance its 

IT infrastructure flexibility and develop a clear vision of the role that 

information systems play in the organization’s strategy.  

 

Second, if the IS/IT strategy is innovative, top managers should focus on 

enhancing IT-enabled IM/KM capability. If the IS/IT strategy is conservative 

and the experimental culture is low, top managers should seek to develop a 

relevant organizational memory base.  

From an IS research perspective, this thesis makes three main contributions. First, this 

thesis provides an extensive review of the improvisation literature, both in IS and outside of the 

IS field. From this review, three research themes are identified, improvisation in IS development, 
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improvisation and user acceptance and the role of IS in improvisation. Improvisation is also 

differentiated from other IS related concepts, such as bricolage, adaptation, and agility. In 

addition, the concept of strategic improvisation is developed from a dynamic capabilities 

perspective and introduced to the IS field. A second contribution lies in IT impact research. 

Consistent findings across three research methods demonstrate that IT infrastructure flexibility is 

a key driver of strategic improvisation. Findings also indicate that IT infrastructure flexibility 

might enable IM/KM capability.  A third contribution is related to IS/IT strategy research. This 

thesis extends prior work by validating the role of IS/IT strategy in strategic improvisation. IS/IT 

strategy is a key driver of firm-level competitive advantage through IT capabilities and strategic 

improvisation.   

This thesis makes two important contributions to the improvisation literature. First, it 

validates the existence of strategic improvisation within top management teams. It also introduces 

and demonstrates the role that IT capabilities play in facilitating real-time information sharing 

and communication and ultimately, strategic improvisation. Second, this research provides a first 

answer to the ambiguous role that organizational memory plays in improvisation. It is suggested 

that, combined with IT infrastructure flexibility, organizational memory may be more effective in 

organizations that use a conservative IS/IT strategy.  

This research also makes a contribution to research methods by taking part in the 

emergence of a new method within the IS field, configuration analysis. Although this method has 

been applied successfully in other fields, it remains uncommon in IS research. This thesis 

provides guidance on the type of IS research best suited for the configuration approach and 

describes the process by which configuration analyses are conducted. Further, researchers should 

consider using the configuration approach as a complement to other research methods. In this 

thesis, configuration findings supplemented case study and variance-based findings, which 

greatly increased rigour and confidence in the overall results.    
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Last, this research makes important contributions to practitioners. It provides an answer 

to top managers who are looking for an alternative to traditional strategic planning and want to 

address unexpected strategic opportunities and threats in a more systematic way. As a dynamic 

capability, strategic improvisation can provide such an answer. This research contributes to 

management practice by detailing the steps that organizations should follow to develop a strategic 

improvisation capability. These steps are either context-free or context-dependent. Two critical 

context-free steps are required for any organization wishing to develop a strategic improvisation 

capability. They include the need to enhance IT infrastructure flexibility to facilitate instant 

communication across the organization and among its leaders, and to develop a clear 

organizational perspective on the role of information systems in the organization. These two steps 

should be completed, no matter the organizational context. Other steps suggest focusing on IT-

enabled IM/KM capability or organizational memory, depending on the type of IS/IT strategy that 

may already be in place, and the level of experimental culture within the organization.  

13.6 Concluding Remarks 

The purpose of this thesis was to better understand strategic improvisation and the role 

played by information systems in medium-sized Canadian organizations. Overall, I believe that 

this objective has been reached. It is my hope that contributions from this thesis have provided 

valuable insights to both research and practice.     
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Appendices 

Chapter 4 - Appendix A: Case Study Interview Questions  

Function/ 

Position 
Technology General management or other functions 

C-suite 1. What is your current role within the organization? How long 

have you been in this position? (Respondent background 

information) 

2. Could you please briefly describe your organization and 

industry? 

For the next few questions, please think back to a recent time when 

you had to rapidly assess a strategic opportunity or a threat and act 

upon it. (Note: if more than 1 strategic opportunity/threat is referred 

to, ask respondent to describe) 

3. Could you please describe what strategic opportunity/threat it 

was and whether it applied to your unit/organization? Could 

you describe how senior management responded to this 

strategic opportunity/threat? Who was involved in the 

decision making? How were decisions implemented? 

(Strategic improvisation) 

4. Still thinking about the same strategic opportunity/threat, 

what did you do? In your view, was it effective? (Note: if 

other strategic opportunity/threat, ask respondent to describe) 

(Strategic improvisation) 

As you know, a component of this study is on the role of information 

systems/technology. The next few questions focus on IT/IS.  

5. Could you describe the various information systems you use? 

1. What is your current role within the organization? How 

long have you been in this position? (Respondent 

background information) 

2. Could you please briefly describe your organization and 

industry? 

3. Could you please describe the information systems and 

technology that are used in your organization? That you 

use? (General IS/IT question) 

4. To what extent does your IT infrastructure matter when you 

need to assess strategic business opportunities or threats?  

(IT infrastructure flexibility) 

For the next few questions, please think back to a recent time when 

you had to rapidly assess a strategic opportunity or a threat and act 

upon it. (Note: if more than 1 strategic opportunity/threat is 

referred to, ask respondent to describe) 

5. Could you please describe what strategic opportunity/threat 

it was and whether it applied to your unit/organization? 

Could you describe how senior management responded to 

this strategic opportunity/threat? Who was involved in the 

decision making? How were decisions implemented? 

(Strategic improvisation) 

6. What were the impacts of your decision on the organization 
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Function/ 

Position 
Technology General management or other functions 

To what extent do you use business intelligence systems, 

ERP systems or other systems when you need to assess 

strategic business opportunities or threats?  (General IS 

infrastructure) 

6. How would you rate your information systems in terms of 

scalability (e.g., ability to handle growth requirements)? 

Compatibility with other systems? Modularity (e.g., the 

ability to reuse software modules in new systems 

development)?  (IT infrastructure flexibility)  

7. Could you describe the various information systems 

platforms you use? To what extent does your IT 

infrastructure matter when you need to assess strategic 

business opportunities or threats?  (IT infrastructure 

flexibility)  

Going back to more general questions:  

8. To what extent has your organization formalized its 

information systems strategy? How would you describe this 

strategy and your technology plan? (IS strategy) 

9. To what extent do past experience, stored knowledge and 

information help you when you are faced with urgent 

decisions to make? What role do information systems play in 

this context? (Memory) 

10. How would you describe the ability of your organization to 

gather, transfer, and use information and knowledge?  To 

what extent do you use information systems to gather and 

analyse data, information and knowledge?  (IM/KM 

capability) 

11. How would you describe your organization’s culture?  

Experimental/Risk averse?  In other ways? (Culture) 

12. How would you describe your business environment in terms 

in terms of process changes? (Process flexibility; 

Product/service flexibility) 

7. What was your role? In your view, were your actions 

effective? (Strategic improvisation) 

8. To what extent do you think your actions have influenced 

or will influence your future decisions or actions of others 

in the organization/unit? (Feedback loop/Learning) 

 

Going back to more general questions:  

9. How would you describe the ability of your organization to 

gather, transfer, and use information and knowledge?  What 

role do information systems play in this context?   (IM/KM 

capability) 

10. How would you describe your organization’s culture?  

Experimental/Risk averse?  In other ways? (Culture) 

11. How would you describe your business environment in 

terms of a) its predictability, b) the rapidity at which it 

changes? (Industry; Environmental dynamism) 

12. To what extent has your organization formalized its 

business strategy? How would you describe this strategy? 

(Business strategy) 

13. To what extent has your organization formalized its 

information systems strategy? How would you describe this 

strategy and your technology plan? (IS strategy) 

14. To what extent do past experience, stored knowledge and 

information help you when you are faced with urgent 

decisions to make? If any, could you describe the types of 

routines and processes that exist within your organization? 

What role do information systems play in this context? 

(Memory) 
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Function/ 

Position 
Technology General management or other functions 

of a) its predictability, b) the rapidity at which it changes? 

(Industry; Environmental dynamism) 

13. Do you wish to make any other comments about your 

environment, strategy, IT, decision-making and/or business 

performance? 

15. Do you wish to make any other comments about your 

environment, strategy, IT, decision-making and/or business 

performance? 

Others (e.g., 

director, V.P) 

1. What is your current role within the organization? How long 

have you been in this position? (Respondent background 

information) 

2. Could you please briefly describe your organization and 

industry? 

3. Could you describe the various information systems you use? 

To what extent do you use business intelligence systems, 

ERP systems or other systems when you need to assess 

strategic business opportunities or threats?  (General IS 

infrastructure) 

4. How would you rate your information systems in terms of 

scalability (e.g., ability to handle growth requirements)? 

Compatibility with other systems? Modularity (e.g., the 

ability to reuse software modules in new systems 

development)?  (IT infrastructure flexibility)  

5. Could you describe the various information systems 

platforms you use? To what extent does your IT 

infrastructure matter when you need to assess strategic 

business opportunities or threats?  (IT infrastructure 

flexibility)  

Going back to more general questions:  

6. To what extent has your organization formalized its 

information systems strategy? How would you describe this 

strategy and your technology plan? (IS strategy) 

7. To what extent do past experience, stored knowledge and 

1. What is your current role within the organization? How 

long have you been in this position? (Respondent 

background information) 

2. Could you please briefly describe your organization and 

industry? 

3. Could you please describe the information systems and 

technology that are used in your organization? That you 

use? (General IS/IT question) 

4. To what extent does your IT infrastructure matter when you 

need to assess strategic business opportunities or threats?  

(IT infrastructure flexibility) 

5. How would you describe the ability of your organization to 

gather, transfer, and use information and knowledge?  What 

role do information systems play in this context?   (IM/KM 

capability) 

6. How would you describe your organization’s culture?  

Experimental/Risk averse?  In other ways? (Culture) 

7. How would you describe your business environment in 

terms of a) its predictability, b) the rapidity at which it 

changes? (Industry; Environmental dynamism) 

8. To what extent has your organization formalized its 

business strategy? How would you describe this strategy? 

(Business strategy) 

9. To what extent do past experience, stored knowledge and 

information help you when you are faced with urgent 
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Function/ 

Position 
Technology General management or other functions 

information help you when you are faced with urgent 

decisions to make? What role do information systems play in 

this context? (Memory) 

8. How would you describe the ability of your organization to 

gather, transfer, and use information and knowledge?  To 

what extent do you use information systems to gather and 

analyse data, information and knowledge?  (IM/KM 

capability) 

9. How would you describe your organization’s culture?  

Experimental/Risk averse?  In other ways? (Culture) 

10. How would you describe your business environment in terms 

of a) its predictability, b) the rapidity at which it changes? 

(Industry; Environmental dynamism) 

11. Do you wish to make any other comments about your 

environment, strategy, IT, decision-making and/or business 

performance? 

decisions to make? If any, could you describe the types of 

routines and processes that exist within your organization? 

What role do information systems play in this context? 

(Memory) 

10. Do you wish to make any other comments about your 

environment, strategy, IT, decision-making and/or business 

performance? 

 

Optional 

questions (if 

time permits) 

1. Could you please briefly describe your organization’s history? Its size? Its level of maturity? (Organizational maturity; Size) 

2. How well do you coordinate work within the management team? (to get at the potential team effect on improvisation) 
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Chapter 4- Appendix B: Coding Structure 
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Chapter 4 - Appendix C: Case Study Protocol 

(Based on Yin (2009)) 

1. Overview of the Case Study Project   
This case study project was developed as the first study of my dissertation and is funded by my 

supervisor, Dr. Yolande Chan.  Exhibit 1 – Project summary provides a brief summary of the 

study’s objectives that will be emailed to eligible organizations that are interested in learning 

more about the project.  

1.1. Case Study Questions and Propositions  

The research questions for the whole research project are the following: 

1) To what extent do IS and technology enable effective strategic improvisation?  

2) How do organizational, information and knowledge factors influence strategic improvisation? 

3) What are the specific effects of strategic improvisation on organizational outcomes?  

 

The propositions derived from the research questions are listed below:  

Proposition 1a: Top managers will conduct more strategic improvisation in organizations with 

complementary procedural and declarative IT-enabled organizational memories. 

Proposition 1b: Top managers will conduct more strategic improvisation in organizations with 

high information and knowledge management capability.  

Proposition 1c: Top managers will conduct more strategic improvisation in organizations with 

high IT infrastructure flexibility.  

Proposition 2a: An experimental culture will moderate the relationship between information and 

knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation, such that a more experimental culture will 

increase the effect of information and knowledge capabilities on strategic improvisation, and a 

less experimental culture will lower the effect of information and knowledge capabilities on 

strategic improvisation. 

Proposition 2b: Business strategies will moderate the relationship between information and 

knowledge capabilities and strategic improvisation, such that flexible strategies will increase the 

effect of information and knowledge factors on strategic improvisation, and more rigid strategies 

will lower the effect of information and knowledge capabilities on strategic improvisation. 

Proposition 2c: IS/IT strategy will moderate the relationship between information and knowledge 

capabilities and strategic improvisation, such that innovative or ambidextrous IS/IT strategies will 

increase the effect of information and knowledge capabilities on strategic improvisation, and 

conservative IS/IT strategies will lower the effect of information and knowledge factors on 

strategic improvisation. 

Proposition 3a: Strategic improvisation will enhance process flexibility. 

Proposition 3b: Strategic improvisation will enhance product/service flexibility 

Proposition 3c: Strategic improvisation will enhance organizational learning. 

Proposition 4: Organizational learning will influence future information and knowledge 

capabilities through a feedback loop.   

Proposition 5: Environmental dynamism will moderate the impact strategic improvisation on 

operational capabilities, such that the effects of strategic improvisation on operational capabilities 

will be stronger in highly dynamic environments than in less dynamic environments.  

 

The main objectives of this case study research are to further refine the proposed model’s 

constructs and relationships.   
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1.2 Research Model  

The research model and related definitions used for this research is presented in Exhibit 2 

– Research Model and Definitions.  

2. Data Collection Procedures  

2.1 Site Eligibility  

The selection of case sites is based on a number of criteria, summarized in Table 1 below.  

Table 1: Case Selection 

Criteria Industries Organizations Informants 

Selection Rapidly changing  

Innovation-driven 

Market and technology 

unpredictability  

Canadian organizations 

50-500 employees 

 In activity for a minimum of 

5 years 

Range of environmental 

dynamism 

A mix of participants who:  

Have technological 

knowledge  

Are key decision-makers 

and/or 

Are involved directly or 

indirectly with 

organizational/unit strategies 

Who/What Consulting 

Software 

To be determined Top managers 

Target 

Number 

2 industries 2 organizations per industry 3-4 per organization 

 

The identification of case sites will be done primarily through the use of personal and 

professional contacts. The recruitment email that will be used to introduce the study to 

organization is provided in Exhibit 3 – Recruitment Email.  

To confirm that the selected organization fit with the above requirements, I will have 

preliminary discussions with main contacts in each organization. I will also seek confirmation 

that all or most of the management team is willing to be interviewed. This first exchange will also 

give the organization an opportunity to ask questions about the study. Exhibit 1 – Project 

summary will also be used to provide the organizations with a brief overview of the study and to 

highlight the next step (i.e., organization’s approval of the study).  

2.2 Data Collection Plan 

Once a case site has been secured, the interviews will be either conducted in person on 

site or by phone. To minimize the number of trips to the case, I will plan to schedule a maximum 

number of interviews on the same day. Whenever possible, I may combine interviews for two 

different case sites on the same day. When a respondent is not available on a specific visit day, a 

phone interview will be scheduled at a more convenient time.  

Prior to the interviews, I will send the respondents an electronic letter of information and 

consent form. See Exhibit 4 – Letter of Information and Consent Form. I will also provide them 

with a list of sample interview question. Last, I will request that the interview take place in a 

private environment (e.g., a closed meeting room or office). To avoid any unnecessary travel 

expenses, I will send a reminder to participants the day before the scheduled interviews, to ensure 

that no last minute cancellation will occur.  
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When interviews are conducted on site, I will bring the following resources: my laptop, a 

digital recorder, a notebook and pencil, as well as additional printed letter of information and 

consent forms.  

2.3 Case Site Visit  

Prior to the case site visit, I will review available information on the organization’s 

website. I will also review travel details and the visit agenda. On the visit agenda, I will include a 

short biography of each interviewee, if available, so I can review it immediately prior to the 

interview. I will also prepare the interview protocol and personalize it to the organization and to 

the respondents. As needed, I will modify some interview questions to ensure that all aspects of 

the study are covered at least once.  

During the case site visit and whenever possible, I will request a tour of the organization 

to observe the office layout and overall environment. At the beginning of each interview, I will 

remind the participants of the overall purpose of the study and provide them with an overview of 

the whole interview. I will also remind them of the letter of information and consent form and 

check that the consent form has been signed. I will ask whether they have any questions about the 

letter of information or the study in general.  

During the interview, I will use a digital recorder to record the conversation. To account 

for the unlikely event that the recorder fails to function properly, I will also use my laptop to take 

notes.   

If the interviewee is uncomfortable with a question, I will ask the respondent what part of 

the question is uncomfortable. Following the response, I will provide an alternative to alleviate 

discomfort, without compromising the study’s objective. If the respondent is still uncomfortable 

answering the question, I will move on to another question. If it is still clear that the respondent is 

not willing to provide information that is critical to the study, I will thank the participant and end 

the interview.  At the end of the interview, I will ask the respondent whether he/she agreed to be 

contacted should I have any additional question.  

Immediately following site visit, I will take field notes that include my impressions about 

the case site visit. These field notes may describe the office environment, the overall atmosphere 

or any other aspect that I think is important to gain a better understanding of the organization.  

After the case site visit, the interview recordings will be transcribed. I will transcribe 

some of the recordings and will also enlist the help of a professional transcriber. The transcriber 

will sign a non-disclosure agreement. Once I receive the transcripts back from the transcriber, I 

will review the transcripts in depth before sending them to the respondent. The respondent will be 

given the opportunity to review the transcript for a period of two weeks. If I do not hear back 

from the respondent after two weeks, I will assume that the respondent is fine with the transcript.  

Additionally, after writing the case study report, I will send the quotes that are used in the 

report to the respondent. The respondent will be asked to approve their use, even if they already 

gave their consent to be quoted on the consent form.  

All documents pertaining to a case site will be electronically filed. Documents gathered 

during the case site visit that are hard copy will be scanned and filed electronically as well. 

Consent forms will be kept separately from interview transcripts and records.  

3. Outline of Case Study Report  

Although the full layout of the case study report will be refined following data collection, 

a brief overview of the report structure is provided here.  

First, following systematic coding and analysis of all transcripts for each organization, I 

will write a case report for each organization. This section will constitute the within case analysis. 
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In the within case analysis, all codes will be analyzed based on the research model. Specifically, I 

will use evaluation criteria derived from the literature to assess the presence of a phenomenon 

(e.g., IT infrastructure flexibility) within the organization. All constructs on the research model 

presented in Exhibit 2 – Research Model and Definitions will be assessed similarly. In the cross 

case analysis, I will compare results for each constructs across the different cases. I will also 

review the research model and propositions based on the case results. The preliminary outline is 

presented in Exhibit 5 – Case Analysis Report Structure. 

4. Case Study Questions  

The interview protocol is presented in Exhibit 6 – Interview Protocol. 
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5. Exhibits 

 Exhibit 1 – Project summary 

Strategic Improvisation and the Role of Information Systems” Study 

Nadège Levallet (Queen’s University) 

Project 

description 

The project seeks to understand how organizations are able to make strategic decisions 

based on some unexpected events originating in the environment (e.g., business 

opportunities, competitive threats). These events force the management team to revisit and 

potentially deviate from the organization’s strategic plan or goals. To address these 

opportunities/threats, the organization may need to develop some new capabilities or 

tweak existing ones.  

 

While part of the project focuses on the role that information systems and technology 

plays (e.g., to identify these events in the first place or to help with the decision-making), 

other factors are considered as well (e.g., organization culture, strategy, teamwork). 

Finally, the potential effects of these decisions on the way the organization functions are 

examined (e.g., process improvements, learning, etc.). 

 

This project takes a broad approach to the problem because there is potentially more value 

to be gained by participating organizations than with a sole focus on information systems. 

The objective is to determine how companies can develop this ability to efficiently address 

unexpected events and to provide them with a set of recommendations or a priority list of 

what they should focus on to improve on that capability.  

Fit with [the 

organization] 

[The organization] is operating in an extremely volatile and dynamic environment and is 

likely to have to make fast strategic decisions to seize business opportunities. Executive 

team members should be in a position to identify examples of specific unexpected events. 

As can be seen from the sample questions below, it constitutes an important component of 

the research.  

 

[The organization] has been in activity for XX years and currently employees XXX 

people. Based on current information on the organization’s maturity and capabilities, is a 

good fit with the project.  

Benefits to 

[the 

organization] 

[The organization] will receive a detailed report of the project’s findings. This report will 

also provide a set of recommendations on how to develop or enhance the ability to 

strategically improvise or to establish systems or structures that will enable staff to 

improvise.  For example, recommendations may be provided regarding existing 

technology infrastructure, decision-making or information management processes. 

Methodology 45-60 min interviews with all or most members of the executive team.  

All information is kept confidential and anonymous (see separate Letter of Information). 

[The organization] would be used as a pilot case for the main project. 

Timeline  Ideally, interviews should be completed before [date]. 

Next steps [The organization] to approve the study  

[The organization] to provide potential participants’ names and contact information 

Researcher to provide potential participants with study details and schedule interviews 

with participants  
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 Exhibit 2 – Research Model and Definitions 

 

Construct Definition Source(s) 

Strategic 

improvisation 

Top managers’ ability to spontaneously and 

creatively integrate, build, and reconfigure 

internal and external resources and capabilities to 

address unpredictable and rapidly changing 

strategic opportunities and threats. 

New, based on 

Pavlou & El Sawy 

(2010); Teece et al. 

(1997) 

Information/Knowledge factors  

Organizational 

memory 

The information and knowledge retained by an 

organization, including factual information, 

routines and procedures, which can be used to 

make current decisions. 

Miner et al. (2001); 

Moorman & Miner, 

(1998a); Walsh & 

Ungson (1991) 

IM/KM 

capability 

The ability to provide accurate, timely, reliable 

and secure information and knowledge to 

facilitate business decisions. 

Mithas, Ramasubbu, 

& Sambamurthy 

(2011) 

IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

“The ability of a firm’s IT infrastructure to 

enable quick development and support of various 

system components”, in terms of hardware 

compatibility, software modularity and network 

connectivity.  

Kim, Shin, Kim, & 

Lee (2011; p.496) 

Organizational context moderators  
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Business 

strategy 

flexibility 

The degree of adaptability of a business strategy 

to environmental changes, including strategic 

objectives and activities. 

Eisenhardt & Sull, 

(2001); Mintzberg, 

(1987); Sull & 

Eisenhardt (2012) 

IS/IT strategy 

An “organizational perspective on the investment 

in, deployment, use and management of 

information systems.” 

Chen, Mocker, 

Martin, Preston, & 

Teubner (2010;  
p. 235) 

Experimental 

culture 

The assumptions within the organization 

promoting action rather than reflection and 

allowing for experimentation, developed over 

time, that are shared with new organizational 

members. 

Crossan et al. (2005); 

Cunha et al. (1999); 

Schein (1984) 

Environmental 

dynamism 

The degree of instability within the environment, 

in terms of patterns of opportunities and threats 

and the speed or rate of opportunity or threat 

emergence. 

Davis et al. (2009) 

Internal organizational outcomes  

Process 

flexibility 

The ability to quickly react operationally to 

environmental demands. 
Holweg & Pil (2001) 

Product/service 

flexibility 

The degree to which a product or service meets 

environmental demands, which is characterized 

by the ease by which products/services are 

modified and the extent of product/service 

change. 

Holweg & Pil 

(2001); Malhotra & 

Mackelprang (2012)  

Organizational 

learning 

The ability of an organization to finds new ways 

to “view” or “do” something, which results in a 

shift in assumptions, ideas or action patterns. 

Miner et al. (2001) 
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 Exhibit 3 – Recruitment Email 

Recruitment e-mail for the “Strategic Improvisation and the Role of Information Systems” 

Study 

 

Subject Line: Invitation to Participate in “Strategic Improvisation and the Role of Information 

Systems” Study 

 

Dear Mr./Mrs./Ms. XXX: 

 

Are you interested in learning more about how information systems may facilitate rapid and 

efficient strategic decisions in Canadian organizations? This research project might help.  In this 

study on strategic improvisation and the role of information systems conducted at Queen’s 

University, we are investigating the links among technology capabilities and strategic decision 

making and implementation. Specifically, we are exploring how top managers leverage their 

information systems to rapidly address strategic opportunities and threats in dynamic industries.   

 

The study involves interviewing top managers with control over the strategy of their unit or 

organization, who have a technological expertise and/or a general business expertise.  Individuals 

will be asked to participate in an interview concerning their unit or organization’s strategy, their 

business processes, examples of strategic decision-making and implementation, and technology 

capabilities. Interviews are expected to take between 45 and 60 minutes.  

 

Should you agree to participate, we will provide your organization with an executive report of our 

findings. All participants will also receive a two-page summary report.  

 

If you are interested in participating, please read the attached letter of information and complete 

the attached consent form. If you would like to discuss this project, please contact Nadège 

Levallet nlevallet@business.queensu.ca or Dr. Yolande Chan at ychan@queensu.ca. 

 

We may send you a reminder in about two weeks if we have not received your response.  Thank 

you. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Nadège Levallet      Dr. Yolande Chan    

Ph.D. Candidate, Management Information Systems  Professor, Queen’s School of Business  

Queen’s School of Business    Queen’s University    

Queen’s University     ychan@queensu.ca     

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca    (613) 533-2364 

 

 Exhibit 4 – Letter of Information and Consent Form 

Letter of Information for the “Strategic Improvisation and the Role of Information 

Systems” Study 

 

Thank you for your interest in participating in this study on strategic improvisation and the role of 

information systems. This research is being conducted by Nadège Levallet, a doctoral student at 

mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
mailto:ychan@queensu.ca
mailto:ychan@queensu.ca
mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
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the School of Business at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, under the supervision of Dr. 

Yolande Chan, a professor at the School of Business at Queen’s University.  

 

This research focuses on the role that information systems may play to facilitate rapid and 

efficient strategic decisions in Canadian organizations. We are investigating the links among 

technology capabilities and strategic decision making and implementation. To do so, we are 

interviewing top managers who influence the strategy of their unit or organization, using either 

technological expertise or general management expertise.  

 

You are being invited to participate in an interview, in which you will be asked a series of open-

ended questions regarding information systems and strategic decision-making and 

implementation in your organization/unit. We will ask you questions such as “Could you please 

describe the information systems and technology that are used in your organization? That you 

use?” and “Please think back to a recent time when you had to rapidly assess a strategic 

opportunity or a threat and act upon it. Could you describe how senior management responded to 

this strategy opportunity/threat?  How were decisions implemented?”.  We will take written notes 

and audiotape the interview, with your permission.  The interview is expected to last 

approximately 45 to 60 minutes.  

 

While there are no known physical, psychological,  or social risks associated with this study, 

there is a risk that your colleagues might deduce from your comments who you are, and that the 

colleagues who may have referred you might be able to better guess your identity. A number of 

steps will be taken to mitigate this risk and protect your identity and privacy. First, colleagues 

who may have referred you will not be copied on any email correspondence with you and will not 

be informed of your participation. Second, and for a limited period of 2 weeks following 

completion of the transcription, you will have an opportunity to review and alter the transcript of 

your interview if it was recorded. Any information that you are not comfortable with will be 

removed. Third, your organization will only receive an executive report describing the general 

findings related to your organization, and you will receive a short high-level 2-page research 

summary.  

 

You should feel no obligation to participate.  Participation is completely voluntary. You should 

not feel obliged to answer any questions that you find objectionable or that you would simply 

prefer not to answer. Nobody at the organization will be informed as to whether or not you decide 

to participate in this study. In addition, other individuals, as well as other organizations, will not 

know for sure whether you have participated or not.  

 

No personal information will be associated with your responses. Your identity will be known 

only to the researchers listed below during the interview. Further, you can withdraw any or all 

information that you have provided during the interview or once it is complete. While we cannot 

withdraw data after the study’s findings have been published, we will send you the interview 

transcript as soon as it is available. You will have the opportunity to review the interview 

transcript for 2 weeks and make any changes or corrections you see fit. 

 

The confidentiality of the information you provide will be protected by concealing your 

organization’s name, your name, and any detailed information that is proprietary to your 

organization for general publication purposes. The audio records and transcripts from this 

interview will be kept in locked file drawers and password-protected computers in locked 
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Queen’s University offices. Only the main researchers and a graduate student will have access to 

the interview records and transcripts.  

 

The summarized findings from this research may be published in the form of journal articles or 

conference proceedings at a later stage and thus, available to the general public and other 

researchers. Your data will be aggregated with other organizations’ data. If quotes are included in 

research publications, pseudonyms for individuals and organizations will be used. All files and 

data will be destroyed five years after publication of the research findings. 

 

To thank you for your participation, we will provide your organization with an executive report of 

our findings. All participants will also receive a two-page summary report.  

 

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian 

ethics guidelines and Queen’s policies. If you would like further information about the study or a 

summarized copy of our results, please contact Nadège Levallet at 

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca. If you have additional questions or concerns about the research 

ethics of this study, please contact the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s at 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca, 613-533-6081. 

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

 

Nadège Levallet      Dr. Yolande Chan    

Ph.D. Candidate, Management Information Systems  Professor, Queen’s School of Business  

Queen’s School of Business    Queen’s University    

Queen’s University     ychan@queensu.ca     

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca    (613) 533-2364 

 

 

 

Letter of Consent for the “Strategic Improvisation and the Role of Information Systems” 

Study 

 

I understand that I am being asked to participate in the research project entitled “Strategic 

Improvisation and the Role of Information Systems”. 

 

I have read and retained a copy of the Letter of Information and have had any questions answered 

to my satisfaction. 

 

I understand that my participation in this research project is voluntary. 

 

I understand that my participation will take the form of a personal interview, which will be 

recorded using an audio-recorder if I give permission below for audiotaping. 

 

I understand that the purpose of this study is to examine the role that information systems may 

play in facilitating fast strategic decision making and implementation by Canadian organizations. 

I understand that the results of this study will be published in summarized form. 

mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
mailto:ychan@queensu.ca
mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
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I am assured that the researchers shall protect the confidentiality of my identity by not using my 

name, my organization’s name, or any other identifying information in general publications and 

by keeping the data in locked file drawers and password-protected computers. 

 

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time during the interview or after the 

interview is completed, without consequences. However, data cannot be withdrawn after the 

study findings are published. 

 

I understand that I can contact Nadège Levallet at nlevallet@business.queensu.ca or Dr. Yolande 

Chan at ychan@business.queensu.ca with questions about the study.  I understand that for 

questions, concerns or complaints about the research ethics of this study, I can contact the Chair 

of the General Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca, 613-533-6081. 

 

Also, by initialing these statements: 

 

____  I am granting permission for the researcher to use an audio recorder. 

 

____  I am granting permission for the researcher to quote me anonymously in publications. 

 

 

Name:  (please print) 

 

 

Signature:       Date:  

 

  

  

mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
mailto:ychan@business.queensu.ca
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 Exhibit 5 – Case Analysis Report Structure  

1. Within case analysis  

 Organizational overview 

 Organizational context 

o Experimental culture 

o Business strategy flexibility 

o IS/IT strategy 

 Information/Knowledge factors 

o Organizational memory 

o IT infrastructure flexibility 

o Information/Knowledge management capability 

 Strategic improvisation 

 Environmental dynamism 

 Internal organizational outcomes  

o Process flexibility 

o Product/service flexibility 

o Organizational learning 

2. Cross case analysis  

 Comparison of each code across organizations  

 Review of model 

 Review of propositions  
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 Exhibit 6 – Interview Protocol 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – STRATEGIC IMPROVISATION  

Interview questions (45-60 minutes) 

[name, position, time] 

 

- Check that consent has been filled out  
- Reminder about the length of interview and number of questions  

- Stop interview after 40 min and review questions  

 

This research focuses on the role that information systems, and other organizational 

resources may play to facilitate rapid and efficient strategic decisions at [organization] and in 

other Canadian organizations.  

 

We are investigating the links among technology capabilities and strategic decision 

making and implementation.  

There are four components to the interview 

- General background information about you and [organization] 

- A few general questions about your Information Systems   

- Some questions on your strategic decision making process when faced with 

unexpected events/opportunities 

- A few general questions to close  
 

1) What is your current role within the organization? How long have you been in this 

position? (Respondent background information) 

2) Could you please briefly describe your organization and industry? Could you please 

briefly describe your organization’s history? Its size? Its level of maturity? 

(Organizational maturity; Size)  

3) How would you describe your business environment in terms of a) its predictability, b) 

the rapidity at which it changes? (Industry; Environmental dynamism) 

4) Could you please describe the information systems and technology that are used in your 

organization? That you use? (General IS/IT question) 

5) To what extent does your IT infrastructure matter when you need to assess strategic 

business opportunities or threats?  (IT infrastructure flexibility)  

 

For the next few questions, please think back to a recent time when you had to rapidly 

assess a strategic opportunity or a threat and act upon it. (Note: if more than 1 strategic 

opportunity/threat is referred to, ask respondent to describe) 

6) Could you please describe what strategic opportunity/threat it was and whether it applied 

to your unit/organization? Could you describe how senior management responded to this 

strategy opportunity/threat? Who was involved in the decision-making? How were 

decisions implemented? (Strategic improvisation)  

7) What were the impacts of your decision on the organization in terms of process changes? 

(Process flexibility; Product/service flexibility)  

8) What was your role? In your view, were your actions effective? (Strategic improvisation) 

9) To what extent do you think your actions have influenced or will influence your future 

decisions or actions of others in the organization/unit? (Feedback loop/Learning) 
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Going back to more general questions:  

10) To what extent has your organization formalized its business strategy? How would you 

describe this strategy? (Business strategy)  

11) To what extent has your organization formalized its information systems strategy? How 

would you describe this strategy and your technology plan? (IS strategy)  

12) How would you describe the ability of your organization to gather, transfer, and use 

information and knowledge?  What role do information systems play in this context?   

(IM/KM capability)  

13) To what extent do past experience, stored knowledge and information help you when you 

are faced with urgent decisions to make? If any, could you describe the types of routines 

and processes that exist within your organization? What role do information systems play 

in this context? (Memory) 

14) How would you describe your organization’s culture?  Experimental/Risk averse?  In 

other ways? (Culture) 

15) Do you wish to make any other comments about your environment, strategy, IT, 

decision-making and/or business performance? 

 

OPTIONAL QUESTIONS  

16) How well do you coordinate work within the management team? (to get at the potential 

team effect on improvisation 
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Chapter 4 - Appendix D: Coder Training Material  

Training session minutes 

April 7, 2014 

10am-12pm (Skype call) 

 

 

Attendees: Coder #1, Coder #2, Nadège Levallet 

 

Summary of discussion:  

- We started by reviewing the coding table. Nadège reviewed the definitions and 

explanations for each construct and answered questions related to the table. 

- We then reviewed 2 sections of the transcript: lines 29 to 63 (paragraphs 13-22 in 

MAXQDA) and lines 261 to 321 (paragraphs 94-104 in MAXQDA). The codes are 

presented in a separate document.  

- Overall, Coder #1 and Coder #2 seem to have a good level of agreement. We discussed 

some areas that were confusing, including the following:  

o When to code business strategy flexibility and process or product/service 

flexibility? We agreed that business strategy flexibility is at a higher level of 

abstraction and respondents would use more general terms (e.g., not referring to a 

specific client). In contrast, process and product/service flexibility are operational 

capabilities that are close to day-to-day operations (e.g., they may refer to the 

improvement of a specific product)  

o When to code process flexibility, product/service flexibility and strategic 

improvisation?  We agreed that process flexibility and product/service flexibility 

can be (but do not necessarily have to be) outcomes of strategic improvisation 

instances but are separate from the instance. For instance, a new product may be 

developed during the improvisation, which would not qualify as product 

flexibility. If that new product is sold to a new customer (different from the 

improvisation), then this would qualify as product/service flexibility.  

o When to code organizational learning? Organization learning should be used as a 

code when the section cannot be coded a process or product/service flexibility, 

only if it clearly refers to learning. Examples of types of learning are provided in 

the coding table.  

o When to code culture?  Experimental culture is internal to an organization.  

o When to code environmental dynamism?  To code environmental dynamism, 

there should be a clear reference to the industry  and clear reference to turbulence 

and/or change. 

- For each area of disagreement, we explained our choices and reached a consensus on the 

best code to use. The coding table below was updated to reflect these discussions.  

 

 

Action items: 

o Nadège: provide instructions for MAXQDA – see at end of minutes below. 

o Nadège:  send the interview protocol to Coder #1 and Coder #2 – see separate 

document. 



 

329 

 

o Coder #1 and Coder #2: download MAXQDA. Please make sure to follow 

instructions to rename your transcripts.   

o Coder #1 and Coder #2: code the following sections of [interviewee] transcript 

(MAXQDA paragraphs): 62-202; 321-407. Please send Nadège your MAXQDA 

file by Monday night (April 14, 2014). Make sure to include comments (to 

further justify your choice, e.g., IT enabled IM capability) and memos (if you 

have questions or are unsure how to code the section).    

 

Next training session: April 15, 9-11am (Skype).  We will review your coding and 

discuss differences.   

  

Coding instructions:  

 

We will be using MAXQDA for the coding and to calculate the intercoder agreement.  

Please download the free trial on MAXQDA.com.  The free trial version is valid for 30 days.  

 

We will proceed as follows: 

- First training session: we will review the codes below and start coding an example 

transcript. 

- After the training session, you will code all or part of the example transcript (exact length 

to be determined following the training). You will email me your codes prior to the 

second training session. 

- Second training session: we will review your codes and discuss differences together. 

Depending on how this goes, we may need a third training session or we may be able to 

start the coding of the first transcript.   

- Once you send me your first coded transcript, I will review it and calculate the intercoder 

agreement using MAXQDA. 

- If no further meeting/clarification is needed after I code the first transcript, you will code 

the second transcript and send it to me. I will use it to calculate the intercoder agreement 

using MAXQDA.  

 

Your focus is on identifying the main constructs of my model. You do not have to code 

information related to the organization or its industry (e.g., company background, information 

systems, organizational structure, competitors). 

 

All codes are described below in details. We will review them during the training session 

and add exemplar quotes as we work through a sample transcript together.  

 

Please code to the sentence level or paragraph level as you see fit. That means that within 

a paragraph, you may have multiple codes. You may also have some overlapping codes, but 

please try to keep these to a minimum.  Try to pick the code that seems to better summarize the 

section. If a sentence clearly speaks of 2 distinct codes, then include them both.  

 

Please do not create any new code. If you feel a new code is needed or if you have any 

questions, please make note of them.   

 

Coding table: 

General note: keep in mind that coding a lack of something is as important as coding the 

presence of something.  
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Level of 

coding 

complexity 

Construct Definition/Description 

Medium Organizational 

memory 

Definition: The information and knowledge retained by an organization, including factual information, 

routines and procedures, that can be used to make current decisions. 

 

Note:  

This is STORED information and knowledge. 

 

Examples: 

The organization shows evidence of stored procedural information and knowledge, such as stored skills, 

routines, expertise, that can be reused for business decisions.  

The organization possesses standard procedures that are used to evaluate the current business environment 

(e.g., market, customers, competitors). 

The organization uses past experience to deal with current business opportunities and threats. 

The organization shows evidence of stored declarative information and knowledge, such as facts, key 

performance indicators.  

The organization can easily make use of stored knowledge and information on its business environment 

(e.g., market, customers, competitors) to assess current business opportunities and threats. 

Medium IM/KM capability Definition: The ability to provide accurate, timely, reliable and secure information and knowledge to 

facilitate business decisions.  

 

Note:  

Includes tacit and explicit knowledge and information.  

IM capability can be IT-enabled or not.  

This is about the capability to manage information/knowledge, not about the information/knowledge itself 

 

Examples:  

The organization has ways to ensure that collected information is “good”: accurate, timely, reliable and 

secure information  

The organization has developed procedures to collect and share information and knowledge. 
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The organization gathers information and knowledge from outside sources. 

The organization collects and shares good work practices, lessons learned.  

Knowledgeable persons are easy to find and share information and knowledge.  

Training courses are made available to employees.  

Medium IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

Definition: The ability of a firm’s IT infrastructure to enable quick development and support of various 

system components, in terms of hardware compatibility, software modularity and network connectivity. 

 

Note:  

May need to identify IT infrastructure and comment on level of flexibility.  

This is about the infrastructure, which may mean that a flexible IT infrastructure may lead of an IT-enable 

IM/KM capability.  

 

Includes:  

Scalability: the organization’s information systems and technology can handle future systems’ growth or 

contraction requirements. 

Adaptability and compatibility: the organization’s information systems and technology have the ability to 

support changing IT needs and multiple systems can be easily connected. 

Modularity: the organization’s information systems and technology are “plug and play” and components 

can be easily added, removed or modified. 

 

Examples 

It is easy for employees to access platforms and applications. 

When needed, the organization uses middleware to integrate key enterprise applications. 

Systems developments reuse software modules whenever possible. 

Legacy systems do not hamper the development of new IT applications. 

Functionality can be quickly added to current IT applications. 

The organization has the most available IT systems and connectivity, compared to rivals within their 

industry. 

Systems are sufficiently flexible to incorporate electronic links to external parties.  

Remote users can seamlessly access software applications. 

Medium IS/IT strategy  Definition: An organizational perspective on the investment in, deployment, use and management of 

information systems and technology.  
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Note: 

This definition goes beyond the plan or pattern of action and focuses on the perspective of IS, the view of 

IS within the organization 

Not just the actual strategy but also the overall attitude toward IS (e.g., IS as enabler, IS to keep lights on, 

IS early adopter, IS conservative in its approach) 

 

Includes (Chen et al., 2010, MISQ) – these are examples of IS/IT strategy (you don’t need to code at this 

level) 

Innovative IS/IT strategy: 

The organization innovates through IS and is constantly looking to invest in next technologies.  

IS leaders are encouraged to try new technology and integrate then within the organization or the 

products/services offerings.  

IS leaders are constantly scanning the IT environment for IT innovations.  

The integration of new technologies may not always succeed or result in improved organizational 

performance, which is expected and accepted.  

The organization recognizes the important of IS/IT and qualifies it of strategic partner or business enabler.  

Strategic planning tends to occur in a bottom-up fashion. 

 

Conservative IS/IT strategy: 

The organization tends to acquire proven IT solutions, based on careful scanning and assessment by IT 

leaders.  

IS leaders seek to improve existing systems before acquiring new ones.  

Strategic planning tends to happen more from the top-down. 

The organization recognizes the important of IS/IT and qualifies it of competent partner. 

 

Undefined IS/IT strategy:  

The organization does not have a clear approach for the management of IS/IT.  

It is hard to identify an IS strategy within the organization. Rather, the IS strategy seems to be more of an 

afterthought to the business strategy.  

The organization does not necessarily recognize an important role to IS/IT. Rather, IS/IT may be 

considered as a service provided which “keeps the lights on”. 
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Medium-high Business strategy 

flexibility 

Definition: The degree of adaptability of a business strategy to environmental changes, including strategic 

objectives and activities. 

 

Note:  

May need to identify business strategy and comment on level of flexibility using the following examples 

as indicators of flexibility.  

This is coded at a higher level of abstraction than other codes (e.g., generic terms, referring to clients, not a 

specific client). This code is part of the “organizational context”.   

 

Examples: 

The organization uses a limited number of key strategic processes that are aimed at obtaining a temporary 

competitive advantage. An example of key processes is strategic acquisitions, or seeking to expand 

presence with existing clients. 

Processes are fairly simple and it is easy for an organization to modify them or deviate from them as 

needed  

Strategic processes are relatively independent from each other. 

Some simple rules, or guiding principles, are developed to set restrictions and boundaries on the above key 

strategic processes.  

Simple rules seek to control the activities, roles and responsibilities and goals of the strategic processes.  

Examples of simple rules include boundary rules that determine the type of opportunities worth pursuing, 

priority rules to order these opportunities, process rules to act on opportunities and timing rules to 

determine in which order to proceed. 

Medium Experimental 

culture 

Definition: The assumptions within the organization promoting action rather than reflection and allowing 

for experimentation, developed over time, that are shared with new organizational members. 

 

(Organizational culture definition: Pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be considered 

valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation 

to those problems” (Schein, 2010, p.18).) 

 

Note:  

May need to code organizational culture and evaluate level of experimentalism using the examples below.  



 

334 

 

Refers to internal culture.  

 

Examples:  

Freedom to experiment: Employees feel supported when they want to try new things. The organization can 

be supportive in different ways, for instance with resources, time, an open-door environment, etc.  No 

significant roadblock prevents employees from experimenting and they are allowed to deviate from plans. 

Learn from failures: Employees are encouraged to learn from their mistakes. Employees who make 

mistakes that are made in a competent manner are not penalized. Efforts are made to share knowledge 

gained from this mistake. 

Take calculated risks: Employees are not penalized but rather are encouraged to take risks when trying 

new things. The organization itself understands that with greater risks come greater potential rewards and 

encourages such entrepreneurial approach with its employees. 

High  Strategic 

improvisation  

Definition: The ability to spontaneously and creatively integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and 

external resources and capabilities to address unpredictable and rapidly changing strategic opportunities 

and threats. 

 

Note:  

This is a dynamic capability (DC). Goals of a DC are to:  

- Change product/production processes/markets  

- Change operational capabilities, which are ability to execute day-to-day activities  (In Pavlou and El 

Sawy, 2011) 

It may be necessary to identify strategic improvisation instances (including improvisation actions, 

outcomes, improvisation processes, etc.) and comment on the coded sections that show evidence of a 

strategic improvisation dynamic capability using the examples below.  

An improvisation instance is an overall instance where an external event (trigger) leads to improvisation 

actions, using a knowledge base. To succeed, the organization may know the broad goal but not 

necessarily how to get there. The organization may need to alter some processes or completely redo 

processes to get there.  

Knowledge base: common knowledge base that is needed to be able to improvise (e.g., know music basics 

before improvising in jazz) 

Improvisational actions: what is done during the instance of improvisation, decisions made, actions taken  

When coding Strategic improvisation, code at the paragraph level as much as possible.  
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Examples: 

To identify strategic improvisation as a dynamic capability (as opposed to just a strategic improvisation 

instance), there should be repetition of improvisational actions with valuable outcomes 

Looking for repetitiveness of improvisational actions with valuable outcomes on 

processes/products/learning. So it could be that you need to evaluate the outcomes (process 

flexibility/product-service flexibility and organizational learning to assess whether there is a dynamic 

capability of strategic improvisation) 

The improvisation pattern needs to be at an organizational level  

Low Environmental 

dynamism 

Definition: The degree of instability within the environment, in terms of patterns of opportunities and 

threats and the speed or rate of opportunity or threat emergence. 

 

Notes:  

Needs to be very specific to dynamism and turbulence.  

Otherwise, it is industry background or company background (which does not need to be coded) 

Make sure the dynamism refers to the industry/environment.  

 

Includes: 

Speed of change: In the organization’s environment, changes are happening fast in different areas, for 

instance:  market innovations, changes in the competitive landscape, customers’ preferences, technological 

changes. 

Unpredictability: It is difficult for the organization to forecast environmental changes, because the 

environment is turbulent. Environmental uncertainty results from constant market and/or technological 

changes.   

Medium-high Organizational 

learning  

Definition: The ability of an organization to find new ways to “view” or “do” something, which results in 

a shift in assumptions, ideas or action patterns. 

 

Notes:  

Learning is what you do with memory (stored K&I) and knowledge & information.  

This code is more general/not as specific than process or product flexibility. If a section cannot be coded 

as process or product/service flexibility, consider coding it as organizational learning if relevant. 

 

Examples:  
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Overall learning perspective: organization invests in learning, learning is key to improvement, encourages 

continuous learning. 

Types of learning include direct and indirect learning (Bingham & Davis, 2012 table 4, p.628):  

- Improvisational learning (Direct): direct result of improvisation. Little emphasis on creation of new 

knowledge. Learning happens on the go 

- Experimental learning (Direct): controlled environment. New knowledge is the objective of this type of 

learning. Intentional manipulations of inputs and observation of outputs. 

- Trial and error learning (Direct):  Learning from past actions in the organization, which changes current 

actions. 

- Deviance error learning (Direct): Breaking away from a successful action pattern and learning from this 

deviation 

- Vicarious learning (Indirect): Learning from other firms actions through observation (e.g. replicate 

behavior of a competitor). 

- Learning from external advice (Indirect): Bringing in people (e.g., consultants), seeking specific advice 

from external parties. This is different from hiring a person to obtain a new competency  

Medium-high Process flexibility Definition: The ability of an organization to quickly react operationally to environmental demands. 

 

Note:  

Process flexibility should be clearly separated from the improvisation itself, i.e., some processes might be 

changed as an improvisation action but don’t affect processes long-term  

If there are changes in processes during the improvisation instance that are directly related to the 

improvisation, it should not be coded as process flexibility, but as improvisation.  

 

Examples:  

Easy to change processes to customize products and services, based on customer’s requests or other 

environmental changes  

Medium-high Product/service 

flexibility 

Definition: The degree to which a product or service can be tailored to meet environmental demands. 

e.g., customization of products based on customer demands, frequent incremental innovations. 

 

Note:  

If there are changes in products/services or new products/services during the improvisation instance that 

are directly related to the improvisation, it should not be coded as product/service flexibility, but as 
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improvisation.  

Product/service flexibility does not have be to an outcome of improvisation, but it can be.  

Product/service flexibility is clearly separated from the improvisation instance. For instance, a new 

product that was designed during improvisation is offered to another client (more long term)   

 

Examples:  

Modification of products/services or features to fit customer’s specifications  

Different modifications  

Modified products/services are very different from existing products.  
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MAXQDA tips  

Starting with MAXQDA:  

- Rename the file [name concealed] 

- Open MAXQDA and open the document [name concealed] 

- There are 3 windows on MAXQDA: document system, code system, and document 

browser (and retrieved segments but you don’t have to worry about that one) 

- In the code system, click  to create a new code. Use the list of codes in the 

table to create your codes.  

 Tip: Include all information on the code in the memo so you can easily refer 

to it. If you don’t do it when you create the code, you can do it by right 

clicking on the code later on.   

- You can assign colours to them if you want.  

 

Coding:  

- Double click on the document to open it. 

- When you identify a section you would like to code, select it in the document 

browser window, and drag a code to it. The code should appear on the left side of the 

document.   

 

Adding comments and memos: 

- If you would like to  add a comment to a coded section, you can double click on the 

code on the left side of the document browser.  

- If you would like to add a memo to a section, right click on that section and click on 

memo. 
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Training session minutes 

April 17, 2014 

1:30 – 3:00 pm (Skype call) 

 

 

Attendees: Coder #1, Coder #2, Nadège Levallet 

 

Summary of discussion:  

- We reviewed your codes and discussed differences (see separate spreadsheet) 

- Overall, there was little disagreement about the codes. The differences were more at the 

granularity level. We discussed and resolved this issue.  

- In some cases, some paragraphs (e.g., about IS/IT) were “forced” into a code (e.g., IM 

capability) because the coder felt they needed to code the paragraph but there was not good 

code. We agreed that it would be helpful for Coder #1 and Coder #2 to have access to all of 

the codes that Nadège used to code the transcripts. Even though the focus will remain on the 

codes listed in the table below, other codes may be used as well if needed (e.g., company 

background, IS-IT).  

- We agreed that there is no need for a third training session and that the coders can proceed 

with the first full transcript coding.  

- Nadège also updated the description for product/service flexibility, process flexibility and 

organizational learning in the coding table below (in red) 

- The assigned transcript will be sent separately [organization-interviewee] 
Action items: 

- Nadège: 

 add example quotes to some constructs (product flexibility, process flexibility, 

organizational learning, experimental culture, environmental dynamism) – see below   

 Send transcript to be coded – separate document  

 Send code files – separate document 

- Coder #1 and Coder #2: code the assigned transcript and send it back in a Mac format to 

Nadège by April 25 (see below for format instructions) 

 

Coding instructions:  

 

We will be using MAXQDA for the coding and to calculate the intercoder agreement.  

Please download the free trial on MAXQDA.com.  The free trial version is valid for 30 days.  

 

We will proceed as follows: 

- First training session: we will review the codes below and start coding an example 

transcript 

- After the training session, you will code all or part of the example transcript (exact length 

to be determined following the training). You will email me your codes prior to the 

second training session 

- Second training session: we will review your codes and discuss differences together. 

Depending on how this goes, we may need a third training session or we may be able to 

start the coding of the first transcript.   

- Once you send me your first coded transcript, I will review it and calculate the intercoder 

agreement using MAXQDA. 
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- If no further meeting/clarification is needed after I review the first transcript, you will 

code the second transcript and send it to me. I will use it to calculate the intercoder 

agreement using MAXQDA.  

 

Your focus is on identifying the main constructs of my model. You do not have to code 

information related to the organization or its industry (e.g., company background, information 

systems, organizational structure, competitors) 

 

All codes are described below in details. We will review them during the training session 

and add exemplar quotes as we work through a sample transcript together.  

 

Please code to the sentence level or paragraph level as you see fit. That means that within 

a paragraph, you may have multiple codes. You may also have some overlapping codes, but 

please try to keep these to a minimum.  Try to pick the code that seems to better summarize the 

section. If a sentence clearly speaks of 2 distinct codes, then include them both.  

 

Please do not create any new code. If you feel a new code is needed or if you have any 

questions, please make note of them.   
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Coding table: 

General note: keep in mind that coding a lack of something is as important as coding the presence of something.  

 

(changes from previous meeting are in red) 

Level of 

coding 

complexity 

Construct Definition/Description 

Medium Organizational 

memory 

Definition: The information and knowledge retained by an organization, including factual information, 

routines and procedures, that can be used to make current decisions. 

 

Note:  

This is STORED information and knowledge. 

Details about stored knowledge and information should be coded in Organizational memory. The 

management of information and knowledge should be coded as IM/KM capability. 

  

Examples: 

The organization shows evidence of stored procedural information and knowledge, such as stored skills, 

routines, expertise, that can be reused for business decisions.  

The organization possesses standard procedures that are used to evaluate the current business environment 

(e.g., market, customers, competitors). 

The organization uses past experience to deal with current business opportunities and threats. 

The organization shows evidence of stored declarative information and knowledge, such as facts, key 

performance indicators.  

The organization can easily make use of stored knowledge and information on its business environment 

(e.g., market, customers, competitors) to assess current business opportunities and threats. 

Medium IM/KM capability Definition: The ability to provide accurate, timely, reliable and secure information and knowledge to 

facilitate business decisions.  

 

Note:  

Includes tacit and explicit knowledge and information.  

IM capability can be IT-enabled or not.  

This is about the capability to manage information/knowledge, not about the information/knowledge itself. 

IM/KM capability is about the management of information and knowledge. Details about stored 
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knowledge and information should be coded in Organizational memory.  

 

Examples:  

The organization has ways to ensure that collected information is “good”: accurate, timely, reliable and 

secure information  

The organization has developed procedures to collect and share information and knowledge. 

The organization gathers information and knowledge from outside sources. 

The organization collects and shares good work practices, lessons learned.  

Knowledgeable persons are easy to find and share information and knowledge.  

Training courses are made available to employees.  

Medium IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

Definition: The ability of a firm’s IT infrastructure to enable quick development and support of various 

system components, in terms of hardware compatibility, software modularity and network connectivity. 

 

Note:  

May need to identify IT infrastructure and comment on level of flexibility.  

This is about the infrastructure, which may mean that a flexible IT infrastructure may lead of an IT-enable 

IM/KM capability.  

 

Includes:  

Scalability: the organization’s information systems and technology can handle future systems’ growth or 

contraction requirements. 

Adaptability and compatibility: the organization’s information systems and technology have the ability to 

support changing IT needs and multiple systems can be easily connected. 

Modularity: the organization’s information systems and technology are “plug and play” and components 

can be easily added, removed or modified. 

 

Examples 

It is easy for employees to access platforms and applications. 

When needed, the organization uses middleware to integrate key enterprise applications. 

Systems developments reuse software modules whenever possible. 

Legacy systems do not hamper the development of new IT applications. 

Functionality can be quickly added to current IT applications. 

The organization has the most available IT systems and connectivity, compared to rivals within their 

industry. 
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Systems are sufficiently flexible to incorporate electronic links to external parties.  

Remote users can seamlessly access software applications. 

Medium IS/IT strategy  Definition: An organizational perspective on the investment in, deployment, use and management of 

information systems and technology.  

 

Note: 

This definition goes beyond the plan or pattern of action and focuses on the perspective of IS, the view of 

IS within the organization 

Not just the actual strategy but also the overall attitude toward IS (e.g., IS as enabler, IS to keep lights on, 

IS early adopter, IS conservative in its approach) 

 

Includes (Chen et al., 2010, MISQ) – these are examples of IS/IT strategy (you don’t need to code at this 

level) 

Innovative IS/IT strategy: 

The organization innovates through IS and is constantly looking to invest in next technologies.  

IS leaders are encouraged to try new technology and integrate then within the organization or the 

products/services offerings.  

IS leaders are constantly scanning the IT environment for IT innovations.  

The integration of new technologies may not always succeed or result in improved organizational 

performance, which is expected and accepted.  

The organization recognizes the important of IS/IT and qualifies it of strategic partner or business enabler.  

Strategic planning tends to occur in a bottom-up fashion. 

 

Conservative IS/IT strategy: 

The organization tends to acquire proven IT solutions, based on careful scanning and assessment by IT 

leaders.  

IS leaders seek to improve existing systems before acquiring new ones.  

Strategic planning tends to happen more from the top-down. 

The organization recognizes the important of IS/IT and qualifies it of competent partner. 

 

Undefined IS/IT strategy:  

The organization does not have a clear approach for the management of IS/IT.  

It is hard to identify an IS strategy within the organization. Rather, the IS strategy seems to be more of an 

afterthought to the business strategy.  
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The organization does not necessarily recognize an important role to IS/IT. Rather, IS/IT may be 

considered as a service provided which “keeps the lights on”. 

Medium-high Business strategy 

flexibility 

Definition: The degree of adaptability of a business strategy to environmental changes, including strategic 

objectives and activities. 

 

Note:  

Focus is on key strategic processes/activities, key guidelines for theses processes.  

May need to identify business strategy and comment on level of flexibility using the following examples 

as indicators of flexibility.  

This is coded at a higher level of abstraction than other codes (e.g., generic terms, referring to clients, not a 

specific client). This code is part of the “organizational context”.   

 

Examples: 

The organization uses a limited number of key strategic processes that are aimed at obtaining a temporary 

competitive advantage. An example of key processes is strategic acquisitions, or seeking to expand 

presence with existing clients. 

Processes are fairly simple and it is easy for an organization to modify them or deviate from them as 

needed  

Strategic processes are relatively independent from each other. 

Some simple rules, or guiding principles, are developed to set restrictions and boundaries on the above key 

strategic processes.  

Simple rules seek to control the activities, roles and responsibilities and goals of the strategic processes.  

Examples of simple rules include boundary rules that determine the type of opportunities worth pursuing, 

priority rules to order these opportunities, process rules to act on opportunities and timing rules to 

determine in which order to proceed. 

Medium Experimental 

culture 

Definition: The assumptions within the organization promoting action rather than reflection and allowing 

for experimentation, developed over time, that are shared with new organizational members. 

 

(Organizational culture definition: Pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be considered 

valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation 

to those problems” (Schein, 2010, p.18).) 
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Note:  

May need to code organizational culture and evaluate level of experimentalism using the examples below.  

Refers to internal culture.  

 

Examples:  

Freedom to experiment: Employees feel supported when they want to try new things. The organization can 

be supportive in different ways, for instance with resources, time, an open-door environment, etc.  No 

significant roadblock prevents employees from experimenting and they are allowed to deviate from plans. 

Learn from failures: Employees are encouraged to learn from their mistakes. Employees who make 

mistakes that are made in a competent manner are not penalized. Efforts are made to share knowledge 

gained from this mistake. 

Take calculated risks: Employees are not penalized but rather are encouraged to take risks when trying 

new things. The organization itself understands that with greater risks come greater potential rewards and 

encourages such entrepreneurial approach with its employees. 

 

Sample quote: 

“I mean, for us to sell a big piece of our business before we had all the revenue up - and we have a lot of 

fixed overhead costs, that was a very risky decision.” (could also be linked to strategy) 

High  Strategic 

improvisation  

Definition: The ability to spontaneously and creatively integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and 

external resources and capabilities to address unpredictable and rapidly changing strategic opportunities 

and threats. 

 

Note:  

This is a dynamic capability (DC). Goals of a DC are to:  

- Change product/production processes/markets  

- Change operational capabilities, which are ability to execute day-to-day activities  (In Pavlou and El 

Sawy, 2011) 

It may be necessary to identify strategic improvisation instances (including improvisation actions, 

outcomes, improvisation processes, etc.) and comment on the coded sections that show evidence of a 

strategic improvisation dynamic capability using the examples below.  

An improvisation instance is an overall instance where an external event (trigger) leads to improvisation 

actions, using a knowledge base. To succeed, the organization may know the broad goal but not 

necessarily how to get there. The organization may need to alter some processes or completely redo 

processes to get there.  
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Knowledge base: common knowledge base that is needed to be able to improvise (e.g., know music basics 

before improvising in jazz) 

Improvisational actions: what is done during the instance of improvisation, decisions made, actions taken  

When coding Strategic improvisation, code at the paragraph level as much as possible.  

Examples: 

To identify strategic improvisation as a dynamic capability (as opposed to just a strategic improvisation 

instance), there should be repetition of improvisational actions with valuable outcomes 

Looking for repetitiveness of improvisational actions with valuable outcomes on 

processes/products/learning. So it could be that you need to evaluate the outcomes (process 

flexibility/product-service flexibility and organizational learning to assess whether there is a dynamic 

capability of strategic improvisation) 

The improvisation pattern needs to be at an organizational level  

Low Environmental 

dynamism 

Definition: The degree of instability within the environment, in terms of patterns of opportunities and 

threats and the speed or rate of opportunity or threat emergence. 

 

Notes:  

Needs to be very specific to dynamism and turbulence.  

Otherwise, it is industry background or company background (which does not need to be coded) 

Make sure the dynamism refers to the industry/environment.  

 

Includes: 

Speed of change: In the organization’s environment, changes are happening fast in different areas, for 

instance:  market innovations, changes in the competitive landscape, customers’ preferences, technological 

changes. 

Unpredictability: It is difficult for the organization to forecast environmental changes, because the 

environment is turbulent. Environmental uncertainty results from constant market and/or technological 

changes.   

 

Sample quote: 

“Acquisition, meaning acquiring a new donor, is becoming more and more difficult because of the 

introduction of social media and people having a lot more choice and having the ability to engage through 

communities of people and not necessarily with an organization but with like minded people who are also 

passionate about a similar area. It is more difficult for organizations to have this one-to-one relationship 

and acquire a new donor. Acquisition is difficult.” (Environmental dynamism – technology (social media) 
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Medium-high Organizational 

learning  

Definition: The ability of an organization to find new ways to “view” or “do” something, which results in 

a shift in assumptions, ideas or action patterns. 

 

Notes:  

Learning is what you do with memory (stored K&I) and knowledge & information.  

This code is more general/not as specific than process or product flexibility. If a section cannot be coded 

as process or product/service flexibility, consider coding it as organizational learning if relevant. 

Focus on learning mechanisms (direct and indirect learning) and impacts of learning (changes in the way 

business is conducted, impacts on processes, etc.) 

 

Examples:  

Overall learning perspective: organization invests in learning, learning is key to improvement, encourages 

continuous learning. 

Types of learning include direct and indirect learning (Bingham & Davis, 2012 table 4, p.628):  

- Improvisational learning (Direct): direct result of improvisation. Little emphasis on creation of new 

knowledge. Learning happens on the go 

- Experimental learning (Direct): controlled environment. New knowledge is the objective of this type of 

learning. Intentional manipulations of inputs and observation of outputs. 

- Trial and error learning (Direct):  Learning from past actions in the organization, which changes current 

actions. 

- Deviance error learning (Direct): Breaking away from a successful action pattern and learning from this 

deviation 

- Vicarious learning (Indirect): Learning from other firms actions through observation (e.g. replicate 

behavior of a competitor). 

- Learning from external advice (Indirect): Bringing in people (e.g., consultants), seeking specific advice 

from external parties. This is different from hiring a person to obtain a new competency  

 

Sample quote:  

“We have realized that our customer is different than we anticipated. Our customer is actually the 

corporate...pardon me not customer; our target for [Digital Platform] is corporates. We need to bring 

new corporate money. If we show up at the door of a non-profit customer, current or one that we don’t 

know saying ‘Here is corporate A the big bank’. We become the match-maker. We bring the money and 

say ‘We will do this program and it will support this cause from this non-profit’. They would just go ‘sure, 

right, where do we sign?’ We were trying to drive it the other way in getting the non-profit to go out and 
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get a corporate and they said they could do it but we have realized that they have no ability to do it.” 

(example of improvisational learning – how to sell [Digital Platform] to non profits. Improvisation was 

the development of [Digital Platform] (online platform)) 

Medium-high Process flexibility Definition: The ability of an organization to quickly react operationally to environmental demands. 

 

Note:  

Focus on each of change in processes (e.g., easy to alter a process based on a customer request) 

Focus on speed of processes (how quickly can changes be implemented?) 

Process flexibility should be clearly separated from the improvisation itself, i.e., some processes might be 

changed as an improvisation action but don’t affect processes long-term  

If there are changes in processes during the improvisation instance that are directly related to the 

improvisation, it should not be coded as process flexibility, but as improvisation.  

 

Examples:  

Easy to change processes to customize products and services, based on customer’s requests or other 

environmental changes  

 

Sample quote: 

“We have realized that our customer is different than we anticipated. Our customer is actually the 

corporate...pardon me not customer; our target for [Digital Platform] is corporates. We need to bring 

new corporate money. If we show up at the door of a non-profit customer, current or one that we don’t 

know saying ‘Here is corporate A the big bank’. We become the match-maker. We bring the money and 

say ‘We will do this program and it will support this cause from this non-profit’. They would just go ‘sure, 

right, where do we sign?’ We were trying to drive it the other way in getting the non-profit to go out and 

get a corporate and they said they could do it but we have realized that they have no ability to do it.” 

(example of improvisational learning – how to sell [Digital Platform] to non profits. Improvisation was 

the development of [Digital Platform] (online platform)) 

Medium-high Product/service 

flexibility 

Definition: The degree to which a product or service can be tailored to meet environmental demands. 

e.g., customization of products based on customer demands, frequent incremental innovations. 

 

Note:  

Focus on ease of change of products and services (e.g., easy to incorporate innovation to 

products/services)  
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Focus on extent/frequency of product/service changes  

If there are changes in products/services or new products/services during the improvisation instance that 

are directly related to the improvisation, it should not be coded as product/service flexibility, but as 

improvisation.  

Product/service flexibility does not have be to an outcome of improvisation, but it can be.  

Product/service flexibility is clearly separated from the improvisation instance. For instance, a new 

product that was designed during improvisation is offered to another client (more long term)   

 

Examples:  

Modification of products/services or features to fit customer’s specifications  

Different modifications  

Modified products/services are very different from existing products.  

 

Sample quote: 

“When you talk about the relationship with our clients we are very responsive and very dynamic. One of 

the reasons that we feel we need to be in control of the technology, specifically with [Digital Platform], 

where we will end up taking over the development at some point, is because of how demanding [we are]. 

There is no technology company that would ever put up with our demanding nature, because we are so 

responsive to our clients.” (ability to quickly change product if needed) 
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Saving a file from PC format to Mac format:  

1. Install the latest update of MAXQDA 11 for Windows 

Open “? > Search for updates” in MAXQDA and download and install the latest update. 

The export of projects in the exchange format is only available starting with MAXQDA 11 

(Release 11.0.5). 

2. Export project from MAXQDA 11 for Windows 

Open the MAXQDA project with MAXQDA for Windows, select “Project > Export 

MAXQDA exchange file” and save the MAXQDA exchange file to a convenient location (e.g., 

your desktop). 
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Training session minutes 

May 1, 2014 

1:30 – 2:30 pm (Skype call) 

 

 

Attendees: Coder #1, Coder #2, Nadège Levallet 

 

Summary of discussion:  

- We reviewed your codes and discussed differences (see separate spreadsheet) 

- Overall, there was little disagreement about the codes. The differences were more at the 

granularity level. We discussed and resolved this issue.  

- Overall, Coder #1 and Coder #2 felt that they lack context information to properly code, 

especially at the beginning of the coding process.  Nadège agreed that more contextual 

information is needed to facilitate the coding process.  

- In some cases, sections referring only vaguely to a code (e.g., environmental dynamism, 

strategy) were coded. It is important to remain as close as possible to the code description as 

possible and to avoid coding vague, unclear sections.  

- No changes to the code descriptions were requested. 

 

Next transcript 

- The next (and hopefully final) transcript section to code is in the same transcript 

(interviewee). Please code paragraphs 49-62 inclusive. 

- Contextual information: the organization is a special type of call centre, in the sense that they 

manage donor calls for their non-profit clients. But the top management sees the organization 

as more than a vendor, more like a strategic partner that can bring revenues to its clients by 

using donor data effectively. There are four core information systems in use at [organization]:  

- Legacy System (LS), which is a data entry/scripting tool for call agents. They use 

it to know what to say to donor and also to enter information about donors. LS is 

linked to the clients’ donor management systems (e.g., Blackbaud systems) 

- UCN/inContact: this is the virtual switch through which all calls go. There is also 

an application that allows them to gather a bunch of data on the calls (wait time, 

etc.) 

- Timeforce: this is an electronic punch card. Call agents enter their start and end 

time each day.  

- IEX: this is their workforce management system. This is used to generate 

schedule for call agents (based on information from UCN and Timeforce) 

 

Action items: 

- Nadège: 

 Choose transcript to code (done – see above)  

 Provide contextual information for the next transcript section to code  (done – see 

above) 

- Coder #1 and Coder #2: code the assigned transcript and send it back in a Mac format to 

Nadège by May 6 (see below for format instructions) 

 

 

 

 

Coding instructions:  
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We will be using MAXQDA for the coding and to calculate the intercoder agreement.  

Please download the free trial on MAXQDA.com.  The free trial version is valid for 30 days.  

 

We will proceed as follows: 

- First training session: we will review the codes below and start coding an example 

transcript 

- After the training session, you will code all or part of the example transcript (exact length 

to be determined following the training). You will email me your codes prior to the 

second training session 

- Second training session: we will review your codes and discuss differences together. 

Depending on how this goes, we may need a third training session or we may be able to 

start the coding of the first transcript.   

- Once you send me your first coded transcript, I will review it and calculate the intercoder 

agreement using MAXQDA. 

- If no further meeting/clarification is needed after I review the first transcript, you will 

code the second transcript and send it to me. I will use it to calculate the intercoder 

agreement using MAXQDA.  

 

Your focus is on identifying the main constructs of my model. You do not have to code 

information related to the organization or its industry (e.g., company background, information 

systems, organizational structure, competitors) 

 

All codes are described below in details. We will review them during the training session 

and add exemplar quotes as we work through a sample transcript together.  

 

Please code to the sentence level or paragraph level as you see fit. That means that within 

a paragraph, you may have multiple codes. You may also have some overlapping codes, but 

please try to keep these to a minimum.  Try to pick the code that seems to better summarize the 

section. If a sentence clearly speaks of 2 distinct codes, then include them both.  

 

Please do not create any new code. If you feel a new code is needed or if you have any 

questions, please make note of them.   
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Chapter 5 - Appendix A: SoftwareOrg Case Results  

1. SoftwareOrg Overview  

 SoftwareOrg is a Canadian professional services organization located in Ontario. With 

annual revenues of around $15 to $20 million per year, SoftwareOrg has about 100 employees. 

The current Chief Executive Officer and President (CEO) and the current Senior Vice-President 

(SVP), Solution Delivery and Technology founded the organization in 1990. Over the past 24 

years, the organization has grown organically, without outside capital. Today, the CEO remains 

the majority owner. 

Early on, the organization focused on developing and selling software products to 

manufacturing organizations. SoftwareOrg later expanded its market and now considers itself a 

“boutique shop” that builds custom software, largely for businesses but also for consumers, using 

the agile development approach
55

. SoftwareOrg services Canadian business clients from a number 

of industries, notably financial services, healthcare, retail, and manufacturing. A subsidiary 

organization still builds packaged software sold as Software as a Service (SaaS). The organization 

has a portfolio of small and larger Canadian clients and mainly uses networking to identify and 

pursue new clients. As such, SoftwareOrg clients are long standing, with contracts running 

anywhere from three to nine years. As a project-based organization, SoftwareOrg needs to 

identify new projects on a regular basis, even though typical projects are multi-million dollar, 

multi-year projects.  

1.1. The Software Development Industry and SoftwareOrg’s Offerings 

The software development industry is a competitive environment. Two main types of 

organizations compete in this sector. The first type is small to medium enterprises (SMEs) that 

provide similar services as SoftwareOrg. The second type of competitors is large international 

organizations that tend to rely on offshoring to keep costs low. The Vice-President (VP), 

Information and Communications Technology and Retail (ICT & Retail) summarizes the industry 

competitive dynamics below: 

 “Our competitors fall into a couple of categories. There are 

competitors that are similar to us. So small to medium sized 

businesses with 20 to 100 people, maybe 200 people, who 

basically do similar things to us. Maybe with different 

technologies.  That group of competitors we do relatively well 

against, in terms of competing. We win our fair share of projects 

against those competitors. Then the second category is more the 

larger global IT services companies such as CGI, IBM, TCS, all 

of the India firms. They have a different business proposition 

than we do.” (Respondent 5) 

                                                      

55
 See http://agilemanifesto.org for an overview of the principles guiding the agile 

development approach 

http://agilemanifesto.org/
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Competition also varies depending on the client’s industry. For instance, the financial 

services sector is much more concentrated than other industries and tends to attract bigger 

software development companies, as the SVP, Business Operations explains: 

“It depends on the market sector […]. In the financial services 

that we are dealing in, that area is much more consolidated. 

There is much less fragmentation of clients. You have the big 

banks, big pension firms, insurance folks. […] The prizes are 

bigger. The sales process is longer and the sales process is much 

more complex.” (Respondent 4) 

On the other hand, smaller clients in other industries are targeted by SMEs. The 

healthcare sector, being publicly run, calls for a different approach, more focused on requests for 

proposals.  

While in the past, SoftwareOrg would have fit in the first category of competitors, as a 

small boutique shop, successful projects have put the organization in a position where 

SoftwareOrg now competes against large organizations for multi-million dollar projects, 

especially in the financial services industry, as the VP, Financial Services, explains:  

 “So competition has changed for us over time because now in 

the last five to six years, we have proven ourselves as a real 

player in the industry. And so that has taken us into a new weight 

class. We are now on the radar of companies like IBM and CGI 

and Accenture and Deloitte. We are now beating them in 

competitive bid-type environments, where we weren’t even on 

their radar before.” (Respondent 1) 

SoftwareOrg attributes this recent success to its value proposition that combines 

relationships and agile methodology. The organization cannot compete with offshoring and large 

corporations based on cost. Instead, SoftwareOrg leverages its agile methodology to tackle 

complex software development projects, as the VP, Human Resources explains here:  

“We try to do complex projects […] where you don’t necessarily 

have the business requirements refined, so where you need a lot 

of interactions with the customer.” (Respondent 3) 

In addition, because the organization is small in comparison to its competitors, 

SoftwareOrg saves on administration costs, as the VP, Financial Services explains here:  

 “We tend to have long running relationships with our clients, 

where they cannot find off the shelf software products. They need 

customer application development and they are looking for 

either our process because, as I said, we are an agile 

development shop, or they are looking for our high calibre talent 

at a very reasonable cost, with very little red tape and overhead 

and so on that comes from dealing with the big organizations.” 

(Respondent 1)  

1.2. Organizational Structure and Leadership 

SoftwareOrg’s organizational structure is matrix-based and relatively flat. In 2007, 

following an unprecedented growth, the organization created three industry practice areas, 
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financial services, healthcare and ICT & Retail. The Financial Services practice area is the largest 

with about 50 employees and represents about two thirds of the organization’s revenues.    

Each practice area is run by a management team that is responsible for its own business 

development and revenues. The VP, Human Resources explains below how the matrix design is 

applied to each vertical: 

“We are a matrix-based organization […]. So there is a 

management team for each of the verticals and then the people 

underneath it for the project staff. That would be developers, QA 

[Quality Assurance], business analysts. And the project 

managers will be assigned to a project depending on what their 

skills are. Depending where the best fit is. I would say that some 

of the project managers are dedicated to the industry vertical but 

most of the junior or intermediate people go back and forth.” 

(Respondent 3)  

In addition, a number of functions are available to support the three practice areas. The 

marketing function falls under the responsibility of the CEO. The SVP, Business Operations is 

responsible for the financial and legal functions. The SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology is 

responsible for Human Resources, which is headed by the VP, Human Resources, the centre of 

excellence (dedicated to non-project related activities), the bench (for employees not assigned to a 

project) and Information Systems and Technology (IS/IT). The Technical Operations Director 

runs the IS/IT function.  

1.3. Leadership Team Dynamics  

SoftwareOrg’s leadership team is composed of the CEO, the SVP, Business Operations, 

the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology, the VP, Human Resources, the VP, Financial 

Services and the VP, ICT & Retail. The CEO, as well as the two SVPs, own part of the 

organization. All but one leadership team members have been with the organization for 10 years 

or more. Members of the leadership team are complementary and bring different sets of skills and 

expertise to the team. Some members are more people focused, while others are more process-

oriented. Some members have developed a breadth of relationships across the organization while 

others are more focused on a specific area of business. The leadership team works in a 

collaborative way, and the CEO is usually perceived as the final arbitrator, when decisions cannot 

be reached consensually, as the VP, Human Resources summarizes:  

“It is very collaborative.  If a decision is made, usually people 

are on board with that decision. I would say that [the CEO] is 

more of an arbitrator if we have two equally hard decisions to 

make which choice do we make. “ (Respondent 3) 

Each practice area meets weekly to prepare an update for leadership meetings that are 

also held on a weekly basis. During this meeting, the leadership team discusses all projects, 

teams, human resources matters, including potential hires, prospects and opportunities for each 

practice area.   

1.4. Main Information Systems and Technologies   

As noted above, the IS/IT function falls under the responsibility of the SVP, Solution 

Delivery and Technology. The Technical Operations Director and a second employee make up 

the IS/IT function.  
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In terms of hardware, the organization uses Dell Poweredge servers that run VMWare 

virtual machines. To accommodate for software development needs, there are in excess of 300 

virtual servers. In addition, the organization uses three scalable storage area networks (Dell and 

EqualLogic). The organization uses network switches are provided by Dell and Cisco, as well as 

internal and external firewalls. Secure remote connectivity is facilitated through Secure Sockets 

Layer (SSL) Virtual Private Networks (VPN) and Citrix Remote connectivity hardware. Most of 

SoftwareOrg computers are Dell laptop and desktop computers running with Windows7 operating 

systems, as well as the open source CentOS Linux
56

 operating system. A minority of computers 

are Apple desktop and laptop computers running with Mac OS X operating systems.  

In terms of information systems, SoftwareOrg uses three core systems, Unanet
57

, 

Highrise
58

 and Microsoft Excel.  See Appendix A. Unanet is a time and expense tracking system. 

All employees are required to enter the time spent on each project in Unanet. Costs and expenses 

are also captured in the system. In addition, data collected by the system are used to produce 

managerial reports using Excel spreadsheets. Highrise is a lightweight customer relationship 

management (CRM) system used primarily to track business leads and all interactions with 

potential and existing clients. Although the system is available to all three practices, its use is not 

mandatory and some practice areas use it more heavily than others. The marketing department 

uses data collected with Highrise to prepare win-loss analysis reports in Excel. In addition to 

being used to create managerial reports, Excel helps project managers keep track of their projects. 

It is also used to produce invoices, to keep track of clients, and for human resources management 

purposes.  

Other systems at SoftwareOrg include QuickBooks
59

 for financial planning and reporting 

purposes, an intranet that is used as a shared directory, and external systems such as LinkedIn and 

Twitter for networking purposes, and Skype and FaceTime for remote collaboration. The 

organization also uses agile project management web-based applications such as Confluence
60

, a 

wiki content management system, and JIRA
61

, a task management system.  

SoftwareOrg intends to implement a new system in 2014, called NetSuite
62

.  This new 

system was specifically selected to help the organization improve on its information management. 

NetSuite could be classified as a mid-market enterprise resource planning (ERP) system that 

integrates project management and financial components of the organizations. The SVP, Solution 

Delivery and Technology explains the organization’s goal with NetSuite:  

“We are working towards moving to a system that helps us do 

our project management, accounting, and our general ledger 

accounting in a more integrated fashion. And we may even be 

able to integrate it into some of our other systems.” (Respondent 

2) 

                                                      

56
 http://www.centos.org 

57
 http://www.unanet.com/timesheet-software 

58
 https://highrisehq.com 

59
 http://quickbooks.intuit.ca/accounting-software/index.jsp 

60
 https://www.atlassian.com/software/confluence 

61
 https://www.atlassian.com/software/jira  

62
 http://www.netsuite.com/portal/home.shtml 

http://www.unanet.com/timesheet-software
https://highrisehq.com/
http://quickbooks.intuit.ca/accounting-software/index.jsp
https://www.atlassian.com/software/confluence
https://www.atlassian.com/software/jira
http://www.netsuite.com/portal/home.shtml
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 In the first implementation phase, NetSuite will not include a CRM system. However, 

such a module can be added, should SoftwareOrg decide to replace HighRise with it, as the SVP, 

Business Operations explains here: 

It [NetSuite] is not a CRM. So it would not give us the CRM that 

we don’t really have formally and it probably would not replace 

Highrise either. […] I think there is a CRM module that we 

could get for this NetSuite solution; that may be a future 

implementation phase. Not I think, I know there is. It is just 

something that was not part of our initial requirements.” 

(Respondent 4) 

Overall, NetSuite will allow SoftwareOrg to generate managerial reports automatically, 

as opposed to having to export data to Excel. It should also help the organization improve on its 

forecasting.   

2. SoftwareOrg’s Organizational Context  

Three components of the organizational context are analyzed below. They are 

experimental culture, business strategy flexibility and IS/IT strategy.  

2.1. Experimental Culture  

SoftwareOrg’s organizational culture is highly collaborative and people-centered. The 

organization appears to have developed high levels of experimental culture. See Chapter 4. 

All respondents agree that SoftwareOrg is a highly collaborative and collegial 

environment, where all employees have open access to fellow employees and managers alike. 

Following the agile development approach principles, the organizational design is structured to 

facilitate such openness. SoftwareOrg puts a strong emphasis on employee well being and 

considers itself an employee-centered organization. Employee retention is an important goal for 

the organization, especially in an industry where turnover is high, reaching 15%, as the VP, 

Human Resources explains:  

“That is something that we try to do at [SoftwareOrg], to focus on long-term 

employment, full time employees, as opposed to up and down staffing levels. 

That is an organizational priority.[…] Anybody can walk across the street and 

get a job. The good people will get a job in two weeks, if that. They just have 

to say ‘I think I want a job’ and send their resume to a recruiter and they will 

have a job within two weeks. That is what keeps me up at night, to make sure 

that I keep people. I spend a lot of energy to make sure that I keep people 

grounded here.” (Respondent 3) 

All is done at SoftwareOrg to attract and keep employees. The organization is set up to 

have many, comfortable common areas to relax in, and project management rooms that are 

focused on teamwork. For instance, employees usually do not have their own desk but work in 

the project rooms, as the VP, Human Resources and the SVP, Business Operations explain below: 

“When you go and see our project rooms with white boards and everybody in 

the room. They have to share the space, have to share experiences, and 

knowledge. And they don’t have their own private work stations” (Respondent 

3) 
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“They [employees] have nice lockers for private stuff, but they live and 

breathe in the room. That says a lot. [...] Some other key values that relate to 

culture are community. […] As individuals we are involved in community 

activities, as well as supporting a number of […] small charities and groups 

as well. And I think that a key part of the culture is looking at the whole 

individual. Whether it is having yoga classes here or a hockey game or flex 

hours or free coffee and food. It is just making sure that as a culture, we are 

taking care of the whole individual and not just ‘we are a professional 

services firm, you have to get your eight hours of billing in today and I could 

not care less about anything else’. That is so not how we are.” (Respondent 4)  

Overall, the organization prides itself in having implemented a meritocracy system where 

individuals take responsibility for their actions. Employees are described as smart, hard-working 

individuals who deliver technical excellence and are always looking to expand their skillset.   

To some, the employee-focused culture can negatively impact the importance given to 

information systems and data for decision-making, as the VP, Financial Services suggests here:  

“One of the other things is that we pride ourselves on our people, our people-

oriented processes, our culture, and that has made systems adoption more 

challenging for this company than average. […] We tend to use our heart and 

our gut as much as our mind when we make business decisions. […] At the 

end of the day, we put teams together, assign people to roles and projects and 

all these things in a very people-oriented way. Not a systems and data 

oriented way.” (Respondent 1)  

There are clear indicators that SoftwareOrg has developed a highly experimental culture, 

in terms of freedom to experiment, learning from failures and taking calculated risks. Everything 

in the organization is designed to facilitate experimentation and collaboration, in a true agile way. 

In general, there are numerous opportunities for employees to try things out, from software 

developers to senior management, as the VP, Human Resources explains:  

“Lots of people come here because they want to learn. Lots of opportunities to 

try and do that as well. I have certainly learned a lot to get to what I am doing 

here.” (Respondent 3) 

An example of such freedom to experiment is new software, as the VP, Human 

Resources explains below:  

“Most project teams are using Confluence and JIRA as their repository for 

their projects and that seems to be working well. One of the things that is 

interesting is that there is kind of a grassroots element to the way that people 

work. Sometimes people bring something in on a project and then  […] 

because it is good, it gets adopted throughout the company. That would be 

JIRA and Confluence.” (Respondent 3) 

In addition, the concept of testing used in software development applies to the whole 

organization. Employees have no issues acknowledging when something is not working well. 

They move on to find a better solution, as the SVP, Business Operations explains here:   

“There are components that are very experimental, pretty experimental. […] 

We are pretty good at self-correcting if something is not working, to go back 
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and say ‘this is not working, let’s figure something else out.’ […] A key 

doctrine of our whole development process is around testing. Which is about 

trying something and seeing if it worked or if it didn’t. If you make a mistake, 

you are not fired or labelled. […] We are such a technical organization that is 

so focused on building software that works every time. And all of the testing 

discipline that everyone is doing on every project says that we need to test and 

if it is not working, then we are going to fix it. And if it does not work again 

then we are going to have to come up with another solution.” (Respondent 4)  

Last, the agile approach principles also transpire in the way that the organization, despite 

having grown in size, is still willing to take calculated risks, as the SVP, Solution and Delivery 

highlights here:  

“I think that as we have gotten a bit larger and perhaps a bit more mature, 

our tolerance for business risk is something that we manage more proactively. 

Having said that, we are probably more willing to take on technical risks 

more than other organizations do. When we talk about agile or how we like to 

develop software, we talk about it in terms of a risk management or risk 

mitigation process. So understanding what those are and managing or 

addressing those technical risks early.  Our agile process and technology 

discipline is an enabler for us in this approach” (Respondent 2) 

 

This powerful quote from the SVP, Business Operations sums up the organization’s 

perspective on experimental culture:   

“We try a lot of things. We have been in business in for almost 24 years. And 

you don’t get that far in this business without being at least a little bit 

cautious. But we still take risks on trying new things and looking at new 

markets. It is fair. And if we fail, then we learn from it and move on.” 

(Respondent 4) 

In summary, SoftwareOrg exhibits strong evidence of high levels of experimental culture. 

The organization encourages employees to try new things and to persevere when they do not 

work. The organization is willing to take calculated risks at both operational and strategic levels.  

2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility 

SoftwareOrg has developed low levels of business strategy flexibility. See Chapter 4. The 

organization is in the process of developing two key strategic processes and has not yet 

established boundary rules for them.  

Overall, SoftwareOrg’s main objective is to keep growing in a sustainable way. 

Financially, that means that between 2013 and 2020, the organization wants to increase its sales 

by 5% per year as well as its profits margins. The VP, Business Operations summarizes the 

organization’s strategic plan:  

“We have a plan. The way we communicate it is 20/25/30. It is that by 2020, 

we want to have 25% margin and 30 million in sales. And that basically has 

us with a sustainable reasonable level of constant growth out for that time 

frame. It may not sound like a strategy but it really is sort of the over-arching 

strategy that allows us to then execute on the people, the process, and the 
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technology that we need to support that execution from an operational point 

of view.” (Respondent 4) 

While sustainable growth is important from a financial perspective, it is also a critical 

component of the organization’s focus on employees. If the organization stops growing, there 

may be fewer opportunities for employees, as the VP, Human Resources explains below:  

“The downside of staying the same size and the reason that I am motivated to 

make sure we grow is because we have people who have been here for 10 

years and they want to do something. They want to lead something. And if you 

stay the same, then you lose those opportunities for those people.” 

(Respondent 3) 

Following the presentation of the overall strategy to the organization, each practice area 

is responsible to develop their strategic plan and reach the overall objectives, as the VP, Business 

Operations describes:  

“We have a presentation that has been given to the whole company that talks 

about how we can execute on this. But then it comes back down to that 

practice structure which is, ‘Okay, what is our overall revenue target for the 

company this year and how much do we think we can reasonably get from 

financial services [FS], ICT, and Health care. Okay, this year it is going to be 

eight, five, and two. Okay, FS how are you organizing your practice to execute 

on your portion of this overall plan?’ So, from that overall goal and strategy, 

it comes down to individual practice and execution plans. And, in their 

individual practices, they may have their own strategies that talk about 

product service mix or […] not strategies, but strategic components that talk 

about product service mix or target clients.” (Respondent 4) 

Progress on the overall strategy is evaluated on a yearly basis, while financial reports are 

presented on a quarterly basis, as the two SVPs explain: 

 “Every year, we go through a planning exercise where we revisit the higher 

level assumptions, update them as required and how we can work through 

those. And yes, we do have strategic plans around that, and they are 

documented.” (Respondent 2).  

“We report on it every quarter. So we would look at our progress on a yearly 

basis because it is pretty much a straight-line growth approach but in terms of 

presenting this year’s results, we would report that quarterly, internally to all 

staff.”(Respondent 4) 

A number of environmental changes have pushed SoftwareOrg to reflect on its current 

strategy. First, one practice area has grown more steadily than the other two over the past few 

years, which has raised questions about the future focus of the organization. Second, last year, 

SoftwareOrg lost a major long-standing client, RetailClient, from the ICT & Retail practice area. 

This event is further described in the Strategic improvisation section in Chapter 5.  The VP, 

Human Resources explains how, in her view, the current strategy builds on opportunities and 

relationship building and how recent events have altered the overall organization’s strategic 

approach: 
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“So there is the reality and there is what you want. We do have a corporate 

vision that is formalized. It is a strategy of growth. So 5% growth per year 

which we obviously did not hit this year. There is the formal part and then the 

execution part. […] And the other thing about the vision is working on hard 

projects and solving interesting problems. That is kind of what we are looking 

for. It is the execution that is always harder. We are a little more 

opportunistic about the projects that come in the door. It is based very much 

on relationships. We have a big relationship-sell aspect with what we do. It is 

hard to buy software development services. In the past we have been very 

fragmented about what we are, like ‘let’s try this and let’s try that’. So we are 

a little bit fragmented on that. With the success that we have had in financial 

services, I think we are going to narrow a little bit our focus. And work a bit 

more strategically through the accounts to get business that way.” 

(Respondent 3) 

Similarly, the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology explains the impact that recent 

events have had on the organization:  

“It has been a bit challenging because we are in an economic environment 

where we’ve had to bemore reactionary than tracking the plan in the way 

we’ve been able to in the past. One interesting case you mentioned where our 

work with a very large client ramped more quickly than anyone anticipated 

serves as a good example of this is something that we have been recovering 

from.”(Respondent 2) 

The SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology further explains the need to review the 

strategy based on the faster growth of the financial services practice areas relative to the other two 

practice areas:  

“What we are finding again is that one of those sectors seems to have a 

significant amount of the opportunities and could lead us to additional growth 

so we are focusing more on that sector. Not to the exclusion of the other ones, 

because we want to continue to maintain a foothold in those. As this shift in 

focus becomes more prevalent, our formal strategies/forecast will start 

reflecting that.” (Respondent 2)  

The financial services industry is maturing in terms of its information systems and 

technology and SoftwareOrg has the opportunity to obtain larger software development projects. 

Furthermore, the loss of RetailClient, a major client in the ICT & Retail practice area also 

influences the organization in its renewed focus on financial services, as the SVP, Solution 

Delivery and Technology and the SVP, Business Operations explain here:  

“Whereas in Financial Services, they understand information systems are key 

and the underpinnings of pretty much everything that they do. The way that 

these organizations work is well defined, both the productive and not so 

productive, and we bring a development and delivery approach that they can 

really benefit from both on smaller and larger projects. Through our 

approach we’ve demonstrated the ability to deliver on larger projects and 

continue to be asked to deliver larger and larger projects. That is another 

shift that we are seeing in our capability resulting in us pursuing larger 
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projects more aggressively than maybe we would have in the past when we 

had a large “anchor” client that we were working with.”  (Respondent 2)  

“And so what that strategy is about is that we [...] when you take the next 

level down, it is about making sure that we have the right organization and 

culture that allows us to attract the people that will allow us to execute on that 

revenue target. We have the right mix of clients and the right mix of services 

and product opportunities that allow us to get the level of margin that we are 

forecasting. And that we have the right business development and execution 

processes that we deliver on those projects.” (Respondent 4) 

To adapt to the current environment turmoil, SoftwareOrg appears to be developing two 

key strategic processes: developing a subject matter expertise and developing a business 

development and account management process. 

First, SoftwareOrg is developing a subject matter expertise, especially in the Financial 

services practice area. The organization recently acquired a significant project with a large bank, 

BankClient. The event is further described in the Strategic improvisation section in Chapter 5. 

During the business development process, SoftwareOrg came to realize that it needed to put 

forward its best employees to be successful and win the contract. These employees not only 

needed to have strong technical expertise, but also significant financial services expertise. The 

need to develop stronger domain knowledge applied to all practice areas at SoftwareOrg, as the 

VP, ICT & Retail explains here:  

“What we have to do to compete against that is really look for adding much 

more business value and being subject matter experts in the areas that we are 

working in. Whether it is retail or e-commerce in retail, being able to be the 

experts in that field. Not only from a development perspective but also from a 

business perspective.” (Respondent 5) 

The VP, Financial Services explains how experts are becoming more and more critical to 

being successful in obtaining the project: 

“[The VP, Human Resources] and I just did a performance review for my 

head architect in my practice. One of the things that he talked about was how 

much more he felt responsible for landing this business than he had in the 

past. What I took away from that was that in this type of sale, it is a lot more 

about the people that we are providing to our clients than it has been in the 

past. In the past, if our client was just outsourcing a business problem to us 

and we would give them a price tag and a timeline and we would deliver it. It 

was more about the product. In this case, it was more about the people that we 

were going to have work with them to solve the problem.” (Respondent 1) 

There are two important steps in this process, to hire and retain experts, and to involve 

them more during the sales cycle. The VP, Financial Services explains below how these steps will 

be implemented:  

“One thing that we learned or at least got a lot more reinforcement on, was 

that our clients really demand subject matter expertise and domain 

experience. So, we have ramped up our search for senior level people that we 

can hire from the big banks, from the industry, to bolster our credibility in 

these pursuits. In some of these pursuits, I have to take an architect with me 
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who can speak really specifically to high frequency and low latency foreign 

exchange trading. This is very specialized and very critical and they are 

looking for that expertise.” (Respondent 1) 

“I may just be more aware of the need to coach my people who are here for 

their technical skills but play a very key role in the sales.” (Respondent 1) 

The second key strategic process refers to the creation of a business development and 

account management process to grow business. During the two recent events briefly introduced 

above, SoftwareOrg realized the importance of better managing business development 

information and knowledge. In the case of the loss of the major client, the organization had been 

unable to establish a strong contact with new management that had been in place for 18 months 

when the relationship was ended. Furthermore, it had not been able to prevent the upcoming 

changes. In contract, in the case of the new client in the financial services area, the organization 

leveraged its lead management system to ensure that all existing relationships within the bank 

would be used. Furthermore, all employees and managers involved were able to know what 

others were doing and whom they were meeting through Highrise.  

In this particular case, we all learned that it was a team-based approach. 

Some of the tools that we use - I talked about Highrise that captures 

information. [One manager] has a lunch meeting with the program manager 

and capturing what happened in the conversation and the next steps and so 

on, while [employee name] who is our delivery manager - has a coffee with 

their project manager or their architect or something. And so similarly, I go 

out and have lunch with the CIO. Those tools were more valuable in this case 

than they have been in the past. That information is very valuable for 

informing the decisions about what we make about what to do next, who to 

follow-up with, who to talk to and those kinds of things. Those tools became 

more valuable to us.” (Respondent 1) 

Strategically, the inclusion of Highrise in this key process will also allow the organization 

to grow its business based on existing clients, as the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology 

explains here:   

“For a while, we had our fingers in more things and we were working on stuff 

for consolidating a bit more with some larger clients. We are kind of getting a 

stable base that we can then grow from and perhaps arguably mature in some 

of the tooling that we are using. (Respondent 2) 

This also means moving away from business development approaches that are proving 

unsuccessful, such as partnering with large agencies in the healthcare industry, as the SVP, 

Solution Delivery and Technology further suggests:  

 “We have been in the Healthcare industry and we were working with Canada 

Health Infoway (CHI) and other government agencies. And there are a 

number of approaches to building relationships and getting work that we 

tried.  In many cases the agencies were just looking for very large 

organizations and arrangements that we could not enter into but that we may 

be able to partner with a large organization on.  Responding to these requests 

is also time consuming and expensive. We have now gone to, and are focusing 
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on, potential clients that are smaller and making a difference in healthcare 

but not at themacro level.” (Respondent 2)  

Because these processes are currently under development, I could not identify any 

boundary rules associated with them. 

In summary, while the overall strategic goals established by the organization remain the 

same, the execution of this strategy has been under external attack. The organization could be 

thought to have a flexible business strategy since it is willing to seize opportunities. However, 

there are no guidelines around the choice of these opportunities. Because the organization is only 

starting to develop key strategic processes and boundary rules to frame its overall strategy, 

SoftwareOrg can be considered to have low levels of business strategy flexibility.   

2.3. IS/IT Strategy  

SoftwareOrg appears to have developed a loosely defined IS/IT strategy that includes 

some components of innovativeness. See Chapter 4.   

Overall, as was noted in the Experimental culture section, SoftwareOrg focuses much of 

its effort on fostering a people-oriented organization and has not put much emphasis on 

information systems and management.  

The current IS/IT strategy seems to be developed at a high, general level. It also appears 

to refer more to the strategic approach the organization takes with its clients, when it comes to 

IS/IT, than to the internal systems in place at SoftwareOrg. The following quote from the SVP, 

Solution Delivery and Technology explains this point:  

“We do have a strategy. It can be summed up in terms of taking advantage of 

the current trend towards leveraging the cloud in app development and not 

having all of our processing capability in-house. We believe that for some 

time to come, we’ll need some computing power internally to support our 

development teams ongoing processing and performance capacity 

requirements cost effectively. That can be augmented through cloud with 

burst/peak requirements. We are also starting to build our applications in a 

way that can leverage current trends in cloud based infrastructure and APIs-

kind of infrastructure as a service, or even platforms as a service. Those are 

all things that are very much on our radar and affecting the way we build out 

our architectures. Our clients are also taking us there but perhaps not as 

quickly as what the industry would have you believe.” (Respondent 2) 

The IS/IT function conducts yearly planning to evaluate the organizational needs. 

Overall, the organization believes that the IS/IT function should deliver whatever may be needed 

from a project perspective, as the VP, Human Resources explains:  

There is a strategy, they do planning on a yearly and a more than yearly 

basis. We have […] more than 300 servers. So there are lots. We have always 

erred on putting more technology and hardware in. ‘You need hardware to do 

your job faster.  We get it’. There have never been any constraints around 

that. (Respondent 3) 

Overall, IS/IT is currently viewed as a tool to support business activities.  However, the 

upcoming implementation of NetSuite may be the first step toward a more formalized IS/IT 

strategy, where IS/IT will be considered as a business enabler. The system was selected 

strategically to support business growth, as the SVP, Business Operations explains below:  
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“Prior to that [system selection], [the IS/IT strategy] was [about]doing a 

mapping and gapping of all the systems and processes to identify what we 

needed to support the organization. It was to support that growth. It sort of 

dove-tailed into ‘If we are going to get to this level of growth and profitability 

and client mix and recurring revenue clients, as opposed to just services 

clients, what systems do we need to support that?’ So, strategy is probably a 

bit heavy of a word for that. But there is certainly a plan in terms of how that 

needs to fit in with the overall strategy so that we can execute and have the 

systems that will support the growth.” (Respondent 4) 

The SVP, Business Operations explains why NetSuite seems like the right system for 

SoftwareOrg:  

“We think that it will be more of an enabler as opposed to just a bunch of ad 

hoc tools. We went through the selection process for that system [...] it is 

about a system, but it is about the overall technology to support the 

organization and this one multi-module integrated system widely used seemed 

to be the right solution.” (Respondent 4) 

In addition to the upcoming implementation of a business-enabling system, there are 

signs that the organization is always willing to try and integrate innovative information systems 

and technology. In the Experimental culture section, I explained how some employees experiment 

with new systems. When these systems prove useful, their use is expanded throughout the whole 

organization. 

In summary, SoftwareOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be categorized as undefined. However, the 

organization seems to be moving toward a more formalized strategy that shows signs of 

innovativeness.   

3. SoftwareOrg’s Information/Knowledge Factors  

The information and knowledge capabilities below reflect the constructs identified in 

Chapter 3. Specifically, organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure 

flexibility are reviewed here.  

3.1. Organizational Memory 

SoftwareOrg values organizational memory and is in the process of developing processes 

to improve the storage of declarative information and knowledge. At this stage, efforts to store 

past experience, knowledge and information using IS/IT seems to be limited. This may be the 

result of a heavy emphasis on a people-oriented culture, as was suggested in the Experimental 

culture section.  

First, procedural memory is mostly stored within individuals and not on IS/IT. Stored 

procedural memory is mostly related to expertise acquired during a specific project. For instance, 

it includes knowledge about technical challenges, and past positive and negative project 

experiences. The SVP, Business Operations explains below that the organization is effective at 

storing this type of procedural memory, which can then be reused for other projects:  

“From a sharing information and the memory of technical challenges, 

experiences, good solutions, bad solutions, best practices, I think that we do a 

fairly good job at that.” (Respondent 4) 
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At the managerial level, SoftwareOrg leaders use their network to better understand 

current economic conditions and how they affect business in the software development industry. 

The VP, ICT & Retail explains below how he used his network to understand why SoftwareOrg’s 

business was not as active as expected:   

“It is also really using our network to try to get a sense if other companies are 

going through the same thing. Over the summer, we were a little slow and we 

basically just pulled all the other vendors that are in the same area that we 

know quite well to get a sense if it is us or is it the market.” (Respondent 5) 

In general, management agrees that organizational memory is stored in managers’ heads. 

Leadership meetings are used to discuss both factual information (declarative information) and 

procedural memory on current projects and business opportunities.   

Second, SoftwareOrg makes more use of its IS/IT to store declarative memory. 

Operational information such as human resources and project files are stored on an intranet.  

Additionally, specific key indicators are systematically captured and stored. Data like time are 

captured on Unanet,and also stored in project management documents on the intranet, as the SVP, 

Solution Delivery and Technology explains here: 

“We have time collection data for probably the past 20 years in one shape or 

another. We are getting quite good at retrospectives and documenting them 

and having them available.” (Respondent 2) 

Important metrics used for strategic business decisions are also stored, and include 

utilization ratio, win-loss analyses, as the VP, Financial Services and the VP, Human Resources 

explain here:  

“Our annual planning process has a bunch of parts to it. One of which is the 

win-loss analyses that we do. Where are we winning in business and where 

are we losing in business, etc.? Our financial metrics that we use in our 

planning process which comes from a combination of our accounting 

package, Unanet time tracking system, and a bunch of Excel spreadsheets. 

That sort of financial analyses helps us to make strategic decisions about 

where our business is profitable. Hiring and firing decisions and all of that 

kind of stuff. […] We also just look at successes and failures and we do spot 

analysis to look at some of the objectives that we want to set for the following 

year.” (Respondent 1) 

 “I have been working here long enough with everyone so I know what I have 

to do to move a decision forward. […] Everyone has been kind of going, ‘You 

know I think or I don’t know but there is nothing solid to it’. Having some 

concrete [utilization] data that is not emotional that I can put in front of 

people and say, ‘Have a look at this and see what is going on”. That allows us 

to make a decision that is less emotional than just based on a gut feel.”  

(Respondent 3) 

Last, and as was suggested in the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section above, more 

and more business opportunity and account management data are captured by and stored in 

Highrise. Such information may then be used to inform Software’s leaders of the next strategic 

moves that should be made with a potential client.  
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The above descriptions of declarative and procedural types of memory at SoftwareOrg 

suggest that there is moderate complementarity between them, based both on IS/IT and non-IS/IT 

enabled mechanisms. More and more, managers leverage their vast amount of experience 

acquired during their many years at SoftwareOrg (procedural memory) with factual information 

stored in IS/ to make business decisions, as the VP, Financial Systems explains below:   

 “Our organizational memory is the core central nervous system of our 

business. We have many people who have been here a long time. Everybody 

has been here for at least 10 years. I am 16, [the VP, Human Resources] is 

16, [the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology] has been here since the 

beginning basically […] And that sort of organizational memory or corporate 

memory is a key success factor for us. It is not the systems that we have and 

the data that we get from those systems. However, we take the systems that we 

have and the data that we get from those systems and we use that to make 

decisions every day. And then we can take some larger aggregated view of 

that information and marry it up with the experiences that we got from making 

all those decisions. We put these two things together and then we make 

strategic decisions.” (Respondent 1)  

Additionally, information derived from systems such as Highrise is used to change 

processes. This is especially the case with the development of a business development and 

account management process (see 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility). The SVP, Business 

Operations explains this point below:  

“Highrise facilitates the communication around [account management]. It is 

a kind of repository of a lot of that dialogue that is successful to everyone 

involved in that. The key point though is that we dabbled in that formal 

account management because a lot of us have other experience and know that 

it is important. But when you become comfortable with a client and they make 

changes in different areas then you don’t always reach out and build that 

relationship with the new VP of architecture.” (Respondent 4) 

In summary, SoftwareOrg has developed low to medium levels of organizational memory 

complementarity. The organization has started to increase the amount of declarative memory 

stored on IS/IT, which then more easily complements procedural memory.  

3.2. IM/KM Capability 

Based on criteria set in Chapter 4, SoftwareOrg has developed low to medium levels of 

IM/KM capability. However, the organization recognizes the capability as an important one that 

needs to be enhanced. The organization has recently improved the quality of its information.  The 

further development of an IM/KM capability is a natural evolution for the organization and will 

occur through the acquisition of information systems such as NetSuite, as the VP, ICT & Retail 

explains here:  

“We definitely need to improve the technologies that we have. We are not 

getting enough management information. As we grow, that is going to become 

a problem.” (Respondent 5) 
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But SoftwareOrg also acknowledges that it needs to develop and implement information 

and knowledge management processes, as the VP, Financial Services suggests here:  “We are 

developing that capability but it is an evolution. It is not just buying systems.” (Respondent 1).  

 

First, although improvements are still needed in terms of real-time availability of 

information and knowledge, SoftwareOrg produces accurate and relevant information. By 

developing processes that allow the organization to combine a number of IT-enabled data and 

information, SoftwareOrg is now able to produce complete and accurate information, as the VP, 

Financial Services explains below:   

“Our company has grown over the years. It grew a lot more a couple of years 

ago than it has in the last few years. With that transformation of our 

organization, we have had to learn how to use the information systems that we 

have. […] It is not that we had to learn how to use them; we had to learn the 

processes that we need to implement just to take advantage of them. We found 

ourselves looking at these systems for data and realizing that the data was 

inaccurate or incomplete and then we had to go and implement processes and 

enforce processes, just to make sure that the data was in the systems and that 

it was accurate and complete. It is improving a lot.” (Respondent 1)  

Further, the use of Excel spreadsheet makes it easy to modify managerial reports and 

ensure that only relevant information is provided to managers. The VP, Human Resources 

explains here how she regularly reviews information that is included in these reports:  

“I have a spreadsheet that I have been preparing for years. It has been about. 

I was looking at it the other day and I was going, “this is just is not giving the 

information that we need”. I have been thinking about how to change that. 

Every once in a while you have to look at what you automatically produce and 

see if it adds value. I don’t want to be in a place where I am stifled with 

bureaucracy to produce a report and then that report goes and does nothing. I 

want to make sure that the information is useful. You have to constantly 

vigilant and ask yourself why you are doing this.” (Respondent 3) 

While quality information is produced at SoftwareOrg, the organization generally suffers 

from a lack of real time availability of that information. This issue is felt across the whole 

organization. For instance, the VP, ICT & Retail explains how the collection of information about 

software products that the organization sells to the manufacturing industry is very time 

consuming:  

“We were just analyzing one of our products that is called [SoftwareOrg 

product]. It consists of three applications that we have, our own products and 

we sell them as a service to the [manufacturing] industry. And so, we wanted 

to do an analysis of our profitability across all of those products for the last 

six years. Basically, we had to build all of that data through going back and 

looking at spreadsheets and invoices and then breaking that information down 

into the various categories of service versus licence vs. maintenance and 

sales. We don’t really have any solutions that would give you that 

information.” (Respondent 5) 

With this other example, the VP, Human Resources explains how utilization reports 

would be more helpful if they were automatically available:  
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“We collect information for people on a weekly basis through their time sheet 

program. I talked about utilization… it would be great if we had that 

automatically come out. I am working on some spreadsheets that should help 

that a little bit. Ultimately, the integrated system that we have should help 

with that.” (Respondent 3) 

As the VP, Human Resource notes in the above quote, the implementation of NetSuite in 

the coming year will help address the lack of real-time information available. It should also allow 

the organization to do better analyses and be more responsive to client needs, as the SVP, 

Business Operations explains:  

 “[The current system] does limit the flexibility a little bit. It creates lags in 

sort of putting plan against actual analysis, which you don’t need to do in real 

time, but for sensitivity analysis and to respond to certain customer requests. 

And particularly when it comes to resourcing, we live and die by our ability to 

have the right resources assigned on a project. And so we do lose some ability 

to maybe respond quickly to resource availability or easily know whether we 

have available folks or not.” (Respondent 4)  

Additionally, the implementation of NetSuite should positively affect the ability of 

SoftwareOrg to conduct and regularly update its forecasting. Today, forecasting is done 

manually, as the VP, ICT & Retail explains: 

“[NetSuite] will give us much better operational management data. So, what 

do our forecasts look like for the next year? What is our staffing looking like? 

How much booked business do we have over the next four years vs. right 

now?: I have to add that up in my head. It will give us a much better forward 

looking, and it will also give us a much better sense of how we are doing on a 

week to week or month to month basis.” (Respondent 5)  

While NetSuite should provide the organization with more timely information, it will also 

give managers the opportunity to analyze information in more depth. Unanet, the current time 

management system used at SoftwareOrg has no dashboard capability, while NetSuite does. The 

two SVPs describe below how NetSuite should facilitate information management:  

“I mean we are looking to upgrade our time management and time collection 

application. Mostly because [Unanet] does not have some of the integration 

and dashboard capabilities that allow you to slice and dice and report on the 

information collected to the extent that we would like. It is all available there 

but we have to do more work manually to extract that information so much so 

that isn’t done.” (Respondent 2) 

 “I guess [Unanet] prevents some analysis that may be easier with a more 

integrated system and I am saying this because we have just gone through the 

selection process this year to identify a new system that would essentially 

replace the bulk of the ones that I mentioned from an operations point of view. 

” (Respondent 4) 

Second, as suggested above, the replacement of Unanet by NetSuite should allow the 

organization to improve on its overall information and knowledge management. However, there 

is also a need to improve on information sharing processes. The SVP, Business Operations 
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suggests below that the system’s implementation itself will not address all information sharing 

issues within the organization. He and the VP, Human Resources provide a list of examples 

below on areas that need to be improved from a process perspective: 

“There is a bit of a gap there, which we try and fill with some of the solutions 

like Highrise. An information sharing enabler that we don’t have [...] we 

share a lot of information, just through network storage and drives through 

different groups. And some other more infrastructure-like solutions that are 

related to where is the document stored, as opposed to how do I access this 

information? When you think about classic document management solution or 

Share point, or things like that, that is something that we don’t have. And that 

becomes an issue when you get into this account management strategy that I 

talked about, where multiple people need to know where the contract is and 

where the statement of work is. Where the customers documentation is...where 

the RFP is that you wrote for this customer because you want to refer to that 

for the next customer that you are doing. That is a bit of a gap.” (Respondent 

4)  

“We have tried for a while to get a shared repository for proposals which 

works and does not work. You need someone dedicated to that. If people need 

it then somehow systems evolve and if they don’t it does not happen. Or if they 

are not particularly organized [it does not happen].” (Respondent 3) 

The SVP, Business Operations further explains that the need to develop better 

information and knowledge management processes, along with the implementation of a new 

system, are critical to the success of the company’s new strategic foci: 

“It is something that we are starting to think about. It has been a lower 

priority but it is going to surface as we execute more on this account 

management strategy, and focus more on the business development and access 

to legacy material.” (Respondent 4)  

On the other hand, non-IT enabled information and knowledge sharing is quite effective 

at SoftwareOrg. As described above, the organization has implemented a weekly meeting process 

whereby all important information and knowledge are shared from the practice areas up to the 

leadership team. The SVP, Business Operations describes the process here:  

“What we do a pretty good job at is, we do a pretty good job at getting the 

right people together on a regular and organized basis to talk about project 

performance, client opportunities or issues, and business development 

prospects and opportunities. And we have a regular 11 o’clock Tuesday 

management meeting where we look at every project, every team, every HR 

matter, every potential recruit, every prospect and opportunity. It is a 

leadership team meeting. And then out of that sort of leading up to that the 

practices will have their own sessions. It may sound like a lot of meeting 

overhead but really it is not. I think that we have gotten pretty efficient at it. 

What that does is that it makes sure that everyone is sharing a lot of that key 

information across the group.” (Respondent 4)  
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The above quote also suggests that informal information and knowledge sharing is 

effective at the managerial level. SoftwareOrg’s leadership team tends to share information 

through discussions and meetings as the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology explains:  

 “That part I think is good. The informal sharing of information I think is 

something that, as an organization, we do quite well.  I am always prepared to 

go talk to someone because that can be much more productive more quickly 

than writing things down and documenting. Some of this may just reflect my 

working style. ” (Respondent 2) 

Similarly, information sharing at the project management level is effective. The 

organization has been praised by external entities on their ability to document project 

information, but what is lacking is an effective method to retain, process and reuse this 

information, as the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology explains here:  

“Our clients have at times stated that we are an organization who likes to 

document everything down in detail, often in emails. So we have a lot of 

documentation. What is a bit more challenging is collecting that information 

in a way that is organized, searchable and available for folks, in a way that 

they can and they want to consume it. We are making progress in that area as 

well through the tools that we have. Through an intranet site where we collect 

project documentation. One thing that you have probably seen in all of our 

rooms are white boards. We are trying to foster an environment where we 

capture what is on the white board on our intranet, even if it is just a picture 

that’s posted. We are not bad at it, but there are opportunities to improve and 

we’re working on that.” (Respondent 2) 

Internally, a number of initiatives are used to share and hopefully encourage reuse of 

knowledge and information. These initiatives include moving individuals from project to project 

and offering informal discussion outlets to employees. The results  have been mixed, as the VP, 

Human Resources and the SVP, Business operations explain here: 

“The knowledge can be quite silent. I think that from a management team we 

kind of understand how to get the information that we need to make the 

decisions. On the project teams, they often come up with really good learnings 

about how they do stuff. That knowledge is so sticky to the individual and the 

only way that you can really get good knowledge sharing is when we mix 

people around in projects. They bring that information with them as 

knowledge, and that is the best way of doing it. We have tried doing ‘lunch 

and learn’, from a technical perspective, where people give their information 

out, but that knowledge is not very sticky because you hear it and go, ‘oh that 

is cool’ and then you don’t use it.” (Respondent 3) 

 “There is a group that is responsible for disseminating that information. 

What also comes out of that are things like ‘lightening talks’, or ‘lunch and 

learns’ that anyone in the organization can access. I think that we are doing 

that okay.” (Respondent 4).  

In summary, SoftwareOrg has developed low to medium levels of IM/KM capability. 

However, the organization has recognized the need to improve on IT-enabled information and 
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knowledge management, as the organization keeps growing, and has already taken steps in that 

direction.  

3.3. IT Infrastructure Flexibility 

SoftwareOrg has developed medium levels of an IT infrastructure flexibility capability. 

Overall, the organization has implemented an infrastructure that allows for flexibility but it needs 

to integrate its software applications better.    

SoftwareOrg has developed an infrastructure that relies more and more on cloud 

computing and server virtualization. As was noted in the 2.3. IS/IT Strategy section, the objective 

of such virtualization is not only to gain cost efficiencies. A virtualized environment provides a 

more scalable and faster environment for software developers, which is critical at SoftwareOrg. 

The SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology explains below how the organization 

benefits from virtualization in terms of scalability, adaptability, compatibility and overall 

flexibility:  

“Our server environment is almost entirely virtualized, that is, managed as 

virtual machines – going a long way to supporting adaptability, compatibility 

and scalability. Virtualization provides us with significant flexibility around 

managing and deploying compute and storage resources as well 

as applications. It makes it much easier to manage our server environment, 

makes it more maintainable and allows us to provision environments very 

quickly.  We can also scale quickly through spinning up more environments 

(parallelization) and/or giving applications more resources. [This] allows us 

to more easily support multiple [operating system] environments, have 

[standard] template configurations to start from for [development] machines 

to build servers etc.  (Respondent 2) 

In terms of hardware compatibility, while software applications are not well integrated, 

some middleware applications link some of them together. The VP, Financial Services explains 

below that an additional application called Easy Insight
63

 collects data from Highrise through an 

application program interface (API): 

 “They [the systems] are not very well integrated, but we have strung them 

together well enough to get the job done. Today, Highrise does not actually do 

very good reporting. We have another tool, which is called Easy Insight. Easy 

Insight connects to an API that High Rise has, where it goes and refreshes 

data daily and it creates, on a weekly basis, an Excel spreadsheet, which 

automatically emails to myself and [the VP, Human Resources]. [The VP, 

Human Resources] cuts and pastes that data from Excel into this other 

management report that we look at our executive team meetings on Tuesdays. 

So it works, but it is not integrated.” (Respondent 1) 

Overall, the organization’s software lacks flexibility. As was described in the 3.2. IM/KM 

Capability section, Unanet does not feature any dashboard functionality, and data need to be 

exported through Easy Insight into an Excel spreadsheet to be processed and analyzed. In the 

future, NetSuite will provide this much needed flexibility and will allow the organization to 

quickly add functionality to the system.  

                                                      

63
 http://www.easy-insight.com 
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In addition to giving limited flexibility from a reporting perspective, the current systems 

also limit accessibility. These are issues that NetSuite will help address, as the SVP, Business 

Operations explains below:  

“[The infrastructure] is pretty limited, which is why a big project this year 

has been to identify an integrated system that we could use to do all of those 

things. Now, it is flexible in the sense that if you want a different report, you 

modify the spreadsheet. But flexibility and sustainability are sometimes 

diametrically opposed. It is also limiting flexibility from access to it through 

different channels or outside the organization. So, for folks that are working 

on site at clients and traveling in some cases, it is not as easy to use the 

systems that we have as we would like.” (Respondent 4)  

The VP, Financial Services explains below that the move toward a more integrated 

system like NetSuite is consistent with the organization’s growth and structural changes over the 

past few years:  

“Where we are today is not a great place. And that is completely 

understandable, given where we are in our evolution. So, we have more 

people selling now. I took this role in 2007 when we created our practices. We 

were all just managed as one company prior to 2007. And then, we formed 

into a classic vertical model. So financial services, ICT, Healthcare, when we 

did that all of a sudden. And business development became the responsibility 

of the individual vertical, because we developed networks in those sectors, 

and so on. Over the last six years, we have gone from splitting into verticals to 

having even multiple people in those verticals who are selling and managing 

relationships with clients and so on. So, more people involved […] and the 

systems went from a simple spreadsheet to a little bit better tools, but for those 

tools, we needed Excel to do the reporting, and so on.” (Respondent 1) 

Finally, in terms of network flexibility, as the SVP, Business Operations indicates above, 

remote access to applications appears to be difficult. However, the network infrastructure that is 

currently in place does provide for flexibility. The SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology 

explains that secure remote access is provided:  

“We utilize a operating system agnostic SSL VPN appliance to allow remote 

access to our environment. We also deploy thick applications via Citrix for 

faster, easier access” (Respondent 2) 

Once NetSuite is implemented, it is expected that remote access to applications will 

dramatically improve.  

In summary, SoftwareOrg exhibits medium levels of IT infrastructure flexibility. The 

organization’s IT infrastructure flexibility should dramatically improve following the 

implementation of NetSuite.  

4. Strategic Improvisation at SoftwareOrg 

The evaluation of strategic improvisation within SoftwareOrg was conducted in two 

steps: The identification of potential strategic improvisation events, and determining whether 

SoftwareOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability. Overall, three events 

were recounted by respondents. Using criteria set in Chapter 4, two of these events were 
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identified as strategic improvisation events. One relates to the loss of a key client, RetailClient, 

while the other is about the gain of a new major client, BankClient. Based on these events, it 

appears that the organization is in the process of developing a strategic improvisation dynamic 

capability. The two strategic improvisation events are described below.  

The SVP, Business Operations and the VP, ICT & Retail recounted the first strategic 

improvisation event, and all respondents mentioned the event during their interview. In the ICT & 

Retail practice area, clients are generally of much smaller size than in the Financial Services area. 

However, the organization had been working for a large Canadian retail organization, 

RetailClient, for nine years, and had developed one of RetailClient’s core pharmacy systems, 

RetailSystem. RetailClient was the ICT & Retail practice area’s largest customer. SoftwareOrg 

supported the system, and provided software development services on other projects. The 

organization’s leaders believed they had a good working relationship with the client. Following a 

change in management, SoftwareOrg lost all its contracts with that organization over the course 

of one year. This example can be characterized as a strategic improvisation event for the 

organization, because it was unexpected, triggered a number of actions from SoftwareOrg 

management to try and solve the contractual problems, and was of major financial importance, as 

the SVP, Business Operations explains here:  

“I would consider the potential loss of a major long-term client as a strategic 

threat. Particularly because it was one that was related to some core 

competencies in the pharmacy area.[…] [RetailClient] had been a long-term 

client, tens of millions of dollars over eight years. We built their 

[RetailSystem] that runs all their pharmacies nationally. We had a good 

working relationship. […] It is one of the more significant revenue line threats 

that we have had in our history potentially and certainly in the last 10 years.” 

(Respondent 4) 

The initial trigger for the eventual loss of RetailClient was a change in management in 

the client’s IS/IT function. This new management team started sending requests for proposals for 

new software development projects, as the SVP, Business Operations and the VP, ICT & Retail 

recall below:  

“There was a change of management there and they went to look at [...] an 

alternative, and not just alternative vendors but strategy for the overall IT 

systems.” (Respondent 4)  

“In 2010/2011, their management team changed and they basically started to 

tender all of the systems development work. We responded to a number of 

RFPs over a period of time and we continued to partner with them and work 

with them. Until one day, they started to reduce the amount of work that we 

were doing over a period of six months, with no real information about their 

intentions other than they were managing costs.” (Respondent 5) 

The organization had to take a number of improvisational actions as the event unfolded. 

First, seeing that the organization was losing projects with RetailClient, the leadership team 

decided to assess the strategic threat. The SVP, Business Operations recalls who was involved in 

this assessment: 

“The entire management team of that practice, as well as corporate [were 

involved]. The [CEO, the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology], myself, at 

the time our CFO and I am now assuming that role, the lead of our retail 
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practice […], his folks that were directly involved in the account, both from a 

technical leadership point of view and a delivery project management point of 

view. And so initially, it was ‘Okay, what do we know and what do we not 

know?’ And it was a kind of a situation assessment around the threat.” 

(Respondent 4) 

 The team developed a scenario-based analysis to try and anticipated potential outcomes 

for this threat. Managers were also tasked with the objective of leveraging their existing 

relationships at RetailClient and gaining a better understanding of the situation internally, as the 

SVP, Business Operations further explains:  

“Initially, it was discussion based. It was ‘This is going on; let’s get everyone 

in a room and level set on what we know’. And if there are any assignments 

that people need to do based on either the relationships that they have or the 

expertise that they have. It was a bit of a divide and conquer approach on 

‘Okay, we know this is happening, so what are the potential outcomes’? ‘What 

are the alternatives that we could pursue and what do we know, and what 

information do we need to gather?’ It was things like ‘Okay, […] you go and 

identify what the other […] systems are that they could select’. And I am 

talking about in the early part, they could switch out of the [RetailSystem]. 

What are the other systems that are being used and what do we know about 

them? ‘Okay, you have these two executive contacts, so reach out to this guy 

and find out what is going on over there.’” (Respondent 4) 

The objective of these initial actions was to gather as much information as possible about 

RetailClient, using a structured approach: 

 “That was network based and then sort of research based as well. Who are 

the people that we don’t know and is there a way that we could try to get to 

that? And then identifying the other partners as well. It was [...] there are a 

lot engineers and scientists in the office so it was fairly analytical and 

methodical. You do that when in fact you don’t really have real insight as to 

what the customer’s process is. That is where the potential disconnect 

comes.” (Respondent 4) 

The second main action was taken when it became more obvious that SoftwareOrg would 

lose its main project with RetailClient, the support of RetailSystem. The organization sought to 

use its external network, and internal network within RetailClient to find out what organization 

would win the support contract and whether SoftwareOrg could keep some of the business with 

that new vendor, as the SVP, Business Operations summarizes here: 

“We had to identify the relationships that we could try to leverage in the 

organization to get information about the process, to try to understand if there 

was a portion of the business that we could retain. Before they had awarded 

[the support contract], we had to identify the partners that they were 

potentially talking to. If they went with a large international firm, should we 

be trying to work with that international firm because of our expertise to go in 

behind them as a subcontractor?” (Respondent 4) 
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This action triggered a third action, which involved discussing this potential alternative 

with RetailClient. Specifically, SoftwareOrg wanted to make sure that RetailClient would accept 

them as a potential subcontractor for the new vendor: 

“We had to talk to the client to see how they would feel if we did that. Did they 

think that would help that other company? Would it help us?” (Respondent 4) 

SoftwareOrg eventually lost all its projects with RetailClient. In addition, all discussions 

about potentially serving as a subcontractor to the new vendor came to a halt with RetailClient 

entered into merger negotiations with another organization. The SVP, Business Operations recalls 

how that event stopped all actions:  

“And so then, that happened. They chose to go with another company. We 

expected to get some ongoing maintenance and support work, as well as some 

regulatory work that was pretty much dependent on us and then over the 

summer the [merger negotiation] were announced and that sort of put 

everything into a holding pattern. (Respondent 4)  

There are at least three direct outcomes derived from this strategic improvisation event. 

The first obvious direct outcome is the loss of the client. The SVP, Business Operations explains 

below that at least RetailClient has kept the system that SoftwareOrg built, which is the only 

positive component of the loss of the overall maintenance contract:  

“The good news was they chose to stick with the system that we built. 

However, they went to market to look for an outsourced support maintenance 

organization and ultimately picked a large Indian firm to do that.” 

(Respondent 4) 

The second outcome affected SoftwareOrg internally. Throughout the process, the 

organization tried to anticipate worst-case scenarios and slowly moved employees away from 

RetailClient’s projects, as the VP, ICT & Retail explains:   

We had a sense that they were going to make a decision along those lines and 

we were gradually backing people away from that client and redeploying them 

when we had the opportunity. That took a lot of the pressure off but in the end 

we had to let go a few people, which is always difficult.” (Respondent 5) 

In addition, a limited number of employees were let go. This was difficult for the 

organization, as SoftwareOrg prides itself on putting its employees first. However, all was done 

to reallocate employees to other practice areas and projects, as the SVP, Business Operations 

explains: 

“Initially, there were personnel implications. We had to make some changes 

with some project management folks who were heavily concentrated with that 

client and with that expertise. We had a QA group that was very focused on 

pharmacy and we did not have other pharmacy work so we made some 

changes there.” (Respondent 4) 

Following personnel moves, the organization decided to leverage its employees’ 

technical expertise and retrain them on other subject matter, like financial services or the 

pharmacy industry:  
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“How do we redeploy people or deal with all the people who were no longer 

employed or active with that client? The approach that we took was ‘How can 

we get them retrained on different client technologies and move them to 

financial services where luckily we had a client who was really doing well and 

was growing?’. At that same time, keep our staff in place where they felt that 

they had a role to play and something else to do.” (Respondent 4) 

Despite the negative outcome, SoftwareOrg leaders believe that the right course of 

actions was taken. The organization remained true to its corporate values and minimized the 

impact on employees as much as possible. Furthermore, this strategic improvisation example had 

long lasting process impacts on SoftwareOrg. Some of these process changes are described in the 

2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section and include the development of a better business 

development and account management process. It also pushed the organization to focus on 

rebuilding its ICT & Retail practice area and to use its pharmacy system expertise in other 

practice areas, like the Healthcare are. This change is further described in the 6.2. Product/Service 

Flexibility section.  

In this first strategic improvisation event, SoftwareOrg rapidly used some of its existing 

resources, especially its relationships through its employees and managers, to assess and act on 

the strategic threat. It appears that in this example, the use of IS/IT was fairly limited, although 

the VP, ICT & Retail explains that a system like NetSuite could have helped from a human 

resources management perspective: 

“Where it could play a role, if we had our new tools in place, we would have a 

much clearer look at what our front line and requirements for people is [...] 

and what the skills sets are; how we could slot those people into or schedule 

people into other projects as they came up. That definitely is an area where, if 

we had a better technology, it would help.”  (Respondent 5) 

However, the organization was still able to reconfigure its capabilities in developing 

pharmacy systems and quickly applied them to other sectors within the organization. By doing so, 

the organization minimized the number of employees whose jobs had to be terminated.  

The second strategic improvisation event has a more positive outcome, as it relates to the 

acquisition of a new major client in the Financial Services practice area, BankClient. The VP, 

Financial Services and the VP, Human Resources recounted this event. As previously noted, the 

Financial Services practice area is the largest one at SoftwareOrg. Clients in this industry tend to 

be larger and required the execution of long term, complex projects. The trigger for this 

opportunity was a fortuitous meeting between SoftwareOrg’s CEO and a newly appointed senior 

executive at BankClient, as the VP, Financial Services recalls:  

“About 90 days ago, our CEO, my boss, got in contact - and I don’t know how 

that happened. He may have bumped into him on the street or heard about 

him from a mutual contact, whatever. But he made contact through an old 

contact of his who happened to be newly appointment into a C level position 

in one of the big […] banks.” (Respondent 1)  

The opportunity to work with a major bank was a strategic opportunity that fit well with 

the organization’s expertise, as the VP, Financial Services explains:  

“It became a strategic opportunity for us because we had a C-level friendly 

executive sponsor in a segment that we knew that we had a close alignment 

to” (Respondent 1)  
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It was also unexpected and required fast action from SoftwareOrg’s top managers to take 

advantage of the relationship between the CEO and the new contact. Within three months, 

SoftwareOrg has signed a contract and completed an initial project. As such, this opportunity 

qualifies as a strategic improvisation event.  

Following the initial contact between the CEO and the BankClient’s senior executive, a 

few actions took place.  First, similar to the first strategic improvisation event, the leadership 

team discussed the opportunity as a group to decide whether it was worth pursuing.  Over the past 

few years, the organization had been developing an expertise in a specific area of financial 

services, which made this opportunity a perfect fit for SoftwareOrg, according to the VP, 

Financial Services:   

“We have been seeing a trend in the last few years where our value 

proposition is much more appealing to the capital markets line of business of 

the big five banks than it is to, say, retail banking. This contact happened to 

be the CIO of the capital markets division of this big bank. […] It was a 

strategic area of opportunity for us relative to, say, insurance or something 

else.” (Respondent 1)  

While the opportunity seemed to fit with SoftwareOrg’s value proposition, the leadership 

team still discussed it to ensure that it could pursue it: 

“We had to think about, do we have capacity to take on this client? Do we 

have the right kinds of skills? Is there a good fit with our organization and 

their organization? I would say that 80% of those factors in that decision-

making process are things that we are all aligned on. We need to think about 

who are the key people that we would assign to that account? Do we have the 

ability to take on the work? How does it fit with the other projects that we 

have? And then of course, […] are these projects that we can do?” 

(Respondent 1) 

Once the decision was made to pursue the opportunity further, the group developed an 

action plan. It involved identifying key personnel within SoftwareOrg that were to be involved in 

relationship building and researching about BankClient, as the VP, Financial Services explains:  

“As a group internally, we needed to get together and talk about how we were 

going to pursue this opportunity. We needed to get a good understanding of 

the organization and the potential client. We needed to get an understanding 

of our network within the client, who do we know, who can we reach out to, 

who can we lean on for support in pursuing business? And we needed to get a 

sense of what was going on, what were the forces at play for them. Regulatory 

forces, economic forces. Get as much intelligence that we could and pursue 

the business. That involved our CEO, myself, my VP of solution delivery, as 

well as a couple of other people in the financial services practice. We 

identified a couple of initiatives that were going on within that organization.” 

(Respondent 1) 

Initial research was done using external tools like LinkedIn and Twitter, as well as 

internal systems available at SoftwareOrg, including Highrise: 
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“We did that partly through the tools that I talked about before […] LinkedIn 

was a key example for us. Our marketing team can also go and do internet 

searches to find out information about the company.” (Respondent 1)  

Based on initial research, SoftwareOrg was able to identify contacts within the 

organization that they reached out to and met, as the VP, Financial Services explains: 

“I would go for coffee with one of the guys who works in my practice, who 

knew a director or VP level guy within this bank. We had coffee with him and 

found out about the project that was starting up. And then [the CEO] and I 

went for lunch with the CIO and he told us about this other initiative that he 

thought would be a good fit for us. So, between those two  initiatives, we 

started to infiltrate the organization.” (Respondent 1) 

Before SoftwareOrg could finalize any of these projects, the VP, Human Resources and 

the VP, Financial Services had to discuss what this opportunity would mean in terms of staffing, 

as the VP, Human Resources explains here:  

“[The VP, Financial Services] had an opportunity that came in [BankClient] 

and he said to me, ‘Oh my god this is a huge opportunity. We are going to be 

able to staff it with four project managers and 10 developers.”  (Respondent 

3) 

There are at least three direct outcomes from this second strategic improvisation event. 

First, SoftwareOrg managed to win one of these two projects, which will run for many years and 

will bring in significant revenue to the organization. The VP, Financial Services explains what 

this outcome entails and what the project status is for the second opportunity:  

 “We ended up landing one of those projects. It is a multi-million dollar and 

multi-year project. The other one we are still pursuing. […] We have executed 

the first phase of the project, which was purely an advisory project. Many of 

our engagements start with a technology assessment or road map or advisory 

engagement. […] We finished that and we are now just literally this week 

transitioning into […] 80% of those engagements lead to implementation 

execution phases. That is where the real money is and we are just in that 

turning point right now with that project.” (Respondent 1)  

The second direct outcome was the need to staff this new project. Although the urgency 

was not as great as the VP, Financial Services had anticipated, personnel movement was still 

necessary and required internal discussions, the VP, Human Resources explains here:  

“In this specific case with [BankClient], the type of person that we had to put 

on that project was [...] we had to pull them off of an existing project and so 

back fill them and pull them on to the new project. It is a little bit complicated 

that way. This [project] was in financial services. And we had to pull out 

someone from the ITC & Retail group to help staff that project. […] Then I 

was involved with [the VP, ICT & Retail], negotiating for [an employee] who 

works directly with him.” (Respondent 3) 

From experience, the VP, Human Resources knew that full staffing for the project could 

be done at a slower pace, as she explains here: 
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“The interesting thing is it did not end up being that critical and we were able 

to back fill over that slowly. I think that my experience for most of these 

similar situations is when you onboard with new clients, it is always way 

slower and it always takes months to get up to full capacity. A client might 

think that they need this project happening but they can’t absorb them.” 

(Respondent 3) 

The third direct outcome was the acknowledgment that obtaining some IT-enabled 

information could be useful for staffing purposes. Although the VP, Human Resources remained 

committed to her staffing approach, she acknowledges that during this improvisation event, it 

would have been helpful to be able to review utilization on a regular basis:   

“I don’t think that moving people around and staffing projects can change 

that much even with more information. It is just a human process. […] I was 

looking at utilization over the last year and couple of years. […] We have 

been running with too many staff for too long. I think that with having some 

information systems to flag that sooner would be very helpful. Looking back, I 

go, ‘Oh man, it was month over month over month that we were having low 

utilizations on those specific people’. We probably could have caught that 

earlier.” (Respondent 3) 

Other long-term outcomes were identified, following this new project with BankClient. 

First, the organization was changing its hiring process to ensure that new employees have a strong 

financial services expertise, along with a strong technical expertise. This was discussed in the 2.2. 

Business Strategy Flexibility section. Second, a number of learning outcomes were identified, in 

addition to the IS/IT-related one described above.  Because of this strategic event, the 

organization can now charge its clients a much higher rate than it used to. The organization has 

also decided to expand the use of Highrise. These are further described in the 6. SoftwareOrg’s 

Internal Organizational Outcomes section. Finally, because many of SoftwareOrg employees 

have to work onsite at BankClient, there are effects on the organizational culture. Whereas 

employees could be dressed casually at SoftwareOrg and work directly with the team members, 

some are now required to dress in business attire and work remotely from their team. The VP, 

Financial Services explains this change:  

“Now, our employees may have to go to the client site. They have to put on 

business attire; they can’t show up to their office in jeans and a t-shirt. They 

have to work very closely with the clients, instead of mostly within their own 

internal team structure.” (Respondent 1)  

 It remains to be seen how this change will affect the organization’s people-centered 

organization.  

In this second example of strategic improvisation, the organization successfully leveraged 

its resources and capabilities to win a major contract with BankClient. The VP, Human Resources 

used her experience in staffing projects to reconfigure the human resources needed for the 

opportunity. The leadership team members used their network and key technical staff to infiltrate 

the organization.  

 

To determine whether SoftwareOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic 

capability, two criteria were examined, repetitiveness and impact, as described in Chapter 4. 
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Overall, SoftwareOrg appears to be in the process of developing a strategic improvisation 

capability.  

First, there is some evidence that some improvisational actions exhibit a certain level of 

repetitiveness. SoftwareOrg systematically discusses strategic opportunities and threats as a team 

and leadership team members decide together what the next steps should be. During these 

discussions and evaluation of the situation, key capabilities and resources are reviewed and 

assigned to the strategic event, based on their expertise. For instance, key managers within the 

ICT & Retail practice area were tasked with gathering information in the first strategic 

improvisation event. The VP, Human Resources used her experience to negotiate the 

reassignment of key staff during both improvisation events.  

However, the effectiveness of some of these repeated actions is unknown. In one case, 

the overall outcome was negative and resulted in the loss of a client, while in the other case, the 

overall outcome was the gain of large new project. Senior executives indicated that during the 

two strategic improvisation events, communication and overall knowledge sharing process were 

effective. However, in both cases, information technologies and systems do not appear to have 

been used to their potential. In that sense, some resources and capabilities could not be 

reconfigured, despite their recognized utility. In both strategic improvisation events, senior 

executives recognized that systems could have been better used, especially for IT-enabled 

knowledge sharing.  

While the repetitiveness and reconfiguration of existing resources and capabilities is 

lacking to some extent, it is clear that improvisational actions and outcomes have had an impact 

on the organization. As I have mentioned above and in the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility, both 

strategic improvisation events have largely affected how SoftwareOrg now conducts business. 

SoftwareOrg leadership team has learned from these experiences that the organization needs to 

improve on its ability to pursue new business but also its ability to monitor existing clients. In the 

case of RetailClient, the organization should probably have made contact and started developing a 

new relationship with the new management right when these individuals started their jobs. They 

also should have better managed other relationships within RetailClient to gain a better 

understanding of internal issues there.  This lack of proactivity was recognized by the 

organization and is the key reason why account management and business development has 

become a key strategic process for the organization.  Similarly, the second improvisation event 

has impacted the hiring process of the organization and may even have long lasting effects on 

SoftwareOrg’s organizational culture.  

The VP, Financial Services explains below how the new project affects the organization 

overall and human resources management:  

“We are trying to hire more senior people with the main 

expertise that we were talking about. We are struggling now 

because we have some more junior and less experienced. We 

have a number of those resources that we are now struggling to 

keep utilized. It is having some pretty significant effects on our 

organization. And that part of our business, which is our 

financial services practice that I run, is growing. And the other 

parts of the business have shrunk.” (Respondent 1) 

In summary, based on the analysis of two specific strategic improvisation events, it seems 

that SoftwareOrg has low-medium levels of a strategic improvisation capability. Examples of 

creative and spontaneous resource and capability reconfigurations are provided but their 

effectiveness is questioned in some cases. Clear outcomes with potential long-term impacts for 
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the whole organization are also provided, which indicates that the organization may be in the 

process of developing a strategic improvisation capability.  

5. SoftwareOrg’s Environmental Dynamism  

Overall, the environment in which SoftwareOrg competes can be characterized at highly 

dynamic, both in terms of speed of change and level of unpredictability.  

The software development industry is a volatile environment. There are ongoing changes 

affecting consumer technologies, which in turn affect how software is developed for businesses. 

The VP, ICT & Retail summarizes these technological trends:  

“The technology industry as you know is in constant change. It is fairly 

volatile. While we have had some long running application solutions, there is 

constant demand for reacting to the market. The latest fad has been mobile 

driven by the increased capabilities of smart phone technology. The iPhone 

was only invented less than five years ago. And all the tablets and what not 

continue to change. That has put a huge pressure on people to build 

applications differently, and to come up with completely different solutions. 

The other key factor is the disruptive nature of technology, where whole 

businesses, basically within a matter of a year, can disappear due to 

technology disruption. I would say that it is one of the most volatile industries 

out there.”  (Respondent 5) 

As the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology explains below, while SoftwareOrg is 

used to changes in the software industry, recent consumerization trends have had an impact on the 

industry: 

“I think that the software industry moves quite quickly. I don’t know if you can 

judge it on a day-to-day basis. It is probably more volatile than, say, some 

other industries. We are used to that. Having said that, there are some very 

large shifts in the availability of information technology and how people are 

consuming it that are making the world today in building application software 

much more volatile. We talk about trends like consumerization of IT, where 

consumers now have functionality, highly integrated and feature rich 

applications in the home, on their mobile devices and smart phones to the 

extent thatthey may have seen or been used to in the past even at work. That 

translates into much higher expectations in the business world including with 

large enterprise system interfaces, etc. That is one. People are also just way 

more aware with social media out there and the Internet at large. They are 

able to consume significantly more information than they have been able to in 

the past, through the Internet at large and many more applications. Those are 

a couple of trends.” (Respondent 2) 

A second recent trend deals with virtualization and cloud computing. While its concepts 

are not new, virtualization provides opportunities to individuals and organizations alike, as the 

SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology further explains: 

“Everybody talks about cloud and in a lot of ways, that just gives individuals 

a lot more computing power at low barrier to entry including capital cost and 

operation cost, than has been possible in the past. Infrastructure and/or apps 

that used to require mainframes or access to major proprietary systems 
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infrastructure including processing power, is now available at reasonably low 

costs and accessible to the average individual.” (Respondent 2) 

These technological trends affect the overall software development market. Organizations 

must adapt their backend systems to ensure they can deliver consumer-centered applications on 

the front-end. The recent growth in mobile devices and applications is one trend that directly 

impacts organizations, as the SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology explains here:  

“The short answer is yes. And it is largely around the user interfaces and the 

capability of the systems and less so around being able to process huge 

volumes of information. That is still largely provided to us in back end 

systems. Also the back end system processing and system of record processing 

has not changed to the extent required to support the throughput that people 

are expecting from those systems. Put another way, as you have consumers 

accessing these applications more, the throughput on those systems is much 

more significant. Consumer usage patterns will change. Banking applications 

are a good example. Everybody now accesses them through the web, through 

smart phones, and in other ways. They may even have the ability to analyze or 

look at the data in different ways (possibly requiring more backend calls) than 

they have been in the past. A fair bit of our work is working with those larger 

organizations to make sure that their systems can scale to the demand to 

provide that data and the application interfaces in a more user-friendly 

manner.   We are enabling the back end to enable the front end” (Respondent 

2) 

According to the VP, Financial Services, the business environment is rapidly changing as 

well, as a result of changes in technology consumption described above and regulation changes:  

And then the last one that I would say and I have left it to the end because it is 

probably the one with the biggest fastest pace of change. […] From a business 

perspective, I have seen the most […] the biggest increase in terms of the pace 

of change. That is largely due to the pent-up need for our customers to adopt 

technology change, which is very very small for us but for our clients, it is big. 

And also just the regulatory environment, the consumerization factors that 

play. The fact that employees are going to work expecting a different standard 

with respect to the systems that they use. All of those sort of factors ...mobile 

obviously, big data, those trends in the industry are creating more turmoil and 

change for our clients, from a business perspective. But when we distill that 

down to project execution and that is really their process and technology, that 

change gets simplified a little bit.” (Respondent 1)  

 The software industry environment is also highly unpredictable. As mentioned in the 

Experimental culture section, the current labour market tends to favor employees. This means that 

employers such as SoftwareOrg must find creative ways to recruit and retain top talents, as the 

VP, Human Resources suggests here:  

The market conditions out there are tough. They are very tough. We have huge 

competition all over the place. Ironically, the businesses out there are hugely 

[...] to get business is hugely competitive. I know all my guys get calls from 

recruiters all the time. Recruiters know [SoftwareOrg] have good people. We 

do good work.” (Respondent 3) 
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Overall, the software development industry is also a project-focused environment, which 

brings high levels of revenue unpredictability, especially for smaller organizations like 

SoftwareOrg. The VP, Human Resources explains how the loss of RetailClient and the 

organization’s choice to avoid using contractual workers affects SoftwareOrg: 

“We have had some long running clients. [RetailClient] was a long running 

client and we had them for eight or nine years doing project after project for 

them. That is not the norm really. Most of our clients, the work lasts about 

three years maybe and then we have done everything that they need and they 

try to build up an IT shop as well. When we have those long running clients 

there is a lot of predictability and you can see when the projects come. Most 

of the time we see three months ahead of time from a staffing perspective. 

There is a lot of variability to it. We could get a project that comes in and we 

need to bring in lots of people for that project, or we can have a project that 

we think is going to hit. One of the things that we have done is that I know our 

competitors make a lot of use of contractors, they deal with the ebbs and flow 

with a contractor. We have chosen not to do that. We have very few 

contractors on staff. Maybe 5%.  The way we do it is that when there is a lull 

in projects we have them working on investment work.” (Respondent 3)  

In summary, the environment in which SoftwareOrg competes can be characterized as 

highly dynamic, with a high rate of change and a high level of unpredictability. 

6. SoftwareOrg’s Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Three internal organizational outcomes are analyzed below, specifically process 

flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning.  

6.1. Process Flexibility 

SoftwareOrg has developed medium levels of process flexibility. The organization can 

easily modify its processes but not necessarily rapidly. See Chapter 4. 

Evidence has been provided that SoftwareOrg can easily modify its processes to address 

environmental changes. Following the two strategic improvisation events, major changes to the 

organization’s strategy and key strategic processes were made. They involved a refined business 

development and account management process, as well as a new hiring process. Both processes 

are described in 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility and the Strategic improvisation sections.  

However, at this stage, SoftwareOrg seems to have difficulty implementing some of these 

process changes quickly. During the BankClient event, the VP, Human Resources explained that 

staffing for a project took always longer than expected, although this did not seem to impact the 

project itself. She also explained that when it was clear that the new project would require 

employees with extensive experience and expertise, she had to spend some time ‘negotiating’ to 

move a manager from one practice area to another. The VP, Human Resources explains below 

that she has experience dealing with such staffing issues but that the process can take time. This 

may be partly due to the heavy focus that the organization places on collaboration and on its 

employees:  

“When a new project happens that is small in scope, usually practices can fill 

them within their own groups. But when it is a larger opportunity and more 

strategic, then we need to pull people from outside. We obviously want to put 

our best foot forward. […] So lots of conversations.  I ended up brokering a 



 

385 

 

deal […] So [the VP, ICT & Retail] had someone that [the VP, Financial 

Services] wanted. […] It worked fine. Obviously if [the VP, Financial 

Services] has someone who is really good then he does not really want to give 

that person up. The same is with [the VP, ICT & Retail]. There is some 

convincing. […] I would say that it is fairly indicative of how we work. I know 

that because we are dealing with people and not just inanimate objects it is 

always going to be a slightly messy process. […]. People are not units of 

production so you can’t just move them around.” (Respondent 3)   

Similarly, the hiring process of more experienced employees is difficult and time 

consuming in a labour market that is highly competitive and where such individuals are in high 

demand.  

In summary, SoftwareOrg has developed medium levels of process flexibility, mostly 

because it has to deal with a difficult market and has chosen to focus on its employees’ well 

being, sometimes at the expense of speed in process change.   

6.2. Product/Service Flexibility 

SoftwareOrg has developed high levels of product/service flexibility. See Chapter 4.  

First, SoftwareOrg is an organization that develops software products using the agile 

methodology. One of the twelve principles defining the agile development approach is to 

“Welcome changing requirements, even late in development. Agile processes harness change for 

  the customer's competitive advantage”
64

. Therefore, by definition, the organization’s products 

and services can be easily and frequently modified to address customer needs. However, 

product/service flexibility directly related to strategic improvisation is limited to the following 

two examples.  

The first strategic improvisation event described in the Strategic Improvisatio section also 

shows that the organization can significantly modify a whole range of services to pursue new 

areas of business.  After the ICT & Retail practice area lost its major client, RetailClient, the 

organization decided to leverage its retail and pharmacy expertise in two ways. First, the 

Healthcare practice area welcomed some of the ICT & Retail employees to leverage their 

pharmacy experience. The objective is to modify software development services previously 

offered in the retail industry to offer them in the Healthcare practice area. The SVP, Business 

Operations explains the extent of change:  

“Where can we now point this great pharmacy expertise? And so it has led to 

another couple of smaller clients, where we have gone out and done business 

development and rolled up our sleeves and found some new clients where we 

can use that pharmacy expertise. Certainly nothing that would replace the 

loss of business from that client but important potentially. (Respondent 4) 

Second, retail and pharmacy expertise have been combined to pursue business 

opportunities with the entity that will be created following the merger of RetailClient and another 

large retailer, as the SVP, Business Operations further explains here:  

“Turn that strategic threat into a strategic opportunity, which is going to take 

some time to develop…but all of our work with [RetailClient], most of our 

work was in the pharmacy area. We also do work with [large retailer] in the 
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non-pharmacy area. And so, now we have an opportunity, potentially, as they 

consolidate the operations of the business, to earn our way back in there or 

develop our way back in there.” (Respondent 4) 

In summary, SoftwareOrg has developed high levels of product/service flexibility. There 

is evidence of product/service flexibility but with a limited impact on the overall organization.    

6.3. Organizational Learning  

There is evidence that SoftwareOrg has developed some direct mechanisms to learn that 

impact the organization’s business. However, I could not identify any indirect learning 

mechanisms that would affect the way SoftwareOrg conducts business. See Chapter 4. The 

feedback loop between learning and information and knowledge capabilities is also discussed.  

In terms of direct learning, examples of improvisational learning, trial and error learning 

and deviance error learning were identified. No example of experimental learning was identified. 

See Chapter 3 for a detailed description of these direct types of learning.  One example of 

improvisation learning occurred during the strategic improvisation events described in the 

Strategic improvisation section, and several examples of trial and error learning were derived 

from these improvisation events.  An improvisational learning example is related to the second 

improvisation event.  While SoftwareOrg was pursuing new business with BankClient, the 

organization learned that the level of expertise required by the client would be substantially 

higher than what they were used to. This new knowledge had an effect on how much the 

organization decided to charge this client, as the VP, Financial Services explains here:  

“The learning from the award of the new business and now transitioning into 

the execution is that [...] the rates that we can charge our clients on a daily 

basis are substantially higher. We have just increased our rates by 50 to 

100%.” (Respondent 1) 

This specific example also led to an example of trial and error learning. As noted above, 

the level of subject matter and technical expertise demanded of project team members is 

substantially higher than what the organization could offer at the time of the improvisation. The 

organization usually relies on more junior and less experienced employees. Throughout the 

strategic improvisation event, the organization learned that it needed to increase experience levels 

in its employees. That was required not only to successfully run projects but also to win such 

projects. For instance, in the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section, a quote from the VP, 

Financial Services explains how instrumental SoftwareOrg’s head architect was in obtaining the 

contract. This in turn led the organization to develop a new hiring process.  

A second example of trial and error learning is also linked to improvisation and led to 

changes in key strategic processes. Both strategic improvisation events reinforced the fact that 

SoftwareOrg’s strategy is strongly linked to the ability of the organization to develop and 

maintain strong relationships with its potential and current clients. The SVP, Business Operations 

explains below how the organization’s leadership team members have changed their perspective 

on account management, following the loss of RetailClient:  

“I think that we have always been aware of key account risk from a strategic 

perspective. And we have experienced some of that down side and up side 

years ago. I think that it has really brought that back, in that we really have to 

be ruthless about business development and knowing that we have the right 

mix of well diversified across our market sector clients. But also within our 

practice, we need a diversity of clients. That is 101stuff. But having gone 
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through this, I think that it has really changed some of our behaviors around 

engaging all in the business development process. And executing on those 

account plans. And then, when you get to a certain point you go, ‘this one is 

dead, move on’. As opposed to hanging on.” (Respondent 4) 

Additionally, with the BankClient example, the organization learned that the use of 

systems is critical for the success of a business development and account management strategy. In 

the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section, the VP, Financial Services explains that Highrise 

played an important role in capturing information about BankClient.  In turn, this information was 

critical to the leadership team’s decision making. But the VP, Financial Services also 

acknowledges that this learning and shift in thinking was not evident during the improvisation 

event. It was more the result of a reflection that took place after it. The SVP, Business Operations 

explains below how the more effective use of Highrise and other systems should help the 

organization execute on its strategic objectives:  

“Using Highrise and potentially some other tools that we don’t have right 

now. And then really building a strategy as to how we can expand our 

footprint within that large enterprise. Right now, what we do is we typically 

go in within one area of the company and we build good relationships and we 

will do a great project but we sort of just focus on that one area as opposed to 

[...] there might be 40 other projects going on in other parts of the company, 

which we don’t even know about.” (Respondent 4) 

A last example of direct learning is deviance error learning. Strategically, SoftwareOrg 

has always relied on its networks and relationships to grow business. This choice was reaffirmed 

with the RetailClient and the BankClient examples and led to the development of a new key 

strategic process. However, in the healthcare practice area, the organization had to deviate from 

this mostly successful approach. Because of the public service influence in that area of business, 

many projects are available through a tendering process. Although the organization tried to follow 

the request for proposal approach in this industry, this approach has not proved successful. After 

reviewing win-loss analyses and other marketing reports, the organization decided to change its 

approach. One option is to pursue opportunities in the pharmacy industry as was suggested in the 

6.2. Product/Service Flexibility section.  The SVP, Solution Delivery and Technology 

summarizes this example of deviance error learning:  

“We have been in the Healthcare industry and we are working with Canada 

Health Infoway (CHI) and other government agencies. There are a number of 

approaches to building relationships and getting work that we tried.  In many 

cases the agencies were just looking for very large organizations and 

arrangements that we could not enter into but that we may be able to partner 

with a large organization on.  I think one of the reasons is that they are not 

ready for significant Information systems change in healthcare and what that 

really means. Once they do, we will be ready to help them. Maybe not as the 

prime on these engagements, but working with other folks who know what our 

capabilities are. Responding to these requests is also time consuming and 

expensive. We have now gone to, and are focusing on potential clients that are 

smaller and making a difference in healthcare but not at the macro level. So 

that was a learning experience.” (Respondent 2) 
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I could not identify any example of indirect learning that impacted the way the 

organization conducts business. As was described in the Strategic Improvisation section, the VP, 

ICT & Retail used his external network to evaluate industry conditions at a specific time when 

business was very slow for SoftwareOrg. However, it is unlikely that this evaluation had any 

impact on the way the organization conducts business.  

Based on the examples above, there is evidence of a learning feedback loop. 

Organizational learning at SoftwareOrg affects some information and knowledge capabilities, 

notably organizational memory and IM/KM management. Procedural memory was modified 

when the organization changed its pricing strategy and started competing with larger 

organizations for projects with large banks. The leadership team members have changed their 

perspective of SoftwareOrg. In their eyes, the organization is moving from being a small 

organization to a more medium sized organization that can compete against small and large 

organizations. Other learning examples show how the organization has started implementing a 

new hiring process, as well as a new account management process. These are other examples of 

procedural memory. Last, the development of the new account management process requires a 

change in IM/KM, as the organization needs to refine the way information and knowledge are 

managed with Highrise.  

In summary, SoftwareOrg appears to have developed medium levels of organizational 

learning. The organization’s ability to learn through direct mechanism is high, but there is no 

evidence that the organization uses indirect learning mechanisms. The feedback loop between 

organizational learning and two information and knowledge capabilities is also clear.  
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Chapter 5 - Appendix B: Core IS/IT at SoftwareOrg  

IS/IT Name and Brief 

Description 
Main Use Supporting Quotes 

Unanet 

(http://www.unanet.com/times

heet-software) 

 

Unanet is a time management 

system. Its use is mandatory 

for all employees working on 

projects at [organization]  

- Time tracking  

- Expense tracking 

- Data collection for further analysis on 

development projects, including cost 

analysis (using Excel) 

 

“The primary system that we use for time tracking and 

project reporting is called Unanet. It is one that is used by 

every employee to enter their time sheets. We are a 

professional services organization, so it is about building 

clients for time generally.” (Respondent 2) 

“We have a time sheet program that everybody uses. It is 

called Unanet […] It tracks time, expenses. It has a good 

ability to extract the data as well. I do quite a bit of 

analytics with it. […] We use it for billing so if you don’t 

have your time in there then you can’t get paid. It is 

widely enforced.” (Respondent 3)  

“We have primarily a time and expense management 

system called Unanet. That is our very core system for 

putting projects in and people booking their time.” 

(Respondent 1) 

Highrise 

(https://highrisehq.com) 

 

Highrise is a lightweight 

customer relationship 

management system using the 

manage customer leads and 

relationships  

 

- Tracking of business opportunities and 

development activities 

- Repository of dialogue with clients / 

Formal account management  

- Data collection used to produce win-loss 

analysis in Excel  

 

“We have a system called Highrise. It is not really a CRM 

but it is bit like a CRM. It is more of a lead management 

where we track active opportunities and dialogue around 

those active opportunities.” (Respondent 3) 

“Today we use a tool called Highrise from 37signals. It is 

a software as a service application, which we use to 

capture all of our interactions with our clients. It is a CRM 

but it is very light weight. We don’t use it for forecasting 

or any kind of numerical analysis. We do take all of the 

pursuits that we do in a year and we put them in an Excel 

spreadsheet, so that our marketing team can do win-loss 

http://www.unanet.com/timesheet-software
http://www.unanet.com/timesheet-software
https://highrisehq.com/
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analyses. This is a tool that I can capture notes in. If I 

have a coffee with a client and I can come back to the 

office or use my iPhone and I can put in notes about that 

interaction. I can also blind carbon copy a specific email 

address that is assigned to me and it will automatically 

attach whatever email I sent to the client, it will attach it 

to that client record in the system. There is a running 

history there and it allows us to keep track of the deals 

that we are pursuing. That is a very valuable tool for us.” 

(Respondent 1) 

Microsoft Excel 

 

Excel spreadsheets are used to 

produce a range of reports for 

the practice areas and the 

leadership team.  

- Creation of managerial reports based on 

data collected in Unanet and Highrise, 

including Win & Loss reports and project 

monitoring 

- Creation of invoices  

“The third major system we use is Microsoft Excel. We 

use a lot of spreadsheets for management reporting, 

budget reporting from the projects, and creating invoices 

for our clients […] We take all that data, we put it into an 

Excel spreadsheet and then we can do win-loss analyses to 

say…that is where we make our strategic decisions. We 

sit down in a meeting room and we say, okay we have 

been responding to RFPs [requests for proposals] and not 

winning any…so let’s stop doing that. We are winning a 

lot of business in the capital markets segment. We are not 

winning a lot of business in the retail banking segment. 

Those become business decision support tools.” 

(Respondent 1)  

“The project management reporting is supported by a 

range of spreadsheets, custom spreadsheets that are used 

for reporting on project progress, completion percentages 

and that sort of things, that we use on a weekly and daily 

basis for management reporting and analysis.” 

(Respondent 3) 
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Chapter 6 - Appendix A: MarketingOrg Case Results  

1. MarketingOrg Overview  

MarketingOrg is a Canadian service organization located in Ontario, with satellite offices 

in Western Canada and in Quebec. With annual revenues of about $6 million per year, 

MarketingOrg has about 60 employees. The President and Chief Executive Officer (CEO), 

current majority owner, created MarketingOrg in 1994. The organization will celebrate its 20-

year anniversary in 2014. MarketingOrg has grown from a grassroots marketing agency that used 

to specialize in sport events to a multi-service marketing agency.  Respondent 3 describes 

MarketingOrg’s clients as “blue chip companies” that are mainly located in Canada. 

1.1. The Agency Industry and MarketingOrg’s Offerings 

The agency industry is composed of organizations that specialize in providing advertising 

services (e.g., television, radio, paper advertising) and organizations that focus on marketing 

services (e.g., promotions, sponsorship), the sector in which MarketingOrg operates, as described 

below by the VP, Strategic Partnerships:  

 “I still refer to this industry as the agency business. Agencies are above the 

line and they are below the line. An above the line agency would be an 

advertising agency for the most part who does T.V. commercials and radio 

ads and billboards and newspaper ads, etc. A below the line agency, which is 

how I would describe us [MarketingOrg], is responsible for promotions, 

sponsorship, and other variations on marketing services.” (Respondent 5) 

However, with recent changes in consumer behaviour, it has become more and more 

difficult to clearly differentiate between the advertising and marketing agency sectors, as the 

Managing Director, Digital Services explains below:  

 “It is interesting how the lines have been blurred. It used to be really defined 

and you were either in marketing or advertising industry. But now it is really 

one in the same now because of the shift of how consumers get their 

information, consume, and share, and distribute their information. It is a 

whole different ball game. It is not like it was 10 years ago at all.” 

(Respondent 3) 

The agency industry is very competitive and MarketingOrg reports having many direct 

and indirect competitors, ranging from small organizations with 25 employees or less to larger 

organizations with several hundred employees. Additionally, MarketingOrg has identified that 

competition is increasing at two levels: more niche players are entering the market and existing 

agencies are expanding the range of their services
65

. Clients may also require agencies to work 

together, meaning that MarketingOrg sometimes needs to partner with competitors to work on 

specific projects.  

MarketingOrg’s market is mostly project based, which means that only a third of its 

clients are confirmed for the next year, while two thirds need to be acquired or confirmed (i.e., 
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MarketingOrg is on a retainer system with existing clients). The CFO explains below the 

implications linked to revenue uncertainty:  

“We pitch and win, pitch and win. So it is not like a manufacturing company 

or even, think of an ad agency. They are typically sitting, going “OK, we’ve 

got these three clients, we know next year, they each going to pay us this 

much money”. They don’t work on a project base. So, forecasting and 

understand the ebb and flow of what’s coming in the door is really important 

to understanding how we resource, can we keep, when do we need to hire, 

that sort of things.” (Respondent 2) 

As a fully integrated marketing agency, MarketingOrg provides services ranging from 

consumer engagement (i.e., exposing a consumer to a brand in other ways than advertising), 

consulting services (e.g., strategic partnerships, sponsorship services) and owned properties (i.e., 

events owned and operated by MarketingOrg). Services also include contest management services 

through MarketingOrgAff, a MarketingOrg-affiliated organization, that handles all logistical 

aspects of contest management for MarketingOrg’s clients.  Consumer engagement is the largest 

business activity at MarketingOrg and represents about 50% of MarketingOrg’s annual revenues. 

Consumer engagement can take non-digital (e.g., handing out samples, setting up a tent at a fair 

or a festival) and digital (social media, digitally enabled experiential marketing) forms. 

Consulting services are related to clients’ strategic development and securing sponsors for clients. 

Owned properties is a new area of business for MarketingOrg that builds on MarketingOrg’s 

expertise with running client-owned events, as the CFO describes here:   

“We also, and this is new for us, are looking at other lines of business, trying 

to develop what we call owned properties which is really events that we own. 

We are not relying on anyone to do that side of business.” (Respondent 2) 

1.2. Organizational Structure and Leadership 

MarketingOrg is a private organization run by its founder and majority owner, the current 

CEO. MarketingOrg’s leadership team consists of the President and CEO, the Chief Financial 

Officer (CFO), the VP, Consumer Engagement, the VP, Strategic Partnerships, the Managing 

Director, Digital Services, the Chief Creative Officer
66

 and a Senior Advisor. MarketingOrg is 

currently going through a redesign of its organizational structure, and has started operating using 

a “pod” structure, as opposed to the more traditional strategic business unit (SBU) structure 

previously in place. The change in organizational structure is the result of a strategic review of 

MarketingOrg’s operations. It was found that by evaluating its SBUs solely on the basis of 

revenue generation, a very competitive and unproductive environment had developed within 

MarketingOrg. Some SBUs had become reluctant to support other SBUs if they felt that doing so 

would not benefit them from a revenue perspective. Consequently, the major revenue generator of 

the organization, the consumer engagement SBU, felt that it was not receiving adequate support 

from other SBUs. Communication issues had also arisen from this situation. The pod structure 

redesign is meant to alleviate these issues. It has been implemented with a new performance focus 

on revenue generation at the organization level, rather than the SBU level. The new pod structure 

puts the integrated services perspective at the centre of the organization. These include consumer 

engagement through experiential, digital, creative services to clients and also consulting, 
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sponsorship, and other services
67

. Some “pods” both support these integrated services and pursue 

their own clients, for instance in consulting, or contest management. A new pod, called 

MarketingTech, marked the formalization of a recently created entity within MarketingOrg. I 

discuss MarketingTech in more details in the Strategic Improvisation section.  The VP, Consumer 

Engagement, expresses below his hopes for the new structure:  

“ I don’t think that historically, we have the same support that we would have 

liked from the teams on the creative side and the digital side.[…] So my hope 

is that over the next year, we are in a place where I feel like the Consumer 

Engagement team has the necessary support from creative and digital and 

they are invested in the client work as much as we are.”(Respondent 1) 

Digital and creative services, along with corporate functions are now considered support 

activities only and are therefore not expected to contribute directly to revenue generation. 

Corporate functions, which are headed by the CFO, include finance, human resources (HR), 

information systems and technology (IS/IT) and process management.  

1.3. Leadership Team Dynamics  

The leadership team is very diverse. Some members have been with the company for 

more than 10 years (e.g., the VP, Consumer Engagement) while some have joined the 

organization in the last year (e.g., VP, Strategic Partnerships). All members bring diverse 

expertise, strengths and leadership styles to the group. Overall, all team members agree that they 

work well together and have significantly improved their working relationships over the past few 

years. There are two reasons for this change in dynamics. First, the CEO has always been very 

involved in all decision-making within the organization. While he remains the final decision-

maker as majority owner, over the years, he has developed trust in his leadership team members, 

as the VP, Consumer Engagement explains:  

“[The CEO] is always - and even more so in the past couple of years - he has 

been very open to feedback and discussion. He takes that into consideration 

before making final decisions.” (Respondent 1) 

Second, the leadership team is smaller than it used to be, and members are required to be 

present at the meetings. They cannot ask a more junior employee to represent them, as the 

Managing Director, Digital Services explains:  

“On the leadership team in particular, we have done a better job of learning 

how to work together. To be more collaborative, more open, getting together 

more often, accomplishing things, and not being afraid of speaking up. Better 

than two years ago, because that was [...] the leadership team was 12 people 

and it was junior people [...] the most junior person would be there just 

because they needed some representation.” (Respondent 3) 

The leadership team now works in a collaborative way and builds on the team’s 

strengths, as the VP, Consumer Engagement outlines:  

“We have people from different facets of life, career paths, expertise, and 

approaches. There are some folks on the team who are very risk averse and 
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others who are not. There are some people who want to take gambles and 

others who don’t. There are some who have [...] a background in financials 

versus a background on the creativity side of things. And some people have 

background on the client side. As a group, we come from different walks of 

life that allow us to make pretty informed and strategic decisions. I think as 

individuals, we have a great relationship and everyone gets along well, at 

least I think that we do!” (Respondent 1) 

In terms of decision-making, the leadership team members become involved as needed. 

There are no set rules that all members should be involved in all strategic decisions. For instance, 

the leadership team was involved in the redesign of the organizational structure, but not in the 

creation of the new division, MarketingTech.  

1.4. Main Information Systems and Technologies   

The IS/IT function falls under the CFO’s responsibility but the function does not appear 

on MarketingOrg’s new organizational chart. All information systems and technology activities 

are entirely outsourced to an external vendor. A vendor employee is physically present at 

MarketingOrg’s headquarters one or two days a week to provide onsite support to employees. 

In terms of information systems and technology, the organization operates on Mac 

computers that run on OS X operating systems. There are four main servers maintained by the 

vendor, a main server, a web development server, a File Transfer Protocol (FTP) server and an 

accounting server. The first three servers run on OS X server operating systems while the 

accounting system run on a Microsoft Windows operating system.
68

  Emails and Skype are the 

principal means of communication within the organization. With clients, MarketingOrg also 

emails and uses its FTP server for file transfers.   

MarketingOrg has one core, organization-wide information system called Advantage and 

two other, more activity-specific systems, Main Event and Salesforce.  Advantage
69

 is a web-

based application that provides financial analysis modules, and account and workflow 

management. For each project, the system is used to prepare a budget, including billable hours 

and third-party costs. Advantage is also used to track expenses as they occur and compare them 

against budget. Advantage also serves as a workforce management system, as it keeps track of 

individuals assigned to specific projects. Although Advantage is used by most of the 

organization, the MarketingOrg Partnership division (a separate but affiliated organization) does 

not. Additionally, Advantage does not necessarily fit the needs of all SBUs that use it, and can 

cause problems, as the Managing Director, Digital Services explains:  

“It is a good resource for 70% of the agency. Unfortunately, I think that our 

team falls in that 30% in that it has use, but in terms of how we need to 

building programs and properties, it really [...] it can hinder things a lot more 

than it can make them better.” (Respondent 3) 

Main Event
70

 is a web-based experiential marketing management system currently being 

piloted at MarketingOrg. The system allows MarketingOrg employees to remotely connect with 

brand ambassadors at events who are handing out samples or are providing other types of 
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marketing experiences to consumers on site. The system includes a communication tool that 

allows MarketingOrg to push documents and information to ambassadors. Ambassadors upload 

data about the event in real-time (e.g., number of visits, number of samples handed out), which 

allows MarketingOrg to create reporting summaries for its clients. In the future, MarketingOrg 

hopes to develop a data analytics component that will allow the organization to better understand 

the dynamics behind its clients’ consumer behaviour.  

Salesforce
71

, a sales performance management system, is also used at MarketingOrg, but 

only within the MarketingOrg Partnerships division. Its use seems to be limited to tracking sales 

prospects. Chapter 6 - Appendix B provides a summary of these three main systems in use at 

MarketingOrg. Additionally, the CFO makes extensive use of Excel / Numbers to prepare 

financial reports, using data exported from these systems. Other systems are used to meet specific 

needs and support daily activities, such as the digital studio (e.g., design software) or consumer 

engagement (e.g., social media listening; email blasts).    

2. MarketingOrg’s Organizational Context  

Three components of the organizational context are analyzed below. They are 

experimental culture, business strategy flexibility and IS/IT strategy.  

2.1. Experimental Culture  

MarketingOrg’s organizational culture can be characterized as entrepreneurial and hard-

working. It is also experimental in some aspects, for instance risk-taking, but not in others (e.g., 

allowing for mistakes).  

In general, respondents describe the organizational culture at MarketingOrg in both 

positive and less positive terms. Positive aspects of the organizational culture are that 

MarketingOrg is very entrepreneurial and full of enthusiastic, passionate employees and 

managers who strive to bring excellence in their service delivery to clients, as these quotes from 

the CFO, the VP, Consumer Engagement and the VP, Strategic Partnerships explain: 

“We are entrepreneurial. We try and strive for being leaders and innovative 

technology solution oriented people. Our service and our mission statement of 

getting our clients promoted are true to the passion that we bring to the 

table.” (Respondent 1) 

 “We did this exercise recently where we talked about how we pave as an 

organization. It is really the culture and values. We are very passionate. The 

people who work here [...] 85% of them are very passionate about what they 

do. They like it, they care about it, and they will be in tears if something does 

not go well.” (Respondent 2) 

“I think that the level of training [...] if someone comes out of school and they 

are here for two years, I would say that they know almost enough to start 

their own business. It is that entrepreneurial in there. I think that is great” 

(Respondent 5) 

Although respondents describe MarketingOrg as a hard working environment, all 

employees are empowered in their job and expected to contribute to the overall organizational 
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performance, as the VP, Consumer Engagement and the VP, Strategic Partnerships explain 

below:  

“We are a passionate group of people. We subscribe to the agency world of 

‘Work hard and play hard’. […] Certainly, like I said, our clients are at our 

highest interest and people will do anything that they need to do to make sure 

that the client program is successful and happy. There are a lot of hard 

workers who strive to make our clients happy.” (Respondent 1) 

 “The culture is incredible. Especially during challenging financial times, I 

have noticed that in the last couple places I have been at the morale has been 

very low. […] Everybody in here works their behinds off but they like doing it. 

They like working for [the CEO]. They like working for their managers. They 

like the type of work that they are doing. […]” (Respondent 5) 

Overall, employees recognize that the autonomy given to them is rewarding, especially 

for employees at the start of their career
72

. Expectations of hard work even apply to university 

students who join the organization for four months as interns, which seems to be quite different 

from other agencies, as the VP, Strategic Partnerships reports:  

“I really like and respect the fact that the level of opportunity that we give 

people here is in my mind is unparalleled to anywhere else that I have been. 

Even when we bring in students as interns for three or four months, they come 

in and they get thrown into the fire. They are given a job. They are not told, 

‘here are my business cards, input these into my computer for me” 

(Respondent 5) 

In this hard-working but rewarding environment, employees strive to collaborate and 

develop life-long friendships, as the CFO and VP, Consumer Engagement explain:  

“People have fun and we like each other. Always on our employee survey “Do 

you think your coworkers respect you” is the highest. That is usually the 

highest score, anything about colleagues and coworkers. People do like each 

other and that is good.” (Respondent 2) 

“I think that there is a lot of trust amongst the group. There is a lot of 

camaraderie. There is a lot of passion. It is a collaborative group, or at least 

we strive to be collaborative. Sometimes, our process might get in the way of 

that or confusion might get in the way of that, but there is a desire to be 

collaborative.” (Respondent 1) 

However, on the less positive side, there is also a feeling that employees form “cliques” 

within the organization, as reported here by the VP, Strategic Partnerships: 

“And the culture is good. There is camaraderie. Of course, when you get into 

an organization that is 50, 60, 70 people deep, especially with other offices, 

you do get a bit of a clique thing happening here and there, but that is 
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unavoidable. Certain people just work together so often that they would […] 

if you put them in a big room with the entire company, for example at a 

Christmas party, chances are they are going to make their way over to one 

another.” (Respondent 5) 

The hard-working environment, coupled with individual evaluations linked to revenue 

generation also impact employees in a negative way. SBUs tend to “compete” against each other, 

a downside that will hopefully be alleviated with the new pod structure. But overall, 

MarketingOrg is a working environment where some individuals seem to experience high levels 

of competitiveness and stress, as the VP, Strategic Partnerships explains:   

“Part of the challenge with that is there is a level of stress that goes with that 

[extensive level of training]. Not everyone is built for that. You do see kind of 

the cream rise to the top. You do get the people who are completely 

invaluable and then you get other people who are great workers and that is 

what they do. They put their head down and they get stuff done.” (Respondent 

5) 

There are signs that the organization may have developed some characteristics of an 

experimental culture and not others.  MarketingOrg is willing to trying new things out and to take 

risks. The organization prides itself in being able to address clients’ requests, even if these are not 

necessarily within MarketingOrg’s areas of expertise, as the CFO explains: “We like to believe 

that we can meet any of our client’s challenges. It is a ‘Bring it on, we can do it’ sort of attitude.” 

(Respondent 2).  The organization is always willing to try things out, even if they are not 

successful at first, as is the case with an annual forum, organized and promoted each year by 

MarketingOrg and described jokingly below by the Managing Director, Digital Services as an 

example of failure:  

“I would say [we are] experimental. We are not afraid to do lots of things that 

lose money. [laughs] We have been running a money-losing […] forum for 10 

years. That does not scare us. [laughs]” (Respondent 3) 

It should be mentioned that despite its negative profitability, the forum is used as a 

marketing tool to recruit potential clients. Similarly, MarketingOrg’s leadership team is not afraid 

of taking risks, as the Managing Director, Digital Services and the CFO explain further:  

“[We are] definitely not risk adverse. Properties, creating novel properties, 

trying new things [...]  Partnering with the [Canadian sport organization] to 

sell packages or tickets. Not afraid to do that stuff.” (Respondent 3) 

“We are not risk averse, whatever that is! We are very entrepreneurial.” 

(Respondent 2) 

Although the organization seems to encourage employees to try things out and 

experiment, there is a feeling that some of MarketingOrg’s leaders may display signs of limited 

tolerance for failure, or at least mistakes where responsibility is not fully assumed, as the 

Managing Director, Digital Services and the CFO explain:  

“The repercussions for making mistakes generally are minimal apart from the 

shaming. [laughs] The calling out and that.” (Respondent 3) 
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 “The minute that someone is being defensive about a mistake that they have 

made or blaming it on someone else or saying that they had nothing to do 

with it, you can’t do that. That is frustrating. I would say [the CEO] puts that 

out there. […] But if someone says “Oh my God, I messed up. I realize that I 

did it and I don’t know why and next time it won’t happen”. That is 

completely different. We all make mistakes. It is how you approach that 

mistake. We all screw up.  But we get some people blaming other people. That 

is kind of intolerable.” (Respondent 2) 

In summary, MarketingOrg exhibits evidence of medium to high levels of experimental 

culture, as the organization is clearly not afraid to experiment and take risks, but is still learning 

how to positively deal with mistakes.  

2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility 

MarketingOrg’s strategy is centered on integrated brand marketing. The organization 

delivers value to its clients through branding services, which include experiential marketing, 

digital and creative marketing, strategic planning and consulting. MarketingOrg also develops 

and runs its own properties or events, building on its experience operating clients’ events. The 

CEO summarizes MarketingOrg’s main business activities:  

“We strategize, create, and implement brand experiences, which can be 

anything from special events to promotions to social media and digital media. 

The second thing that we do for organizations who are seeking revenue is that 

we offer services to help them maximize their value propositions and so 

strategic planning, consulting, sponsorship consulting. Organizations tend to 

be major national or international not-for-profit charities, national sports 

organizations, and then festivals and arenas and attractions. The third thing 

that we do is that we create and build event properties that we might own 

ourselves, such as the [MarketingOrg annual forum] or organizations that we 

do ventures with, such as the Canadian [sport event] or building event 

properties for them. Or organizations where we might be the promoter and 

looking at investing in certain areas, such as the [race weekend] this year.” 

(Respondent 3) 

 MarketingOrg’s overall objective is to become a top-three agency for “experiential 

marketing, digital innovation and sponsorship activation”
73

. Financially, MarketingOrg seeks to 

increase the proportion of and the overall financial revenues from its clients that are large 

corporations, to increase its overall profits and the return in investments on MarketingOrg’s 

owned properties.    

The strategy development process has changed considerably in 2013-2014. Prior to 

2013, a very informal yearly plan was developed by the CFO, circulated to the leadership team 

and usually approved by the CEO with only a few changes made to it. For 2014, a formal process 

was introduced, whereby the senior advisor led a full research analysis to determine 

MarketingOrg’s strengths and weaknesses and develop a business plan accordingly. As was 

discussed in the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section, the new business strategy has also led 

to the redesign of the organizational structure.  
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Although the CEO still heavily influences the overall business strategy direction, the new 

strategy includes much more input from employees, former employees, clients and experts in the 

industry. The CFO describes the process that was followed by the senior advisor’s team as the 

time of the interview, and compares to previous year’s approach:  

 “What he [the senior advisor] is doing is [...] there is a lot more rigour to it 

and it is going to be really good. He keeps talking to people inside the 

company. He is drawing on [...] you know the way we would develop our plan 

is  [...] I would write up some stuff and I would send it to [the CEO] and the 

leadership team. “Here is what I think our objectives and goals are, here are 

our strategies”. I send it out to the whole group. [The CEO] responds, maybe 

one other person will say something, and then it is done. It is very much [CEO 

and CFO] driven. Whereas what [the senior advisor] is doing is going out, 

getting a broader perspective, doing external interviews, he is going to talk to 

past and present clients and employees. There is a lot more information 

coming in which I think will be good.” (Respondent 2) 

MarketingOrg has clearly developed a flexible business strategy. Overall, the 

organization prides itself in being able to attend to any clients’ requests, as was discussed in the 

2.1. Experimental Culture section above. MarketingOrg is a very dynamic and changing 

organization, as the CFO further explains here:   

“Our firm is a reflection of that [changing environment]. It is changing 

constantly. We are, we have a desire to continue to grow and to evolve into 

new areas of business. Sometimes we seize those opportunities. We’re always 

willing to seize an opportunity as it presents itself to us. So very, very 

dynamic.” (Respondent 2) 

In terms of strategic processes, the business strategy identifies three key strategic 

activities that are mostly independent. Clear principles have also been developed to set 

boundaries around these activities, such as a roles and responsibilities, and success metrics. The 

three key strategic processes that are being implemented at MarketingOrg are the focus on 

solving internal issues (“1 – Equip our staff to succeed”), developing an “ideal” client base (“2-

Build out ideal client portfolio”) and increasing organizational creativity (“3-Escalate our creative 

capabilities”)
74

.   

In terms of the first strategic processes, internal issues, it is clear from the 2.1. 

Experimental Culture section that MarketingOrg needed to better address its employees’ needs. 

To do so, clear tactics have been identified (e.g., trying the pod structure, revising workloads, 

establishing mentorships and on-the-job training) and overall responsibility to lead this strategic 

activity has been assigned to the CFO. Success metrics have been identified (e.g., number of 

multi-function projects, staff survey results, staff turnover) for this strategic activity. 

The development of an ideal client portfolio (strategic process #2) is based on tactics that 

aim at identifying and pursuing new potential clients, refining the sales function, among others. 

Responsibility for this strategic activity was mainly assigned to the CEO, along with most of the 

other members of the leadership team. Success metrics have been identified (e.g., tracking of 

large clients versus smaller clients, number of US clients) for this strategic activity.  
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The third strategic focus is to increase creative capabilities through the implementation of 

tactics such as the integration of digital services at the organizational level, and the enhancement 

of creativity expertise within the organization. Responsibility for this process is assigned to the 

CFO and the Managing Director, Digital Services. Success metrics have been identified (e.g., 

ratio of pitches against secured clients) for this strategic process. 

The three strategic foci are mostly independent, as the completion of one does not require 

the completion of another process. The tactics associated with a strategic process may depend on 

another strategic process, especially the first and third processes. However, this interdependency 

seems limited to human resources management and the new organizational structure. For 

instance, the integration of digital services at the organizational level (third strategic activity) 

depends on the successful implementation of the new organizational structure (first strategic 

process). Similarly, the enhancement of digital personnel (third strategic process) seems to be 

moderately linked to on-the-job training (first strategic process).  

The three strategic processes are also fairly simple and general in their description. 

Details on how to execute on these processes are provided in the tactics. Because of the lack of 

interdependence between theses key strategic processes, it is easy to envision that MarketingOrg 

could easily deviate from or modify them.  For instance, existing tactics could be modified or 

some new tactics added or removed.  

In summary, MarketingOrg exhibits clear evidence of a flexible business strategy by 

using three key strategic processes to achieve its goals. These activities are simple and easily 

modifiable. They are also mainly independent from each other. 

2.3. IS/IT Strategy  

MarketingOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be characterized as an undefined strategy. First, there 

does not seem to be any formalized IS/IT strategy within the organization. The organization has 

implemented some core information systems such as Advantage, which clearly contribute to 

enhance the organization’s business processes. However, some SBUs like Creative services or 

MarketingOrg Partnerships cannot take full advantage of the system, as described in 1.4. Main 

Information Systems and Technologies section. The VP, Strategic Partnerships, who heads the 

MarketingOrg Partnership group, explains below that creates difficulty in his work:  

The [MarketingOrg] Partnership Marketing is not [using Advantage] and I 

know there is frustration on their part that they are on a different system than 

I am on. And of course it does not make things easy for me.” (Respondent 5)   

Generally speaking, the role of information systems is not viewed as critical within the 

organization. For instance, there is no reference to information systems or technology in the 

organization’s business strategy or the organizational structure. Additionally, and as noted in the 

1.2. Organizational Structure and Leadership section, the CFO is responsible for the IS function, 

but all activities are outsourced to a vendor. Some comments made by senior leaders at 

MarketingOrg appear to show that the organization does not appear to fully recognize the 

importance of IS/IT for the organization’s success. For the Managing Director, Digital Services, 

MarketingOrg should reassess its existing systems but also take better advantage of them: 

 “The T.V. screens that we have which, to me, are a source of spreading 

information…like when a client comes in ‘it says welcome CBC or BMO’ or 

whatever it is. I have pushed so hard to try to get a system in place so the 

receptionist can update it very simply. The systems are out there but we don’t 

have [...] no one has been tasked with ‘you need to make this office more 

efficient for communication’. It is basically ‘we have email, we use Skype, and 
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Advantage is where all the requests go through’. That is kind of the holy 

trinity of communications, as I see it.” (Respondent 3) 

For the VP, Consumer Engagement, there is no real strategic advantage to 

MarketingOrg’s information systems and the leadership team members seem to simply work with 

what they have:  

“From a strategic standpoint, I would say it does not help or hinder. I think 

that we can probably put together something that is a lot what I will call [...] 

focused in terms of how we approach solutions or opportunities. I think that it 

is partly just a function of time and energy and resources that we have not 

gone down that path and that we have consistently relied on the tools that we 

already have.” (Respondent 1) 

Finally, while there is recognition that the existing information systems and technology 

could be better used, the CEO summarizes MarketingOrg’s current attitude toward IS/IT by 

describing them as having been used as administrative tools, rather than strategic tools, during a 

specific project:  

 “I think technology played an administrative role with plans being developed 

in the Office Suite software that we were using. I don’t think that technology 

was utilized as well as it could have been.” (Respondent 3) 

In summary, MarketingOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be categorized as undefined. The 

organization has implemented some useful systems but without an overarching plan to optimize 

them throughout the organization, they are not used strategically.  

3. MarketingOrg’s Information/Knowledge Factors  

The information and knowledge capabilities below reflect the constructs identified in 

Chapter 4. Specifically, organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure 

flexibility are reviewed here.  

3.1. Organizational Memory 

MarketingOrg gathers and stores declarative and procedural memory. However, because 

these two types cannot always be easily accessed, the level of complementarity between 

declarative and procedural memory appears to be low, especially using information systems.  

First, there is evidence that MarketingOrg stores procedural memory that can be reused, 

at least at the operational level. Upon her arrival, the CFO implemented procedures to improve 

operations within MarketingOrg. Before then, few procedures were formalized. In terms of 

project management, the organization has developed a methodology that details everything 

employees should know about MarketingOrg and how to do their jobs. As the CFO explains 

below, interviews were conducted within the organization with experts to ensure that best 

practices were included in the Playbook:  

“We do have a project management methodology. This is one of the things 

that I did the first year that I was here. I went around and created checklist 

for people for when they are doing their work so that if you are booking a 

venue, here are the 15 things that you should ask, based on the experts in our 

company.” (Respondent 2) 
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Although the CFO recognizes that more could be done operationally, procedures are also 

in place to conduct post-project debriefings.  

The VP, Consumer Engagement also refers to the “Playbook”, a living document that 

contains a wealth of stored information on a number of topics:  

“Whether that is a training presentation that gets developed and either sent 

out or presented to the company [...] or whether that is just a presentation or 

a process implementation that gets put into what I will call our Playbook.” 

(Respondent 1) 

At the top management level, although information and knowledge about the industry are 

stored in the form of case studies and best practices, there appears to be no standard procedure to 

facilitate access to this type of procedural memory. In short, procedural memory is either kept in 

top managers heads or stored on individuals’ hard drives or email folders, and is hard to retrieve, 

as the CFO and the Managing Director, Digital Services explain:  

“Our forum was a [...] it was not a success financially and we learned some 

things from that. Did we write them down? No. They are just in our heads. If I 

wrote those down and then wanted to access them two years from now, I 

would have no idea where I had put them.” (Respondent 2) 

“It [information] is just that it is scattered throughout tons of folders. You 

have no idea. You think that you are in the right folder for FY10 [Financial 

Year 2010] programs final reports and you think here is everything, but no, 

no, no. They are all over the place. There are great nuggets that come out of 

those and when you find them, it is fantastic. Or whenever they are brought 

ahead or put in a brief because someone was able to look at last year’s 

report. Or the report from four years ago that we worked on [...] we did a 

program for Philips and Philips is interested in working with us again. Great, 

now we can go back to learn more about what we did and what worked and 

what didn’t. Feedback from the client and old emails, get those key insights to 

make whatever strategy or planning that we do better. The fact that we can’t 

retrieve that stuff efficiently does hinder that [ability to assess strategic 

opportunities and threats].” (Respondent 3) 

In terms of declarative memory, MarketingOrg stores financial data and information 

efficiently, but does not necessarily reuse them for business decisions. Financial indicators, such 

as latest estimates, liquidity reports and profit and loss statements are provided to top managers 

on a weekly basis. Financial updates with an accompanying financial forecast are emailed to the 

leadership team on a quarterly basis.  The data are mainly obtained through Advantage and 

sometimes require the use of Excel to produce meaningful reports. Similarly, the CFO can use 

data from Advantage to forecast revenue.  On the other hand, the CFO and the VP, Consumer 

Engagement also acknowledge that to make project projection on a potential contract, which is a 

critical component of the opportunity assessment, the top management team uses more intuition 

than data:  

“Any opportunity that we consider, what we absolutely must do is understand 

the profit projection on it. To understand the profit projection, […] we go into 

that, thinking we are going to make money. Right? And that’s an analysis, but 

that does not rely on…we might go to the system to say “do we have financial 
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data on a similar event? What did it cost us?” You know…we might refer to 

the system for data, but yeah [sighs].” (Respondent 2) 

“We need to have a little bit more of a system in place for selecting what 

opportunities that we go after. And not be as much of a gut feeling.” 

(Respondent 1) 

This is a gap that the organization has identified, and as MarketingOrg becomes more 

familiar with the possible uses of Advantage, the CFO plans to take better advantage of the 

system:  

“From a financial, strategic, decision-making perspective, Advantage has 

made…it’s new, well it’s been about a year and a half now [...] This will be 

our first full year of having had it. We are acquiring a new understanding of 

things based on what it provides us with. So for example, I can now do client 

profitability reports, whereas I could not do that before. I can do line of 

business profitability report.” (Respondent 2) 

Similarly, Main Event provides the top management team with real-time data, but at this 

stage, a procedure needs to be developed to organize this stored data and derive strategic insights 

from them, as the CFO explains: 

 “As an agency, we will use that data, to understand, probably mostly for 

pitching purposes, who we talk to, how old they were, how many times…so we 

want to be able to go into a pitch situation, and say “last year, we talk to 

200,000 Canadians, 50% of them were under the age of 25” or whatever it is. 

So, it becomes data that’s useful for us in the acquisition work.” (Respondent 

2) 

There seems to be limited complementarity between procedural and declarative memory, 

especially the use of declarative memory to alter procedural memory.  MarketingOrg makes 

effective use of non-IT based procedural memory to access declarative memory. For instance, 

employees rely extensively on email and personal networks to access declarative memory, as the 

Managing Director, Digital Services explains:  

We have been fairly good at [MarketingOrg] with trying to tap the knowledge 

of our employees. The most rushes or times of urgency are usually during 

pitches. RFPs. There will be a lot of emails specifically going out saying, ‘If 

anyone has ever activated in [the city], then get in touch. We need to find 

somewhere that we can put 15 elephants.’ So, we will just send an email out 

to everyone in the company. And generally the feedback is pretty good. 

(Respondent 4) 

When it comes to using information systems to rapidly access stored information and 

knowledge, MarketingOrg is not as effective. I explained above that Advantage and Main Event 

are not yet used at their full capacity in terms of information management. This will be further 

described in the 3.2. IM/KM Capability section. Additionally, past attempts at improving access 

to memory through information systems have been unsuccessful and may have negatively 

impacted the perception that the organization has of IS/IT in general, as the Managing Director 

recalls in vivid terms below:  
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“I first started this job by creating something called The Brain, which was 

essentially an intranet for [MarketingOrg] but it was a way for us to start 

aggregating all of these emails that we send out about industry best practices 

and case studies. It was a workplace blog and people could go in and just 

post or send an email. It would automatically go up and categorize it. I tried 

to get everybody on board, everybody signed up. And I had to push so hard 

for anyone to send anything or do anything and then it just died a slow 

horrible death. And after that, I just did not see the uptake happening.” 

(Respondent 3) 

I could not find any clear evidence that would show that MarketingOrg uses declarative 

memory to make creative use of procedural memory.   

 

In summary, the complementarity between procedural memory and declarative memory 

appears to be low, especially because MarketingOrg does not rely much on its information 

systems to store and access declarative and procedural memory.  

3.2. IM/KM Capability 

MarketingOrg has developed low levels of an IM/KM capability. It appears that critical 

information is not available in real-time and that information and knowledge provided may not 

always be relevant. In terms of information and knowledge management, issues of information 

and knowledge organization and sharing were identified. Last, information is difficult to share 

across SBUs and information management needs to be improved at the upper management level. 

Some of these issues are already being addressed. 

First, the organization appears to collect information and knowledge that are not always 

relevant and potentially not always accurate. This issue is related to the fact that Advantage, 

MarketingOrg’s main information system and the backbone of its financial system, is not used by 

all SBUs or is only used partially by others. The Managing Director, Digital Services explains 

below how the current fields available in Advantage do not meet his team’s needs: 

“It [Advantage] is so focused on what an event agency used to be. It is an 

event marketing company software. Do you know what I mean? Started as 

tents brand ambassadors, going and doing a summer tour. You need to order 

balloons and helium and you need airfare and a car. All of those line items, 

wonderful, perfect. But whenever we are building a community on Facebook 

for a brand or managing that community or building a contest for Twitter, it 

has zero application. And frankly, we are struggling to [...] our budgets are 

there but it is really just a line item for development. It does not correlate to 

anything that the system can do.” (Respondent 3) 

As a result, relevant information may not be captured, and financial accuracy and 

granularity may be negatively impacted. Additionally, MarketingOrg admits that although 

information systems meet the organization’s needs, information and knowledge provided are not 

always timely, let alone available in real-time, as the VP, Consumer Engagement indicates here:  

“For the most part they [the information systems] are working. There is room 

for improvement and I think that some sort of system that expedites things or 

makes the process a little more fluid would certainly help us.” (Respondent 1) 
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Second, in terms of information and knowledge management, a number of issues were 

identified. The organization gathers information and knowledge through its IS/IT but it is not 

always organized to facilitate access and reuse, as was described in the 3.1. Organizational 

Memory section.  When asked about the importance of information management, the Managing 

Director, Digital Services explains how it affects the assessment of strategic opportunities and 

threats, and that information and knowledge management has been difficult to implement at 

MarketingOrg: 

 “ I think that it impacts it [the assessment of strategic opportunities and 

threats] in a pretty big way because without the right information either 

historically about what you have done that has been a success, having data at 

your fingertips with insights, can have a huge impact on the strategy of the 

programs.” (Respondent 3)  

Additionally, the VP, Strategic Partnerships provides an example below of how difficult 

it can be for new employees to know where to retrieve critical organizational memory:  

“I think the biggest challenge is that you don’t always know or remember 

what issues have come up before. For example, I have a new manager on the 

strategy team who works for me. She has been around for a few months and 

[the CEO] will say, ‘you are working on this pitch for CBC’. We did a pitch 

for CBC for something very similar two years ago, why are you doing all this 

work? But you don’t know what you don’t know. So Mark’s response to that 

is, Amanda should be spending a ½ hour a day on the server and seeing what 

is on there and [...] yes I agree. But who has that ½ hour a day, who has the 

five minutes a day? I am not really sure what the answer is[…] So the 

information is available, the question is whether or not you can find it? The 

example that I just gave you about CBC is an actual example. We were asked 

to pitch something or had the opportunity to pitch something that was almost 

identical to something that we pitched a year and a half ago. Well, I wasn’t 

here for that and Amanda was not here for that, and so we did not know. We 

did get through, I would say that we spent a combined 14, 15 hours working 

on it and [the CEO] looked at it and went, ‘well, why wouldn’t you use…?’ 

And then to your point that is when everyone said, ‘yeah why didn’t you?’” 

(Respondent 5) 

The VP, Consumer Engagement summarizes this issue, by explaining that although 

information and knowledge are captured and are available, no one seems to reuse them:  

“We have […] a system in place where we want people to get the information 

and we want people to have proper training and process and things like that. 

We have tools to help them with that, which are predominantly, like I said, 

Keynote presentations or Word documents, but I think that again, it is not 

necessarily comprehension of it but the use of them does not get done. It sits 

there but it does not get used by people.” (Respondent 1) 

To explain why information and knowledge are so difficult to access, The VP, Consumer 

Engagement suggests that systems integration between Advantage and Main Event could 

facilitate information management:  
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“I think that it will because what it allows us to do is understand how much 

time and energy that we spend with a project and what were the resources 

that were put against the project and then what the value or return on 

investment was that we go out of it. It will help us make more informed 

decisions, I think, moving forward.” (Respondent 1) 

IT infrastructure integration at MarketingOrg is further described in the 3.3. IT 

Infrastructure Flexibility section. 

Both the VP, Consumer Engagement, and the Managing Director, Digital Services also 

believe that the development of an IM/KM system, coupled with an IT support or a IM/KM 

champion would be needed to improve information management at MarketingOrg:  

“We used to have a centralized person and part of their job was databases 

and things like that. Properties and databases, events databases, supplier 

databases and things like that. Over the past two years, that function has been 

removed so we are struggling right now in that respect. Where we would 

benefit would be to have some sort of technology in place where, whether it is 

an intranet  [...] just like the Internet when you go online you search Google 

for top 15 best case studies in marketing and something comes up. We don’t 

have something like that internally, that we can leverage. That is an area 

where we have had conversation about building something, but unfortunately 

it gets to a point and then it stops and falls off.” (Respondent 1)  

“There should be a place that we can go, maybe not specifically to find out 

about [something], but there should be a place to go that would be a lot more 

efficient than that. Whenever it comes to a rush, generally it is just firing an 

email out and seeing if anyone knows.” (Respondent 3) 

Third, the top management team does not always use information and knowledge derived 

from IS/IT, especially when it comes to strategic opportunities and threats. Referring to a specific 

event that was not financially successful (see the third event in the Strategic Improvisation 

section), the CEO recognizes that, even if IT-enabled information is available, it is not always 

exploited to its full potential:  

“ I don’t think that technology was utilized as well as it could have been. For 

example our Advantage software system across the company now gives us 

much better data and insight on project profitability, you know, staffing 

profitability. We did not have that info. […] I would suggest that even simple 

things, like not utilizing Excel, so some cheap software, to its fullest. For 

example, we did not develop a bunch of scenarios and put a bunch of charts 

on the wall and say, if we have 100 participants and no sponsors what is the 

P&L? […] I would say that we did not even use the most basic widely 

available and inexpensive software to its advantage. […] Even to this day, we 

don’t properly utilize Sales Force. In terms of sponsorship sales campaign, so 

setting up a campaign of communications and top prospects and researching 

them, it is not used very well. I would suggest that’s where we can get better.” 

(Respondent 3) 

 The VP, Consumer Engagement believes that the organization would benefit from a 

business intelligence system to make better use of available data:  
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 “I would say that we are not using any specific software technologies for that 

right now. Obviously we have some data tracking, which is done through 

archaic things, like Excel. And things like that…but right now, we are not in a 

position or a place where we have technology systems for that.” (Respondent 

1) 

At the operational level, IT-enabled information sharing is an issue at MarketingOrg. 

Culturally, there is a desire to share, although competitive feelings between SBUs may limit 

levels of willingness to share information and knowledge. This issue has been identified and it is 

currently being addressed through the new pod structure. In addition, the VP, Consumer 

Engagement believes that the organization lacks the proper IT-enabled processes that would 

facilitate information and knowledge sharing:  

“I think that we are an organization who has the desire to share internally 

and wants everyone to be fully equipped with the ammunition that they need 

to do their job well and to make decisions and evaluations. Exactly to your 

point, where we are lacking the structure and the process is on the technology 

side. When I come across a great article or great idea or whatever it may be, 

I will email it out to everyone at [MarketingOrg], but that does not get 

captured anywhere. So moving forward, when someone needs to write a case 

study or is doing research on something that I have sent out or something that 

somebody else has sent out, unless they go into their email and search for that 

email or they have saved it somewhere, there is no way for us right now to 

capture that information that has been sent out. […] It is not user friendly for 

sure, and I think the other side of it is that it is easier to go ask your 

coworkers how to do it” (Respondent 1) 

On the positive side, MarketingOrg seems to be effective at non-IT enabled information 

and knowledge sharing processes, and at sharing IT-enabled financial information, as the VP, 

Strategic Partnerships explains:  

“I give [MarketingOrg] a very high ranking there. We have live meetings 

regularly, so the leadership team meets every couple of weeks. We have the 

ability to talk live and to deal with issues on the fly and discuss them.  We also 

have  [...] of course we have email and all of that, which is something that we 

use quite often. We also have our server that we can put things on. We have 

different files and different folders within the server. So, we have some that we 

have access to. We have the ability to say, ‘here are our late assessments and 

here is the spreadsheet that has the profitability of the company in it.’ This is 

something that we update on a weekly basis.” (Respondent 5)  

In summary, although MarketingOrg has developed other mechanisms to share 

information and knowledge, the organization appears to have low levels of IT-enabled IM/KM 

capability.  

3.3. IT Infrastructure Flexibility  

The level of IT infrastructure flexibility was difficult to assess at MarketingOrg. Based on 

a limited analysis, MarketingOrg does not appear to have yet developed a flexible IT 

infrastructure. Because the IT/IS function is outsourced to an external vendor, it was not possible 
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to gather in-depth knowledge on the organization’s hardware, software and network, other than 

what I presented in 1.4. Main Information Systems and Technologies section. 

First, some respondents acknowledge that the lack of an IS/IT strategy (see 2.3. IS/IT 

Strategy section) prevents the organization from taking advantage of the existing IT 

infrastructure. Specifically, the Managing Director, Digital Services feels that MarketingOrg’s IT 

infrastructure could be improved if more IT support were available on site:  

“On a scale of rocky one to three, it would probably be a rocky two. [laughs] 

So right in the middle. It is not horrible but it is not where it should be. I find 

that just in general, if we step back to IT support it [...] we don’t have 

someone here all the time. There is no body actively looking at better ways for 

us to communicate more efficient ways or better ways to wire the office.” 

(Respondent 3) 

Second, in the case of Advantage, the main information system used for financial 

reporting, compatibility is an issue. As noted in the 2.3. IS/IT Strategy section, employees from at 

least one SBU do not have access to Advantage.  In addition, it appears that if two of 

MarketingOrg’s main systems (Advantage and Main Event) along with a staffing module within 

Main Event were better integrated, it would facilitate daily business operations. The VP, 

Consumer Engagement explains below what this integration would entail: 

“All three of them [Advantage, Main Event, staffing module] would have to 

work together somehow. In an ideal world, from a project starting, it would 

go through Advantage and flow through all the different planning functions 

within Advantage. Once it comes time to execute the project, our staffing 

module would kick in, where it would allow us to select the brand 

ambassadors that would allow us to work on the specific project, train them, 

and pay them. As well as then work with the Main Event software, which 

would then allow the brand investors to track and report back on all the 

metrics.” (Respondent 1) 

Last, it is important to repeat that two of the core systems at MarketingOrg were only 

implemented recently. Advantage was implemented at MarketingOrg less than two years ago, 

while Main Event is being piloted at this stage. This has consequences on how the systems are 

used (see 3.1. Organizational Memory section), but also on the level of integration between the 

two systems, as the CFO explains below:  

“Main Events and Advantage, it would not make sense for them to talk to each 

other. Actually, I should not say that. They will be, we have not built it yet. 

There is going to be one interface between Main Event and Advantage, which 

is going to be related to the capture of time. So the people out in the field will 

use Main Event to record their time sheets and we will upload that into 

Advantage. But that’s it.” (Respondent 2)  

In summary, and based on the information collected, MarketingOrg has not developed a 

flexible IT infrastructure flexibility but recognizes the utility of developing one in the future.  

4. Strategic Improvisation at MarketingOrg 

The evaluation of strategic improvisation within MarketingOrg was conducted in two 

steps: The identification of potential strategic improvisation events, and determining whether 
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MarketingOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability. Overall, three events 

were recounted by respondents at MarketingOrg. Using criteria set in Chapter 4, all three events 

were identified as strategic improvisation events. They all relate to the development of new lines 

of business, specifically new products and new services. Based on these events, it seems that the 

organization is in the process of developing a strategic improvisation dynamic capability. The 

strategic improvisation events are described below.  

The first strategic improvisation event was recounted by the CFO and the Managing 

Director, Digital Services. As a marketing agency, MarketingOrg always wants to differentiate 

itself from its competitors by ‘pitching’ potential clients with innovative ideas.  During one 

presentation to a large global manufacturing corporation, it was suggested that MarketingOrg 

developed a Twitter-activated vending machine to promote the client’s product at an upcoming 

tradeshow. This type of promotion follows a current trend in the marketing industry, where the 

objective is to provide consumers with a digital experience and actively engage them with a 

digital technology. When successful, these initiatives draw a lot of attention on social media and 

can have a large impact on the client’s brand, as the CFO explains here:  

“There is a movement towards digital and specifically the creation of a digital 

experience that you can kind of “wow” people with, put it online and people 

will watch it […] Have you seen the Coca Cola YouTube – I think it is a 

YouTube video but done by a marketing agency – where there is a Coke 

machine in Pakistan and if you walk up to it, you get some people 

communicate with a Coke machine in India? So yes, that kind of thing where 

something incredible is happening on the ground. It gets captured and put on 

the Internet and goes crazy. The timing with the twitter vending machine was 

kind of interesting.” (Respondent 2) 

The concept of the Twitter-activated vending machine is to distribute a limited edition 

model of the client’s product, produced by a large toy manufacturer, only when the consumer has 

either tweeted pictures of the product or spent a pre-determined amount at a specific retailer. This 

event can be considered a strategic improvisation event for MarketingOrg because it had to be 

done very quickly and fell outside of MarketingOrg’s traditional lines of business, as the 

Managing Director, Digital Services and the CFO explain here:  

“In February, we did a program with [toy manufacturer], in partnership with 

[global manufacturing corporation]. We were at the [trade] show and we had 

pitched them in December the idea of taking the collectible [product] that 

they wanted us to hand out to people, put them in a vending machine, and 

then having people Tweet at the vending machine and it would dispense a 

[product]. So a Twitter activated vending machine. We built this in about six 

weeks […]. We had never done anything like this and frankly it was the first 

time in Canada anybody had done it. It had been done once in South Africa 

about six months previously and one time in the USA. It was fairly cutting 

edge.” (Respondent 3) 

“We are - as a business - we are trying to develop these things that we own. 

Not always reliant on a client and their budget. It is different. You have to 

think about [...] we are selling this thing and it is now product and very 

different from what we normally do, which is we sell services.” (Respondent 

2) 
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The development of a new product itself, the Twitter-activated vending machine, 

triggered a number of improvisational actions and outcomes. First, the vending machine attracted 

a lot of external media attention, both at the tradeshow and the annual forum organized by 

MarketingOrg where the machine was presented. This led the Managing Director, Digital 

Services to identify a potential larger business opportunity:  

“And coming out of this, we had a lot of inquiries from marketing agencies, 

US brands [...] like big companies. […] And the inquiry was like, ‘hey, we 

saw your Twitter activated vending machine; can you build one of these for 

us? And how much and where and how?’ Suddenly, we had all these 

opportunities. I went to [the CEO and the CFO] and said, ‘there is a business 

here’ […] This is a strategic opportunity for [MarketingOrg] to launch into 

the market place.” (Respondent 3)  

Unfortunately, the decision to pursue the opportunity stalled when discussions moved 

from the creative concept to more business-related concerns, such as pricing models. The 

Managing Director, Digital Services acknowledges that he did not have the business expertise 

required to develop a business plan to try and convince the CEO and CFO to launch the product:  

“That is where it started to stall. It is always, ‘well how much to invest, what 

do we have to build and how soon?’ And that is where I creatively have the 

idea and I understand what it is we need to build and how, but I do not have 

the acumen for pricing model structure. […] If you are going to start this, you 

need to start with a business plan and put it all together. I am not the person 

to do that. I need assistance in putting that together.” (Respondent 3) 

Nevertheless, the Managing Director, Digital Services kept promoting the Twitter-

activated vending machine and presented it at another tradeshow a few weeks later. The success 

of this tradeshow prompted him to conduct additional research and enquire about trademarking, 

as he recalls:   

“We did one [show] in Washington in July. And that went really well but 

beyond that…We started looking into trademarking of the process and that 

stalled whenever the cost was figured out and it would be 20 or 30 thousand 

dollars to trademark this […]” (Respondent 3) 

The Managing Director, Digital Services expresses his disappointment of the lack of 

interest from MarketingOrg to pursue this strategic opportunity following this second show: 

“From there […] I don’t think the drive was there to build that business. It 

frustrated me that we could not make that strategic decision fast. I don’t know 

whether it was because we did not have the right people, the time, resources, 

budget?” (Respondent 3) 

 However, again in a matter of weeks, MarketingOrg’s perspective of the potential for the 

Twitter-activated vending machine changed when the organization received an award for it at a 

digital product show in the United States. The Managing Director, Digital Services requested and 

obtained some funds to promote the vending machine there, but under a different brand name 

than MarketingOrg. These two decisions (to set up a booth at the show and to use a new name) 

were made very quickly, as the Managing Director, Digital Services explains here:  
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“But coming out of that, we had an opportunity to go down to an award show 

in [US city], where this Twitter vending machine was nominated. Whenever I 

got the invitation, I saw that they were selling booth space for sponsors and 

exhibitors. And I thought to myself, $4,500 and there are other agencies and 

brands and they will be interested in this. So why not go down and display 

this? […] We were able to make a really fast decision and this is where I will 

give all credit to [the CEO]. I think that he had the time to think about the 

opportunity, the business, the industry, and the potential of these kinds of 

machines and technologies. And when I went to him and [the CFO] and said, 

‘I think that we should exhibit here. There are going to be other agencies 

there. We are going to have other brands. It is US exposure, can we do this?’, 

I sent an estimate for how much it would cost to get the machines down there 

and the booth space, flight, hotel, and all that stuff and they approved it. It 

was very fast. It was within a day or two. Why we were able to that, I could 

not tell you…It was probably just time to think about the potential for this 

business and seeing more information come in about other brands that are 

doing things like this.” (Respondent 3) 

In addition to funding the promotion of the vending machine at the award show, it 

became necessary to develop a mini-business case and determine whether the opportunity was 

financially viable. Additionally, it was identified that a new employee with an engineering 

background would need to be hired, as MarketingOrg did not have any product development 

expertise. The CFO and the Managing Director, Digital Services explain how the decision was 

made to pursue the opportunity and the implications linked to this decision, in terms of financial 

and human resources:  

“My role was to help [the Managing Director, Digital Services] develop some 

pricing. And to look at in the larger context, what is the new guy going to cost 

us, what is our forecast out until the end of the year, how is that going to 

impact our fiscal year overall? So I had to make the “can we afford it” 

decision […]. We kind of looked at it [the opportunity], we went ‘Yeah, this is 

really hot right now and some of our competitors are doing this’. […] We did 

a little P&L [Profit and Losses analysis] on what can we sell these twitter 

machines for. You know, ‘how many would we have to sell to cover the new 

guy’s cost? Do we think that’s doable?’ And we decided that it was.” 

(Respondent 2) 

“We have one full time person who we have brought on to help. They are a 

creative technologist. He is really engineering and robotics and making 

machines do things.” (Respondent 3) 

“So, and then in terms of the guy, I mean this is a guy who worked on an 

assembly line. He was the programmer of the arm robot that worked on an 

assembly line or in a warehouse, I can’t remember which one. This is an 

expertise that’s completely foreign to anyone here.” (Respondent 2) 

Additionally, during all these months, the Managing Director, Digital Services had 

continued his research on the product and felt very knowledgeable about the potential business 

opportunity, as the Managing Director, Digital Services explains here: 
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“In the meantime I had been doing tons of research. This is where my 

knowledge has been brought up to speed. Who are the competitors out there? 

Who is doing great stuff? What is the opportunity and just doing basic SWOT 

analyses and keeping notes of ‘what is that we are doing?’” (Respondent 3) 

There are at least three direct outcomes derived from the improvisational actions 

described above. First, a new product, the Twitter-activated vending machine, was developed 

rapidly following the decision to pursue the opportunity with the global manufacturer and the toy 

manufacturer. Indeed, this new product was sold to a few more organizations, as the CFO and the 

Managing Director, Digital Services summarize here:  

“It got a lot of attention from our industry media. And we kind of… looking at 

it, we got a lot, we got some more business. Just through media attention, we 

were able to sell some more of these vending machines.” (Respondent 2) 

“We deployed it at the auto show. It got rave reviews. We distributed about 

2,500 [models]. We had crowds around it the whole weekend, it was great. 

The [life size product] was there and we were giving away miniatures of it. It 

was a cool technology, people were interested. It just worked. We got great 

PR [Public Relations] pick up and media exposure. We tripled our Twitter 

following, it was a huge success.” (Respondent 3) 

Second, the success of the vending machine prompted MarketingOrg to identify a new 

business opportunity related to digital marketing products, with the hope to develop a competency 

in marketing technologies. As noted above, this resulted in the hire of a new employee as 

explained above. In addition, the organization quickly created a new brand to sell the vending 

machine, in effect creating a “spinoff” business. The creation of a new brand was important to 

differentiate the new product from MarketingOrg in the eyes of competitors, as the Managing 

Director, Digital Services recalls:  

“And that is [MarketingTech]. And that was fast. It was a 10-minute 

conversation with [the CEO] where I started to raise flags about not going as 

[MarketingOrg] because Mosaic is there. If they see us, they are never going 

to talk to us. If they see [MarketingTech] they will probably talk to us. And 

that is where we are right now. And again, I see this opportunity of ‘we can 

position ourselves as a marketing technology agency’.” (Respondent 3) 

The new brand has been added as a full division in the new organizational structure 

described in 1.2. Organizational Structure and Leadership section. The objective of this division 

is to develop other digital products that can be sold to clients, while supporting other divisions, as 

required. 

In this first strategic improvisation event, MarketingOrg rapidly and creatively used 

existing resources and capability to design and develop a product for its clients. Although the 

process was fairly ineffective at first, the organization was able to identify a business opportunity. 

To pursue this goal, MarketingOrg successfully leveraged its capabilities in developing 

experiential marketing solutions and applied them to this new concept. MarketingOrg also fully 

leveraged its current resources, especially diverse expertise from its top managers, like the CFO’s 

financial knowledge and the Managing Director, Digital Services’ digital expertise. The CFO 

describes the Managing Director, Digital Services’ passion below.  
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“[The Managing Director, Digital Services] runs the digital team and loves 

this kind of stuff, is incredibly passionate about specifically this, creating 

some sort of experience that integrates that digital thing in a live experience. 

He said “I think there is a real opportunity here”. I want to hire a digital 

technologist who is really an engineer to come in and work with me to create 

a little new business.” (Respondent 2) 

This quote also demonstrates that the organization recognized quickly that there was a 

gap in competency that could only be filled by recruiting externally.   

The other strategic improvisation events describe below relate to the development of 

owned properties, where MarketingOrg promotes and sells specific events. The second strategic 

improvisation event was recounted by the VP, Strategic Partnerships and briefly by the CFO. 

MarketingOrg proposed to one of its clients, a major Canadian professional sports organization to 

promote its main annual sporting event by selling event packages to individuals and corporations. 

Profits would be divided equally between the client and MarketingOrg. These packages were very 

comprehensive and included tickets to the annual Canadian sporting event  and to a major party 

following the event, food and accommodation, transfers from and to the airport and both events. 

They were also quite pricey, reaching almost $4,000.  

MarketingOrg is accustomed to organizing and managing such events for its clients, and 

assigned an experienced manager to lead the project. But this opportunity was different, as the 

organization was expected to both price and market these packages. The CFO explains below that 

MarketingOrg lacks experience in that regard:  

“What we do know is how to pull together experiences and how to make that 

weekend great. We don’t really know how to price it and we thought we knew 

how to market it but we are still learning. It is because we are always doing 

these things that we are always learning.” (Respondent 2) 

There was also a time pressure associated with the commitment to sell these packages for 

a major client, as they needed to be sold prior to the event weekend. Unexpectedly, the packages 

were not selling as quickly and easily as anticipated, which increased the level of uncertainty. 

There were important financial consequences to not being able to sell the packages, as the VP, 

Strategic Partnerships alludes to:  

“We committed to selling 80 [event] packages. Once again, despite the fact 

that the [professional sport organization] is a client of ours, it was really a 

[MarketingOrg] event because the client took on no risk. The way that we 

work with them is ‘we go out and sell it, whatever we make is 50-50. You get 

half and we get half’. We were on the hook for a couple hundred thousand 

dollars, we won’t get into specifics, but we were on the hook for a significant 

amount of money. And we found ourselves a few weeks out deeply in the hole. 

The interest in the package that we were selling was not there. It was just too 

big a package.” (Respondent 5) 

MarketingOrg was lucky to sell 80% of the packages to a corporation fairly early on, but 

with only two weeks left before the event, the organization still had 30 packages to sell, as the 

VP, Strategic Partnerships explains:  

“The reality is that the appetite for that was not what we had hoped it would 

be. So we were lucky and we made a very large sale to one group who needed 
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rooms. But we had about 30 packages left over. Two weeks out, we were still 

in the hole by a significant amount of money.” (Respondent 5)  

This situation triggered a number of actions. First, the team in charge of selling the 

packages, along with the VP, Strategic Partnerships, analyzed the feedback received from the 

individuals who had been contacted:  

“We had to reassess very quickly what we were going to do […] And 

basically, what was involved in that was looking at our options, 

understanding what we could do, and understanding what we had learned 

based on the response that we were getting from people. So, for example we 

were learning that people were looking for hotel rooms but they already had 

their tickets to the [sport event]. Or we were learning that people really 

needed a hotel room and they were interested in the party but they did not 

think there was value in paying extra for meals and things like that.” 

(Respondent 5) 

Due to the urgency of the situation, calls were not logged into Salesforce:  

“Sales Force is tracking software. So to go back to that for a second, every 

call that is made is logged. They [the salespeople] know when they call, what 

the response was, know when to follow-up. […] So we do have systems for 

that. […] We were in the crunch. These guys almost became a call centre for 

a full week. They were literally taking and making 200, 250, 300 calls a day. 

They went on to Craigslist and looked for people who were looking for tickets. 

‘Do you need a hotel?’ They were literally hustling. Because there were so 

many ‘no, thank you, I have already got my tickets or I found another hotel’, 

they would not log those things. Really, Sales Force is just used for when they 

are making sales calls in the truest sense of the term.” (Respondent 5) 

Rather, the analysis conducted by the VP, Strategic Partnerships was based on 

discussions with salespeople who were dealing directly with the potential clients:  

“The feedback was not logged, to be honest with you. Because it was all 

recent and all this had happened in the last week or two weeks, it was very 

fresh in everyone’s mind. So when I spoke to the sales guys and I would ask 

what the issues are, they all said the exact same thing. People want hotel 

rooms because they can’t get them and that is all they want. People are 

interested in the party, they think it is kind of cool, but these are not people 

who have four thousand dollars. These are people who are looking for the 

lowest cost to get them there kind of thing. So, based on that feedback that is 

how we decided to offer something else.” (Respondent 5) 

Consequently, a second action was to discuss options with the client and seek approval to 

be able to lower margins and offer different types of packages, as the VP, Strategic Partnerships 

explains:  

“We spoke with the client and we said, ‘this is where we are at. We know that 

you are not on the hook for anything and we are so we are going to change 

gears a little bit. Yes, we had hoped that we would make you X for doing this 

but the way things are going right now, you are going to make zero. We would 
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rather you make X divided by whatever then nothing at all’. So we went with 

that and they said ‘fine’, so we got their buy-in.” (Respondent 5) 

Following the client’s approval, MarketingOrg’s leadership team decided to offer 

different packages. One option included a somewhat modified version of the original package, at 

a slightly lower price. Another option was to offer a more heavily discounted package with less 

activities, which turned out to sell much more easily than the more expensive package, as the VP, 

Strategic Partnerships describes: 

“We started chopping up the packages. So for certain groups we said ‘okay 

we are still going to go after the $3,750 package’. We changed the package 

around and took out a couple of small elements and created a $2,995 

package, which was basically identical but it did not have a couple of meals 

in it or something. So in case one person bought it at this much, they would 

feel that they bought something different. We did not really sell any of those. 

What we sold a lot of were packages for $1,995 and that package was what 

we knew would go. That was a package that included tickets to the party and 

three hotel nights and meals. So it did not include tickets to the game or meals 

and transfers. It was basically ‘Get yourself there, we will give you a bed and 

feed you and take you to the party’. And that went really well.” (Respondent 

5)     

A last action was necessary, as a large number of tickets to the actual sport event had not 

been sold. Here again, MarketingOrg experimented with a couple of selling methods before 

eventually using an online ticket reseller to sell the vast majority of the remaining tickets:  

“The problem then was that we had 40 or 60 tickets to the [sport event] left 

over. We were like, what are we going to do with these tickets? They are $240 

dollars a piece and not an insignificant amount either. So we tried to sell them 

privately and we got push back from websites that we were trying to sell them 

on so we sold them through StubHub, where we paid them a percentage but 

they got rid of 95% of our tickets for us.” (Respondent 5) 

Two direct outcomes are derived from this strategic improvisation event. First, following 

significant changes to the original pricing structure, MarketingOrg was still able to generate 

benefits from the event, as the VP, Strategic Partnerships explains: “In the end, it ended up being 

a profitable event. We did not make a ton of money but we made money, and the client made 

money and it ended up working out.” (Respondent 5).  The second outcome is less positive. 

Although the organization demonstrated great process flexibility by finding creative ways to sell 

the remaining packages, this came at a high emotional cost. The sales team, as well as the 

management team, experienced a high level of stress during the two weeks prior to the event, as 

is recounted here by the VP, Strategic Partnerships:  

“The biggest by-product of change is stress. You plan for so long to go in one 

direction and then, when you are forced to kick things into another direction 

entirely, it puts a lot of stress on the organization. Stress is put on the 

management team, stress on the sales people, on even the administrative help 

who are responsible for following through. That is the greatest challenge. 

Otherwise, this team is great and are very responsive. I think that they did an 

incredible job. For me, I was happy with how everybody responded. One of 

my best characteristics is that I pretty much always keep my cool and I was 
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kind of digging my nails into the desk at times because it was like, we are on 

the hook for a lot of money.”(Respondent 5) 

The third strategic improvisation event was recounted by the CEO and the VP, Consumer 

Engagement, and alluded to by the VP, Strategic Partnerships. As opposed to the event described 

above where MarketingOrg partnered with a client to share profits, in this case MarketingOrg 

completely “owned” this event. An international sport federation that organizes race events 

around the world had awarded one of these race weekends to a city outside of Canada. 

Unfortunately, that city had to cancel its participation and the sports federation was left with no 

host for its event. As a new call to host the race weekend was issued, a major Ontarian city’s 

tourism office decided to bid for it, because the event, if successfully organized and promoted, 

was likely to draw a large number of tourists (e.g., athletes, their families, spectators) from 

around the world and raise the city’s international profile. The city’s tourism office approached 

MarketingOrg to organize the event on their behalf, for a couple of reasons. First, MarketingOrg 

was already in talks with the tourism office to find new ways to promote the city. Second, the 

tourism office had been made informed by the international sports federation that a senior 

member of the leadership team at MarketingOrg had past expertise hosting similar events. 

At least two factors make this event different from the other ones that MarketingOrg had 

organized in the past and qualifies it as a strategic improvisation event. First, MarketingOrg was 

asked to promote the race weekend, not only organize it, at the CEO explains here:  

“In this situation, it was different because we were looking at being the 

promoter. So taking the risk and effectively not just looking at it as a project 

but as a mini business. So imagining - in my mind anyway - that the […] event 

would be a small business within a business.” (Respondent 3) 

MarketingOrg is used to working with a set budget provided by the client. Promoting an 

event has different financial implications. Here, the opportunity meant creating a budget and 

having to bring in revenues to reach financial objectives, as the VP, Consumer Engagement 

explains:  

“There is a big difference between executing an event for a client and putting 

on an event yourself with your own, what I will call [...] seed money 

essentially. And so for a client, you set a budget and you know the number 

that you are working with. Whereas in this case, we set a budget, but we 

needed to achieve some revenue targets in order to execute against that 

budget and have backups to what we were going to do if we did not have the 

revenue coming in from sponsorships, or whatever it might be to execute that 

budget.” (Respondent 1) 

Second, because of the first city’s withdrawal from the process, the time allocated to 

organizing the race weekend was reduced to 12-13 months, less than half what other event hosts 

usually need to organize similar events: 

“Because another country had dropped out, we did not have the same 

timeframe that is typically put aside for an organization to put on this event. 

Where we would have liked to have had two or three years, like many other 

organizations had, we did not have that.” (Respondent 1)  
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“We were probably 12 to 24 months shorthanded in terms of time that a 

traditional winner would usually have to get the event secured two to three 

years out.” (Respondent 3) 

In short, this opportunity proved to be risky for MarketingOrg, because the organization 

had limited experience promoting events. Second, the opportunity was also set with a tight 

timeline. But it also had the potential for high reward and was very strategic for MarketingOrg, 

since the CEO had been exploring the idea of developing MarketingOrg “owned” properties:  

“The difference for us is that [first], we would be taking the risk and 

potentially reaping the reward, and secondly the discussions were somewhat 

prompted by conversations with the City who is trying to bring in events, 

couldn’t be the promoter but could be a co-funder. And thirdly, we were 

looking at something longer term than the timeframe or the opportunity that 

came up.” (Respondent 3) 

The combination of factors led to a number of actions. First, comforted by the fact that 

the city’s tourism office would fund part of the event, MarketingOrg decided to bid on it, after 

reviewing the opportunity, as the CEO explains here:  

“Myself and another senior colleague [senior advisor], we conferred on the 

opportunity, developed a plan that we thought was reasonable, and decided to 

go ahead with the opportunity. The timeline was not ideal but we pursued.” 

(Respondent 3) 

According to the VP, Consumer Engagement, the leadership team considered three key 

aspects before deciding to go ahead with opportunity. First, the team knew MarketingOrg had the 

expertise to organize live events. Second, the team members knew that the senior advisor had 

previous experience organizing similar sports events and had an extensive knowledge of the 

sport. Third, they knew funding from the city would be available to kick off the project. The VP, 

Consumer Engagement explains how the decision was made, following the analysis of the key 

aspects outlined above:  

“In that case, I would say that we did not put a whole lot of analysis into 

deciding yes or no to move forward. We looked at the key things that I had 

just mentioned and thought that we had a good opportunity to win, and that 

we had a good opportunity to turn it into something that would be successful 

and long term turn it into something that might be a new business expertise 

for us to carry through and continue from year to year.” (Respondent 1) 

The bid was awarded to the city and MarketingOrg, and top managers felt energized by 

this success:  

“We did end up winning the bid and it put us in a position where we are all 

excited and felt that we were comfortable in terms of where we were going. 

From a senior management position, we all agreed to move forward with it 

and that it was a great opportunity to expand our portfolio and to get into a 

world championship that would allow us to hopefully -  if we successfully did 

it - bid for future […] events.” (Respondent 1) 
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However, at the time the bid was awarded, MarketingOrg leadership team members 

found themselves with only 12 months left to execute on the project. A few issues arose, both 

internally and externally. Internally, it took a while to assign a team to the project, as the VP, 

Consumer Engagement explains:  

“We assigned the team and that probably took longer than it should have. And 

we probably had made an error in judgment in terms of how much time and 

energy it actually required. […] to execute the project.” (Respondent 1) 

The CEO also reports that the assigned team members may not have had the expertise 

necessary to successful execute the project:  

“Internally at [MarketingOrg], we assigned to one group executionally who 

later I discovered was not as gung ho as maybe we thought they were. They 

were not comfortable or confident that they could pull it off.” (Respondent 3) 

A person was hired to secure sponsors for the race. However, her role in the team was not 

clearly defined and she found herself doing more marketing than sponsorship sales at times.  

“We had a sales resource issue. We had a number of internal factors where 

we did not do a proper assessment of what it was going to take. We hired a 

woman locally in [the city] to market it. There were some internal squabbles 

over her role because some people were pulling her into execution. They 

wanted her simply in marketing. She came on way too late. When reaching 

out to sponsors we were calling them in the winter of 2013 for an August 2013 

event and they were telling us that their budgets were gone and nobody knew 

this.” (Respondent 3) 

Externally, as the above quote shows, sponsors were hard to obtain, since local 

organizations had already assigned their budgets to other events. Additionally, MarketingOrg 

experienced significant delays due to other stakeholders. A number of local public organizations 

had to approve the event and the official event course, as the CEO explains below:  

“And so, we made the decision, made the bet, but then we had to quickly jump 

through significant hurdles to get approval from the [public organizations] to 

hold the event. We effectively had made a bid committing [the city] to the 

event, but we did not actually have the approval to stage. Which is quite 

dangerous and risky. I think that we felt that if could not be in [the city] 

proper, we could be somewhere close enough around [the city] that somebody 

coming from France or Colorado might not know the difference. We had to 

proceed through unbelievable hurdles to get that event off the ground in terms 

of approvals. That became a bit of an Achilles heel because we spent months 

and months and many meetings and hours petitioning to get the approval that 

we needed and where we needed to be. At one point, we had a beautiful 

downtown core and then due to one stakeholder, and one constituent group, 

we could not be right downtown. We still ended up with a nice course but not 

as downtown.” (Respondent 3) 

Eventually, once the course location was finalized, the leadership team decided to focus 

the operational team on delivering a flawless event, rather than trying to gather more revenues 

from sponsorship, as the VP, Consumer Engagement reports:  
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“We had great leadership in terms of what needed to be done but the time and 

energy that was required to fulfill on that was larger than we expected and 

required more resources than we had assigned. I think that we got off to a 

slow start because of that. Some of our specific areas, such as sponsorship 

sales and things like that, because we were not making traction on them, 

probably hindered us from getting started on the logistical side of things fast 

enough. So when it came down to making a decision internally on where we 

needed to spend our time and energy [...] A third of the way through, we had 

to refocus and start putting more energy behind actually putting on a great 

event versus focusing too much energy on sponsorship sales. [...] Had we had 

a better structure in place of personnel, where we had a dedicated logistics 

team who was focused on putting on the event from start to finish early on, 

which was separate from our marketing and sponsorship sales team, we 

probably would have been in a better position.” (Respondent 1)  

One outcome can be directly linked to this series of improvisational actions. 

MarketingOrg worked in collaboration with the international sport federation to ensure that the 

race weekend was a great experience for the athletes and a success from a media perspective, as 

the VP, Consumer Engagement explains:  

“We worked with the [international sport organization] to make sure that 

everything was in place that needed to be in place and by the end of it, we 

were able to successfully put on the event, and turn around a great event, 

from a media perspective as well as from an athlete perspective.” 

(Respondent 1) 

However, both the CEO and the VP, Consumer Engagement recognize that executing a 

flawless event had a negative financial impact:  

“I think that from an ROI perspective, we would have been a lot happier if the 

financials had worked out in a stronger way.” (Respondent 1) 

“In the end, we pulled off executionally a good solid event, but lost significant 

out of pocket cash and resource cash.” (Respondent 3) 

Organizational learning and process flexibility outcomes associated with this strategic 

improvisation event are discussed in the next sections.  

In the two last strategic improvisation events, MarketingOrg was able to identify and 

assign key resources and capabilities required to execute the two event projects. In the event 

packages example, a senior manager had been assigned to the project, because of her experience 

in organizing events. However, she still lacked expertise in key components of the projects, such 

as pricing models. In the case of the international race weekend, the organization had the 

expertise to both organize events and deep knowledge in organizing this specific type of sporting 

events. But the organization lacked the expertise in promoting the event, and the financial 

consequences linked to that. As opposed to the first strategic improvisation event, the 

organization did not acquire the expertise externally.  Nonetheless, MarketingOrg’s ability to 

deliver successful events shows that capabilities and resources were reconfigured effectively, 

even if that meant significant additional stress for MarketingOrg’s employees.  

To determine whether MarketingOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic 

capability, two criteria were examined, repetitiveness and impact, as described in Chapter 4. 
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Overall, MarketingOrg appears to be in the early stages for the development of a strategic 

improvisation capability.  

First and overall, most improvisational actions undertaken by MarketingOrg led to 

creative and effective reconfiguration of resources and capabilities on the spot, as discussed in the 

first strategic improvisation event. During the Twitter-activated vending machine example, top 

managers were able to react quickly in most cases and to make creative use of the organization’s 

expertise, processes and capabilities. When expertise did not exist within the organization, 

MarketingOrg quickly recruited staff that could fill this capabilities gap. Similarly, during the 

second and third strategic improvisation events, MarketingOrg was able to leverage its expertise 

to deliver successful events. For instance, the MarketingOrg sales team managed to sell all 

packages or part of packages prior to the Canadian event. Similarly, the team in charge of the race 

weekend was able to execute a flawless project.   

However, other improvisational actions did not seem to be as effective. The leadership 

team appeared to take a long time to decide to pursue the vending machine business opportunity 

and to wait for external confirmation (e.g., competitors starting the enter the market) before 

deciding to act. In the second strategic improvisation event, the VP, Strategic Partnerships could 

not leverage its information systems, specifically Salesforce, to analyze trends in package sales. 

Employees had to work long hours to reach MarketingOrg’s objective to sell all packages and 

tickets. Similarly, in the third strategic improvisation event, the leadership team had not been able 

to properly assess the business opportunity before committing to it. The CEO explains that lack of 

time and lack of expertise played a key role:  

“We did not really have enough time to do the due diligence that needed to be 

done. Typically, before you bid, you would go to your host community. You 

would get permits, approvals; you might do a temperature check on 

sponsorship. You might have some sponsors that exist. Because we haven’t 

been in the promoter business, we have not been securing ongoing sponsors 

and so we did not have a network of sponsors to call, even though we felt like 

we did - but we really didn’t. So, we had a lot of things that we really didn’t 

assess properly. I think that we jumped into it. (Respondent 3) 

Additionally, MarketingOrg’s inability to fully leverage its information systems at the 

time may have played an important role in the flawed assessment of the opportunity, as the CEO 

explains here:  

 “For example, our Advantage software system across the company now gives 

us much better data and insight on project profitability, you know, staffing 

profitability. We did not have that info. I don’t think that technology played 

the role that it should have and I would suggest that even simple things, like 

not utilizing Excel, so some cheap software, to its fullest. For example, we did 

not develop a bunch of scenarios and put a bunch of charts on the wall and 

say, if we have 100 participants and no sponsors what is the P&L? And 

simple things like that. Even though I can be a person who seemingly makes 

decisions on the fly, I love data. […] Even to this day, we don’t properly 

utilize Sales Force. In terms of sponsorship sales campaign, so setting up a 

campaign of communications and top prospects and researching them, it is 

not used very well. I would suggest that’s where we can get better.” 

(Respondent 3) 
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Second, MarketingOrg’s improvisational actions had impacts on the whole organization. 

This is especially clear in the Twitter-activated vending machine example. There are many 

consequences on MarketingOrg’s strategic approach that are directly linked to the first strategic 

improvisation event. Following the success of the first vending machine, the organization decided 

to enter the market of technology-enabled marketing and to set up a new brand. A new 

organizational structure was developed, which included a new division dedicated to the new line 

of business. MarketingOrg hired a new creative technologist with an engineering background to 

fill a competency gap. Since the arrival of the new employee, and in addition to the vending 

machine, the organization has secured a new project with a major car manufacturer. The new 

product is an interactive game experience that was presented to consumers at a recent event for a 

major car manufacturer. Two individuals jump on separate trampolines and motion sensors on the 

trampolines help control a fun race game between two large screens. The CFO explains below 

that the new employee had expertise to design the product:  

“So, luckily, we’ve had another project. Not a twitter machine but a project 

that this guy that we hired was perfect for, with [car manufacturer]. So, you 

know it was a good gamble, we think. It still needs to be proven. But we 

landed a project that, if we had not hired the guy we hired…we would be 

outsourcing what he is doing to somebody else, because we don’t have the 

expertise in house” (Respondent 2)   

Long-term impacts on the organization following the second and third strategic 

improvisation events are less clear. As the next section on 6.3. Organizational Learning 

demonstrates, instances of improvisational learning were identified in the case of the packages 

sales, but it remains to be seen whether processes will indeed be modified to organize next year’s 

event. In addition to organizational learning, one clear impact was identified in the third strategic 

improvisation event. As noted above, sponsorship sales were an issue during the organization of 

the sports event. The organization has experienced similar issues with an annual event owned by 

MarketingOrg called the forum. Consequently, the CEO decided to hire a part-time employee, 

whose role is solely to obtaining sponsorships for the forum and other MarketingOrg events:  

“The [race weekend] situation helped influence another decision that we did 

make, which was this year, 2013. Our […] forum property lost money, […] 

the most money we have ever lost in nine events and a sharp turnaround from 

years of breaking even on the out of pockets, which has really been our goal 

because it is a marketing exercise. So, as we lived through this, the same thing 

happened and staff that were on it were stuck by other corporate client work. 

Not as focused on sales and revenues, so we hired a focused resource woman 

who is 50% with us. […] We don’t have a sponsorship sales function that is 

successful yet. We have cheated ourselves; we have tried it on several 

properties and have failed. I think that if we are going to stay in that business 

[…] we need to really look critically and say, do we have the resources and 

are we capable?” (Respondent 3) 

In summary, based on the analysis of three specific strategic improvisation events, it 

seems that MarketingOrg shows encouraging signs of a strategic improvisation capability. 

Examples of creative and spontaneous resource and capability reconfigurations are provided, and 

are followed by valuable outcomes with potential long-term benefits for the whole organization. 

But other improvisational actions were not effective and in at least one event, no long-term 

outcome could be identified.   
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5. MarketingOrg’s Environmental Dynamism 

MarketingOrg’s environment can be characterized as dynamic, both in terms of 

unpredictability and rate of change, especially in terms of technological changes.  

Unpredictability is present in MarketingOrg’s environment in terms of overall trends, 

market and technological changes. Overall, the agency industry has experienced many changes 

over the past 20 years, mostly driven by clients, as the VP, Strategic Partnerships explains in 

details here:  

“Clients have come to the realization that they want the best partner, as 

opposed to finding one partner who can offer them everything. I find that it 

goes through cycles. I think that cycle happens probably about every 10, 12, 

or 14 years. They go through a ‘I want à-la-carte and the best’ to ‘this is too 

much work for me’, to ‘I want one agency who does everything for me’ to ‘we 

are not getting the best, I want to go à-la-carte again’. […] Towards the late 

1990’s to the early 2000’s, there seemed to be a resurgence of agencies that 

offered it all and it was because the client was too stressed. The client now 

had to manage five, six, seven different agencies. Once again, after about five 

or six years of full-service agency dominance, and going into the late 2000’s, 

clients started to once again feel like they needed ‘specialists’…especially 

with the introduction of digital as its own specialty, you started to see full 

service agencies who did not offer digital. […] And then they started to go 

back to this model of à-la-carte. But the difference was now the executives at 

the client level were basically insisting that the agency personnel managed 

that interagency relationship, as opposed to the client. And that meant that 

everybody had to “play nice”. What I discovered was the agencies that could 

play nice and the agencies that knew enough to know that this was a pain 

point for the client were the ones who succeeded in new business pitches or, if 

they had a client, maintaining that client and not losing them to another 

partner who offered the same services.” (Respondent 5) 

As noted above, the need to be able to work well with other agencies can impact how 

much new or renewed business an agency can expect. Additionally, the overall services offered 

by agencies have largely evolved. While there used to be clearly defined lines between “above” 

and “below” the lines agencies (see the 1.1. The Agency Industry and MarketingOrg’s Offerings 

section), these lines have been blurred over the recent years. This means that agencies offer a 

wide array of services for which they do not necessarily have complete expertise. This also means 

more unpredictability, as agencies compete to gain more and more diverse expertise at a faster 

pace:  

“[The industry] is rapidly changing  […]. If you think back to our roots, at the 

time it was one to one [marketing], and live engagements were really the talk 

of the town. And now one on one engagements could mean anything from 

social media to live, to digital or whatever it may be. It is ever changing and I 

think the agencies who can’t keep up with that change are going to find 

themselves fairly quickly at the bottom of the pile, and not getting the phone 

calls as much anymore. One of the struggles with our industry, specifically 

around integrated marketing, is many of us are not AORs [agencies of 

record] with all of our clients. So, it is up to us to make sure that we continue 

renewing from year to year.” (Respondent 1) 
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The need to be an expert in more areas of business also means that it has become more 

and more difficult to choose the right marketing experiences for ever changing consumers. 

Consumers can now be reached on many different platforms, which increases the number of 

choices that an agency must make to reach them. It also increases unpredictability in terms of 

effectiveness, as the Managing Director, Digital Services explains: 

“Again, if I am looking at it from my personal context it is completely 

unpredictable. I am sure to some people it is completely predictable but on my 

side it is incredibly difficult to know whether the strategies and tactics you are 

using are the perfect ones for the ‘ask’ from the client. In terms of ‘Is this a 

platform that we should be on’? Is this how we should be talking to people? 

Are we talking to the right people in the right way? Should we be engaging 

with this community and starting a community? Should we be at this event?’ 

There is a lot of research that goes into knowing that but again it is a very 

fickle choice sometimes. Whereas sometimes it is just gut and your gut can be 

wrong. In the end, we are measured on the goals. So if it is ‘get samples in the 

hands of 50,000 people’, that is a pretty simple goal to achieve. But if it is 

‘increase brand awareness of Hot Wheels track sets’, it is a little bit more 

difficult. A lot of the time, we don’t have the money for research and studies. 

It is more, ‘how many people came to the site, how many interacted, how long 

did they stay’? They are quantitative measures but we spin them sometimes 

into qualitative. We will look at five minutes of time on a site as something 

good because, compared to the previous year, it was three minutes. But it 

really doesn’t mean anything because you don’t have much more insight, 

apart from that one little piece of data. And frankly, you don’t know their age, 

and you can’t correlate everything together properly. At least with the 

systems that we have.” (Respondent 3) 

Technological changes following the rise of the Internet have influenced the agency 

industry, perhaps more than other industries, because their services are directly aimed at 

consumers.  

The CFO explains below how rapid technological changes indirectly affect the agency 

industry:  

“In terms of the industry…It is changing, I guess like every business, really. 

But there is a real evolutionary way from television, not that that has 

impacted us directly, but it has impacted in a way that brands seeking 

consumers with the Internet…that has had a huge impact on that. The arrival 

of pay per view TV. People don’t watch TV the same way, so there are lots of 

different opportunities that have become available to firms like ours. We can 

seize on, and seize some of the marketing dollars that [above the line] 

agencies might have formerly benefited from.  So, yes, it is just constantly 

evolving, really influenced by the Internet, the mobile device or devices, etc.” 

In summary, the environment in which MarketingOrg competes can be characterized as 

moderately to highly dynamic.  

6. MarketingOrg’s Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Three internal organizational outcomes of strategic improvisation are analyzed below, 

specifically process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning.  
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6.1. Process Flexibility 

In most cases, processes at MarketingOrg can be changed quickly and easily, indicating 

that overall, the organization has flexible processes. In relation to strategic improvisation events, 

the organization has developed moderate levels of process flexibility capability. As the 2.1. 

Experimental Culture section describes, MarketingOrg is always ready to take on challenges and 

to address customers’ requests, even if they have not developed the expertise to do so. In the 

following quote, the CFO explains what she means when she asserts that the organization is 

“always willing to seize an opportunity as it presents itself to us” (Respondent 2):  

 “So it’s things like we are working with a client and they say to us “hey, we 

need to develop a website” and we are sitting here and we have never 

developed a website before but we say “Ok, we will do that” and we hire the 

people who can do it and we do it. You know, with [the toy manufacturer] this 

year, they wanted us to take on their [Public Relations]. And we have a little 

PR team, that basically exists because some clients said “oh we need some 

PR” and we said “oh we can do that for you”. So then, suddenly, we are 

doing PR.” (Respondent 2) 

While MarketingOrg’s flexibility is partially due to its entrepreneurial culture, it is also a 

result of environmental constraints. MarketingOrg competes in an industry where it is necessary 

to demonstrate excellence and flexibility to renew projects on a yearly basis, as the VP, 

Consumer Engagement sums up here:  

“Obviously, we have clients who are on retainers and some clients we are on 

roster with and some clients we have to renew project to project. Without 

great work, you are not going to get those renewals and so, that is what it 

comes down to in our industry a lot.” (Respondent 1) 

Evidence of process flexibility was also provided in the Strategic Improvisation section. 

For instance, MarketingOrg was able to address an urgent human resource need and quickly hired 

a creative technologist to assist the Managing Director, Digital Services in developing a new line 

of business focused on marketing technologies. On the other hand, the package example shows 

that process flexibility can be associated with negative impacts on the employees. While 

MarketingOrg was able to quickly change its processes to ensure that all packages would be sold, 

this was not an easy change for the sales team members, who experienced high levels of stress.  

In addition, the strategic decision-making process can be sometimes slow and ineffective, 

as was the case early on during the Twitter-activated vending machine improvisation event.  The 

Managing Director, Digital Services, explains that for him, MarketingOrg needs to improve on its 

information management capability. This would have helped MarketingOrg make faster and more 

informed decisions during the vending machine example:  

“For me, the efficiency would start with critically looking at the business and 

seeing if it is viable and if it is viable then making the investment into it. And 

that is where the inefficiency lies. We don’t have that set up so that has not 

been an efficient process. It’s back to the data insights, analysis, research [...] 

it is more gut than anything right now. And I need some good data and 

knowledge to make an investment.” (Respondent 3) 

In summary, based on process flexibility derived from strategic improvisation events, 

MarketingOrg has developed moderate levels of a process flexibility capability.  
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6.2. Product/Service Flexibility 

Despite limited resources and capabilities, MarketingOrg has recently expanded its 

offerings by offering two new service and product lines. Product and service changes were easily 

made and the extent of changes was significant. Using criteria set in Chapter 4, MarketingOrg has 

developed a product/service flexibility capability.  

In general, MarketingOrg is not afraid to take on challenges brought by clients.  In the 

6.1. Process Flexibility section, the CFO explains how the organization has the capability to 

modify its processes to provide clients with new products and services, such as website design 

and public relations services. However, as a small organization, MarketingOrg does not readily 

have the capacity to develop new lines of products and services. This may explain in part why the 

decision to launch the new line of business took longer than necessary, in the Twitter-activated 

vending machine example, as the Managing Director, Digital Services explains here:  

“I think that because of the size of who we are, it is hard. […] We are a small 

to medium enterprise. And saying we are going to spin off an even smaller 

enterprise […] It would be easier for an organization of 200 people to go, 

‘here is our technology division. You have 10 people, off you go. Here is the 

business plan, here are our clients. So take some current clients and have that 

to start, so you have something’. It is hard [for MarketingOrg] to go, ‘Hey, 

you one person and that other person, you go start a company’. They are like, 

‘well we have to hire other people’ but there is no one here where we can take 

and say, ‘go over here because then, there would be a hole here’.” 

(Respondent 3)  

Despite delays in decisions, the Twitter-activated vending machine was developed in six 

weeks. Once the creative technologist was hired, it seemed easy for MarketingOrg to rapidly 

develop a second product. Overall, the brand new line of business was launched and a new 

business unit was created less than a year after the vending machine initial idea was developed.  

In the second and third strategic improvisation events discussed earlier in the Strategic 

Improvisation section, there were attempts to develop a second new line of business, around 

MarketingOrg’s owned properties. MarketingOrg’s expertise is to organize events on behalf of its 

clients. As was explained earlier, additional expertise is required to promote events that are 

owned by MarketingOrg. Although MarketingOrg has been organizing and promoting its own 

annual forum for 10 years, this has come with disappointing financial results in the past few 

years. The organization is clearly considering expanding this line of business into new properties, 

as the packages sale and the race weekend show. The CEO has also hired a person whose job is to 

gather sponsors for these MarketingOrg’s owned events. In 2014, MarketingOrg will partner with 

the same Canadian sport organization to sell packages similar to those sold in 2013. However, the 

product that will be offered will be different, as the VP, Strategic Partnerships explains:  

“This is an opportunity to step back and say, ‘okay what did people get out of 

this? Why do we want to inflate the cost of a cool opportunity with hard 

costs?’ So for example, what if we were able to just offer a ticket to the game, 

the party, and maybe transportation with some [famous athletes]? So rub 

shoulders with the Greats kind of thing. And you do that for $999. That would 

be a lot easier for a lot of people to digest than 2K, 3K, 4K. What if we could 

make $700 or $800 on something that is much easier to run, where we have 

very little overhead and take on very little risk?” (Respondent 5) 
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 At this point, the direction in which the new line of business will go is still unclear. The 

third strategic improvisation event pushed the CEO to analyze why MarketingOrg could not make 

profits from the event, and to review MarketingOrg’s overall approach to event management:  

I really think the heart of it is ‘what business are we in lesson?’ We kind of got 

distracted. […] So this [race weekend] is it a one-off or is it a long-term 

property? And then secondly, from there I believe what would cascade, would 

be resourcing decisions and planning decisions. You know, we taught 

ourselves in a perfect storm. The other thing which I will just mention is that 

[…] 2012 actually turned out to be the worst year that we had in five, so that 

backdrop of not having a good year probably slowed me down from making a 

decision to invest in full time staff. And in hindsight, if in August 2012, we had 

hired a full-time marketing sponsor person in [the event city] to get local 

partners and had a full time event manager, we would have probably made 

money on those investments and also saved people […] time that we could 

have put on other things that would have generated profit. So you know the 

expression ‘it takes money to make money’ is very true.” (Respondent 3) 

Nevertheless, the examples above demonstrate that MarketingOrg has the ability to 

modify its products and services easily. Additionally, the organization is constantly looking for 

ways to improve on existing products and services. In summary, MarketingOrg has developed 

high levels of a product/service flexibility capability.  

6.3. Organizational Learning  

There is evidence that MarketingOrg has developed mechanisms to learn. In the 

examples analyzed, the organization applies this learning to shift the way it conducts business. 

The feedback loop between learning and information and knowledge capabilities is also 

discussed. 

First, learning mechanisms exist at MarketingOrg to facilitate both direct and indirect 

learning. In terms of direct learning, examples of improvisational learning and trial and error 

learning were identified. No examples of deviance error learning or experimental learning were 

identified.   See Chapter 3 for a detailed description of these direct types of learning.  

There are a few examples of improvisational learning at MarketingOrg. A clear example 

occurred during the second strategic improvisation event, when the VP, Strategic Partnerships 

decided to review feedback from customers to better understand why the packages that 

MarketingOrg had designed were not selling as well as anticipated.  Based on the information that 

the sales team provided him with, the VP, Strategic Partnership decided to quickly change the 

pricing structure for the packages and to offer two additional package options. Once these new 

packages were sold and only single tickets were left, the VP, Strategic Partnerships decided to 

sell these tickets privately. He quickly learned to use an online ticket reseller instead. In two 

weeks, improvisational learning affected the way MarketingOrg conducted business on a number 

of occasions.  

An additional example of improvisational learning occurred with the Twitter-activated 

vending machine.  As is explained in the Strategic Improvisation section, the Managing Director, 

Digital Services received an award nomination for the vending machine and had the opportunity 

to set up a booth at the award show. Based on the attendees’ list and the presence of some of 

MarketingOrg’s competitors, it was decided very quickly that the vending machine should be 

presented under a different brand than the MarketingOrg’s brand.  
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In addition to improvisational learning, the improvisation events triggered trial and error 

learning, which have longer-term impacts on the organization than improvisational learning. This 

was especially the case following the third strategic improvisation event.  MarketingOrg 

delivered an excellent race weekend from an athlete and media perspective, but lost money doing 

so. The organization had to reduce its sponsorships sales efforts to focus exclusively on the event 

execution. In hindsight, MarketingOrg learned that the organization may have put more emphasis 

on client-led projects that on the MarketingOrg-owned event, as the VP, Consumer Engagement 

explains:  

“It probably made us make riskier decisions I guess, because it was a 

[MarketingOrg] project versus if it was a client project. I think that if there 

was a resource concern on a client project, we would address it much quicker 

and make a more cautious decision to ensure that there was enough support 

on the project, versus something that is [MarketingOrg] and not a client. 

Absolutely. […] It has definitely influenced how we would approach a project 

like this one in the future and even projects or internal decisions that need to 

be made that even are not like this.” (Respondent 1) 

This highlights the difference between client-led and MarketingOrg-led events and how 

future events will be handled. In addition, the VP, Consumer Engagement and the CEO recognize 

that the race weekend made them reflect on the type of events that MarketingOrg would like to 

own:  

“I think that it has opened our eyes to being a bit more strategic about things 

that we accept and what we don’t accept. And whether that is client project 

work or other. We still are entrepreneurial in our spirit and we are still folks 

who will take a risk to reap a successful reward, but they are more calculated 

now.” (Respondent 1) 

“I think the learning first and foremost is if we are going to be a promoter, we 

have to make a decision between something that we own versus an event that 

we are getting the rights for a year, which is the [race weekend]. I think there 

needs to be a different set of financial projections for a one-off event versus 

something that we will invest in over time.” (Respondent 3) 

The race weekend’s disappointing results have impacts on the organization beyond event 

organization, as the VP, Consumer Engagement alludes to:  

“I think that it [the race weekend] has made us stronger overall. It has 

allowed us to take a step back and look at the decisions that we have made 

and assess a little bit more strategically what opportunities we move forward 

with in the future. I think that it was a good experience for everybody involved 

in terms of learning what is involved and how we would approach it next time. 

But at the end of the day if we were to look at it again, we would definitely 

approach it in a different way if we were to approach it. […] It has definitely 

influenced how we would approach a project like this one in the future and 

even projects or internal decisions that need to be made.” (Respondent 1) 

While the leadership team indicates that the organization has learned from both the 

package sales and race weekend events and that is has affected how decisions are made, I did not 
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find evidence to show that indeed, there have been shifts in the way the organization conducts 

business.  

In terms of indirect learning, I identified an example of learning through external advice 

and of vicarious learning. I identified an example of vicarious learning during the Twitter-

activated vending machine event. After the vending machine had been successfully used at the 

first tradeshow and presented at a few other shows, the Managing Director, Digital Services was 

having a hard time getting the CEO and the CFO to commit to the project, as was discussed 

earlier. However, this changed when MarketingOrg noticed that competitors had started offering 

similar products. In addition to the CFO’s comment above that “some of our competitors are 

doing this” which prompted her to conduct a financial analysis about the opportunity, the 

Managing Director, Digital Services also explains how competitors’ entry into the business 

influenced MarketingOrg’s decision to create a new line of business around digital marketing 

technologies:  

“It was probably just time to think about the potential for this business and 

seeing more information come in about other brands that are doing things 

like this. Molson Canadian has their passport beer fridge and integrating 

these physical and digital technologies.” (Respondent 3) 

The example of learning through external advice is a powerful one, as it led to the 

development of the organization’s new business plan and organizational structure. In the fall 

2013, MarketingOrg’s leadership asked its senior advisor to form a small team and develop the 

organization’s business strategy. To do so, the team gathered primary and secondary research 

data. Primary research data consisted of feedback, not only from employees and leadership team 

members, but also from external stakeholders. Specifically, interviews were conducted with 

industry veterans, former employees, and current clients
75

.  In combination with other research 

data, the external advice led the organization to pinpoint MarketingOrg’s strengths and 

weaknesses. To address MarketingOrg’s strengths and areas to improve, the team developed a 

new business strategy. The strategy was approved by the leadership team and has been 

implemented. Additionally, the team proposed a new organizational structure to address some of 

MarketingOrg’s deficiencies. Consequently, the pod structure was implemented in a “trial” mode.  

In addition to refining its business strategy and changing its organizational structure, the 

indirect learning via external advice had an impact back on the way the organization shares its 

information and knowledge. As was discussed in the 3.2. IM/KM Capability section, the 

organization was having issues communication and sharing information across SBUs. With the 

new pod structure, it is anticipated that information sharing will increase.      

In addition, the examples provided above suggest that there is a feedback loop between 

organizational learning and information and knowledge capabilities, especially in terms of 

organizational memory.  In the improvisation example about the weekend packages, the 

organization has acquired new information about what consumers look for in a sports event 

package. Additional information was also collected about the new city that will host this annual 

sport event. These are examples are modified declarative memory following organizational 

learning. Procedural memory was also changed following this event, as the VP, Strategic 

Partnerships has already decided that the event would be managed differently by MarketingOrg 

for the next edition. Following the race weekend improvisation event, the organization has also 

                                                      

75
 MarketingOrg’s 2014 business plan (confidential document) 
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modified its procedural memory on how it will handle future opportunities where MarketingOrg 

owns the property.  

In summary, MarketingOrg has developed a number of mechanisms through which 

learning can occur, and there are a few examples that demonstrate that MarketingOrg has 

modified its actions as a consequence. As such, MarketingOrg appears to have developed 

medium to high levels of an organizational learning capability. There is also evidence of a 

feedback look between organizational memory and organizational memory.  
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Chapter 6 - Appendix B: Core IS/IT at MarketingOrg  

IS/IT Name and Brief 

Description 
Main Use Supporting Quotes 

Advantage:  

http://www.gotoadvantage.

com/advantage/webvantage

/ 

 

Web-based portal that 

incorporates various 

modules, such as 

financial/accounting 

analysis, account and 

workflow management 

system.  

 

process management 

financial accounting tool 

 

- accounting (accounts receivables/payables, 

invoices) 

- financial analyses 

- account/project management (project budget vs. 

actual, hours billed) 

- information management  

- workflow management for shared services (e.g., 

digital/creative team) 

 

“On a platform basis, we use a software called Advantage for 

financial analysis as well as effective information management 

between account staff and our studio production staff.” 

(Respondent 3) 

“For process management, we currently use a tool called 

Advantage. It really started as a way for our accounting department 

to be able to bring everything together in terms of time sheets, 

budgets, estimates. It puts it all in one place and makes total 

sense.”(Respondent 4) 

“We use Advantage, it is used by the Finance team to capture 

payable and receivables and issue invoices and all that kind of 

stuff. But it is also used by all of our account managers, who are 

managing projects.” (Respondent 2) 

“From a workflow management perspective, we have a tool called 

Advantage. It not only allows us on the financial tracking side and 

billing and job perspective how hours are billed to certain projects 

so that we can keep an eye on that. But it also allows from a 

workflow management perspective. So when my team submits a 

job to the creative team to be executed, that is all done through the 

software called Advantage. It is a process management financial 

accounting tool.” (Respondent 1) 

Main Event (pilot stage) 

 

Web-based experiential 

marketing software to 

manage events and 

- Event management tool that allows clients and 

MarketingOrg to access data online and in real time  

- Communication tool with brand ambassadors at 

events (document/information sharing) 

- Data collection and reporting to clients 

“We are piloting a new software called Main Event which will 

provide even more access to what is happening in the field, […] 

onsite events.” (Respondent 3) 

 “We have also recently invested in a program called Main Event, 

which allows us to, in somewhat real time, track all of our 

http://www.gotoadvantage.com/advantage/webvantage/
http://www.gotoadvantage.com/advantage/webvantage/
http://www.gotoadvantage.com/advantage/webvantage/
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programs  

http://www.maineventsoft

ware.com/features/  

- Data analytics for internal strategic purposes (to 

be developed) 

- Staffing module (to be implemented) 

 

programs when it comes to metrics. Whether that is location, brand 

ambassadors, whether that is the number of samples handed out. 

That is really a reporting tool and it is for projects. And then, we 

are also adding to that a staffing module, which allows us then to 

connect all of our events with our brand ambassadors as well. That 

would allow us - from a hiring perspective and a training 

perspective - to take a lot of things that we do right now through 

keynote or Powerpoint and allow us to put it on through intranets 

and things like that.” (Respondent 1) 

“One of the things we do already is that we use that data to 

communicate with the client. The client wants reports, usually right 

away. At the end of the longer program, they want a summary 

report of absolutely everything we did and all of the metrics 

summarized.” (Respondent 2) 

Salesforce 

www.salesforce.com   

 

Web-based sales 

performance management 

software  

- Tracking of sales prospects in the MarketingOrg 

Partnership division.  

 

  

“We use Salesforce to track. It is really our team in project 

marketing that uses that. They are a separate company but they are 

still part of the umbrella group.” (Respondent 2) 

“Sales Force is tracking software. So to go back to that for a 

second, every call that is made is logged. They know when they 

call, what the response was, know when to follow-up. They get 

reminders. If they say call back on Dec 15th, they get a reminder 

Dec 15th saying call back so and so. So we do have systems for 

that.” (Respondent 5) 

http://www.maineventsoftware.com/features/
http://www.maineventsoftware.com/features/
http://www.salesforce.com/
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Chapter 7 - Appendix A: CommOrg Case Results  

1. CommOrg Overview  

CommOrg is a Canadian public relations (PR) and communications firm with main 

offices located in Ontario and Quebec. The organization was founded in 1976 and has grown 

mostly by acquisition. Today, five firms, including CommOrg, operate under the umbrella of one 

holding company, CommHolding. Each of these firms specializes in a sector (e.g., health care) 

and/or in a geographical location (e.g., United Kingdom). All together, CommHolding, along 

with the five operating organizations, has about 425 employees. CommHolding earns about $70 

million in annual revenues. CommOrg is the client-facing organization that conducts business 

activities. It is also the most important entity within the holding, and at least two of the other four 

firms are subsidiaries of CommOrg. Consequently, CommOrg is the focus of the case study.  

More information about organizational structure is provided in the 1.2. Organizational Structure 

and Leadership section.   

CommOrg is the largest of the five operating firms, with about 300 employees spread 

across 13 offices in Canada. About half of CommOrg employees are located in Ontario and 

Quebec. Satellites offices are present in all major cities in Canada. CommOrg’s clients are mainly 

large corporations.  

 

1. 1. The Communications Industry and CommOrg’s Offerings 

The communications and PR industry is a competitive industry with low barriers to enter, 

as the Executive Vice-President and Chief Financial Officer (EVP&CFO) explains here: 

“Communication honestly is something that is perceived very lightly by 

people as not value added […] It is not something that you buy; it is 

something that you sell. So sole practitioners are everywhere because it is 

something that people want to pay very little for and they feel that you don’t 

need a big infrastructure and big organization to get quality communication. 

[…] It is a very aggressive environment. Because again low barriers to entry, 

all you need are a computer and a phone. So there are a lot of people at it.” 

(Respondent 4) 

Consequently, there are two main types of firms that compete in the communications and 

PR industry, the small organizations or sole practitioners that are described in the above quote, 

and international conglomerates. Large conglomerates are usually advertising agencies like 

Publicis
76

 or Omnicom Group
77

 with a division dedicated to public relations, or international PR 

firms like Edelman
78

. The competitive landscape also varies within Canada, province by 

province.  

Overall, the communications and PR industry differs from the marketing agency industry 

in that organizations like CommOrg provide long lasting communication services, as the 

President and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) explains below:   

                                                      

76
 http://www.publicis.com 

77
 http://www.omnicomgroup.com/home 

78
 http://www.edelman.com 
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“Là où je crois qu’on va plus loin, c’est dans la communication […] Ça va 

beaucoup loin qu’établir qui est le groupe cible mais c’est beaucoup dans la 

façon de communiquer par la suite, d’établir une communication avec les 

groupes cible.” / “Where I think we go further in the communications area. 

We go much further than determining a target group. It is more about the way 

to communicate, to establish a mode of communication with the target 

groups”. (Respondent 2) 

In short, marketing communications are not a focus in this industry, while it is in the 

marketing agency industry.  

 

CommOrg provides its clients with communication and PR services. These include 

corporate communication, digital communications, communications planning, crisis management, 

government relations, and investment relations. The organization prides itself in having the ability 

to offer domain expertise to its clients in about 20 industry sectors. These include manufacturing, 

mining, natural resources, health care and financial services.  

In term of client relationships, CommOrg compares itself to a law firm that charges by 

the hour: “We are a professional services firm and we sell time and effort. We bill by the hour 

like a law firm does” (Respondent 3). CommOrg’s client portfolio is composed of organizations 

that have worked with CommOrg for 20 years. Other clients request CommOrg’s services on a 

short-term basis. As a project-based organization, about half of CommOrg’s revenues needs to be 

acquired with new projects. In general, CommOrg works with the client’s internal 

communications department on specific project, for instance crisis management.  

1.2. Organizational Structure and Leadership 

As described above, CommOrg is one of the organizations operating under 

CommHolding. CommHolding owns about 80% of CommOrg, while managing partners own the 

remaining 20% of the organization. CommHolding itself is mostly owned by capital partners, 

with about 20% of minority ownership by a global holding company.  

Central services are located at CommHolding. They include corporate affairs, financial 

services, human resources and information systems and technology (IS/IT). The Chief 

Information Officer (CIO) manages the IS/IT department, which falls under the EVP&CFO 

responsibility. About 20 people make up central services, although not all of them are located at 

CommHolding’s main office, as the CEO explains below: 

“Au niveau de CommHolding, on est un petit groupe. On est une vingtaine 

d’employés. De ce nombre, ça comprend des personnes cadres et les 

personnes qui sont responsables de tout le système informatique. Donc ici 

physiquement, au siège social, on n’est pas 20 personnes, parce qu’il y a 

beaucoup de personnes au niveau informatique qui sont dans nos différents 

bureaux. Donc ici, on est environ une douzaine de personnes.” / “At 

CommHolding, we are a small group. We are about 20 employees. Of these, 

some are executives and some are responsible for the IS/IT. So here 

physically, at the headquarters, we are not 20 people, because many IT/IS 

employees are located in our various offices. Here, we are about 12 

individuals”. (Respondent 2) 
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1.3.  Leadership Team Dynamics  

The corporate leadership team is composed of the Chairman, the President and CEO 

(CEO), the Executive Vice-President, the EVP&CFO, the Vice-President (VP), Strategy, the 

national Managing Partner and the international Managing Partner. The national Managing 

Partner is in charge of CommOrg, while the international Managing Partner is responsible for 

CommHolding’s international offices. There are also local managing partners in most of the 

CommOrg’s offices across Canada.  Most of the corporate leadership team has been with 

CommOrg or CommHolding for ten years or more. Team members have worked in the two 

entities before reaching their current positions. 

On an annual basis, CommHolding provides budget directions to CommOrg. CommOrg 

is then free to operate within that budget and to develop its own strategy and implementation 

plan. Each office follows a similar approach with their allocated budget. The decision-making 

process is therefore very decentralized. The business plan for CommOrg is presented to the 

CommHolding’s Board of Directors on an annual basis for approval.  

The leadership team members involved in strategic decision-making vary depending on 

the type of decisions. The operations committee for CommOrg is composed of the CEO, the two 

Managing Partners, the EVP, the EVP&CFO and the VP, Strategy. The operations committee 

meets biweekly to discuss CommOrg’s operational activities. One of CommHolding’s strategic 

foci for growth is acquisition. The most recent acquisition was the purchase of a British company, 

UKOrg in 2013. When CommHolding is in the process of acquiring an organization, the team 

involved is much smaller. It mostly includes the CEO, the EVP, and the EVP&CFO, as the CEO 

explains here: 

“L’équipe est très minime. Au niveau de la prise de décisions, on est peut-être 

quatre personnes impliquées à ce niveau là. Il y a le chef de la direction 

financière, la vice-présidente exécutive et le président du conseil, qui est tenu 

à jour au niveau des décisions prises. Il est moins impliqué dans le processus 

décisionnel mais il est tenu à jour” / “The team is minimal. In terms of 

decision-making, we are about four people involved. There are the CFO, the 

EVP, and the Chairman, who is kept informed of decisions that are made. He 

is less involved in the decision-making process but he is kept informed.” 

(Respondent 2) 

The managing partners are involved in the identification of the potential organization to 

be acquired. They are also updated throughout the process but they do not play a role in the 

decision-making process. The CIO is indirectly involved in the process and provides an 

assessment of the potential acquisition’s IT infrastructure. His role becomes much more active 

once the acquisition is completed, and the organization needs to be integrated within CommOrg’s 

infrastructure.  

1.4. Main Information Systems and Technologies   

The IS/IT department is headed by the CIO. A total of 10 employees comprise the IS/IT 

department. Nine of these employees are located in two of CommHolding’s main offices while 

the tenth is located in one of CommOrg’s subsidiaries in the United Kingdom. Over the past few 

years, the department has evolved from a hybrid IS/IT organization that included CommHolding 

employees and a number of external consultants, to an IS/IT organization that mostly relies on 

CommHolding employees. The employees located in CommOrg’s major offices provide remote 

support to regional offices but a few external consultants are still used in some offices. The 
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organization felt that external consultants did not have a good enough understanding of 

CommOrg to be able to react rapidly to their needs, as the CIO explains here:  

“Quelques années passées […]. on avait une expertise technique à l’interne, 

mais on se fiait beaucoup à des consultants externes. Les consultant externes 

ne vivent pas dans l’organisation, ont une moins bonne compréhension de nos 

besoins, de nos enjeux.  Et ils peuvent moins réagir rapidement en cas 

d’urgence. / A few years ago, we had an internal technical expertise, but we 

relied a lot on external consultants. External consultants do not work in the 

organization, have a lesser understanding of our needs, our challenges. And 

they can react less rapidly in an emergency situation.” (Respondent 1) 

The CIO’s role is to propose technological solutions that he identifies with the help of his 

team, and that he suggests to the EVP&CFO and the CEO. The IS/IT project portfolio is 

governed by an IT steering committee composed of the CIO, the EVP&CFO and the CEO. The 

CIO discusses the current IS/IT projects with the EVP&CFO on a weekly basis, and with the 

CEO on a biweekly basis.  

In terms of IS/IT, CommOrg has recently gone through a major overhaul of its IT 

infrastructure. The organization now operates with Windows Operating Systems and Active 

Directory.  The vast majority of the organization’s servers are virtualized, using VMWare. The 

organization uses Exchange for its emails. At CommOrg, 90% of the computer equipment is 

lease-based and standardized. Cisco products are used for network switches and firewalls. The 

overall IT infrastructure is monitored using Nagios
79

 monitoring systems. Virus attack activity is 

monitored with Symantec Endpoint
80

. The CIO uses these systems to produce a number of reports 

that provide him with statistics on vulnerable areas of CommOrg’s network infrastructure.  

CommOrg uses one core system throughout the organization, an Enterprise Resource Planning 

(ERP) systems called Maconomy
81

, as well as an Intranet. See Chapter 7 – Appendix B. The ERP 

system is designed to help organizations manage their service-based projects. A number of 

Maconomy modules are currently used, notably a time entry management module that allow 

project team members to enter their billable time into the system, as well as an accounting and 

financial reporting module used by the EVP&CFO to produce financial and managerial reports. 

An additional dashboard module was developed by the software vendor for CommOrg. This 

module allows the leadership team to access key performance indicators (KPIs). Other modules 

are available but not used extensively at this stage, including the human resources management 

module and the customer relationship management module (CRM). The organization hopes to 

increase the use of the CRM module by updating its ERP system in the coming months.   

CommOrg has also implemented an indexed intranet that is used to manage reference 

materials, such as a case databank and performance evaluation templates.  Other information 

systems are more business specific and used for daily activities, such as social media monitoring 

systems, media campaign systems or research tools. CommOrg has also developed a secure file 

transfer extranet that serves as a secure collaboration tool with clients.  

                                                      

79
 http://www.nagios.org 

80
 http://www.symantec.com/endpoint-protection 

81
 http://www.deltek.com/products/maconomy 

http://www.deltek.com/products/maconomy
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2. CommOrg’s Organizational Context  

Three components of the organizational context are analyzed below. They are 

experimental culture, business strategy flexibility and IS/IT strategy.  

2.1. Experimental Culture  

CommOrg’s organizational culture can be described as professional and entrepreneurial. 

The organization appears to have developed low levels of an experimental culture. 

Respondents describe CommOrg’s organizational culture in varying terms. First, most 

respondents agree that the organizational culture is highly corporate or professional, meaning that 

employees act and dress very professionally. The recent acquisition of a digital organization, 

DigitalFirm, tends to bring in more casualness, as the Managing Partner explains here:  

“We are probably more corporate than casual. Many firms in our sector are 

casual. If an ad agency is here and a law firm is here, we are more like a law 

firm than an ad agency. Most firms in the PR world like to think of themselves 

more like an ad agency [...] We are changing. If you go upstairs to our digital 

division, there are a lot more nose rings and tattoos and guys wearing shorts 

in the winter.” (Respondent 3) 

Employees work in a highly collaborative, trusting environment. In an organization 

where the structure is mostly geographically decentralized, local offices are trusted to deliver on 

their objectives, while following the organization’s policies and procedures.  Therefore, 

CommOrg’s culture can also be characterized as entrepreneurial, as the CEO and the CIO explain 

below:  

 “Ce qu’on recherche au niveau de l’entreprise, c’est vraiment des 

entrepreneurs, des gens qui sont capables de prendre des décisions et qui sont 

capables de les mettre de l’avant. Et ça, c’est très encouragé chez nous.” / 

“What we are looking for in the organization are true entrepreneurs, 

individuals who can make decisions and implement them. We strongly 

encourage this here.” (Respondent 2) 

 “C’est une culture entrepreneuriale. Donc ce sont des gens à la base qui sont 

des entrepreneurs. Il y a beaucoup d’associés dans chacun de nos bureaux et 

des associés-directeurs.” / “It is an entrepreneurial culture. So these people 

are entrepreneurs at the core. We have many partners in each of our office 

and some managing partners.” (Respondent 1) 

Respondents describe CommOrg employees as intellectually curious and with a strong 

personality. However, the entrepreneurial culture, coupled with a strategic focus on revenue 

generation, also means that employees can be individualistic, competitive and ‘territorial’. The 

CEO recalls below how the acquisition of DigitalFirm led to initial competition between 

CommOrg and DigitalFirm:  

 “Lorsque les deux entrepreneurs sont arrivés en place […] et j’utilise le 

terme entrepreneur parce que ce sont des personnes qui veulent réussir, des 

personnes agressives, des personnes qui sont prêtes à défoncer des portes 

pour advancer […]. Et eux, pour développer la business rapidement, le plan 

de match était de les introduire chez les clients de CommOrg. Et ça sur 

papier, ça fait bien du sens […] mais concrètement, comme on travaille 
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toujours avec du capital humain, il y a les gens de CommOrg qui protègent 

leurs acquis, les gens de DigitalFirm qui veulent s’introduire […] donc ça a 

pris un certain temps avant de créer une cohésion à travers tout ça.” / When 

the two entrepreneurs took over […] - and I am using the term entrepreneur 

because these are individuals who want to succeed, aggressive individuals, 

individuals who are ready to smash doors down to move forward. For them, 

the game plan to expand the business quickly was to introduce them to the 

CommOrg clients. And on paper, this makes total sense […] but in reality, 

since we always work with human capital, we have some people at CommOrg 

protect their assets, Digital Firm people who try to enter the market […] so it 

took a while before we could create cohesion in all that.” (Respondent 2) 

Training and professional development play an important role in changing individual 

behavior and instilling a more collaborative culture with new employees, as the Managing Partner 

explains:  

“There are always new people coming in that have not been trained. […] 

there are natural characteristics that come with people who want to do this 

business that are not always the best practice in general […] They are a little 

bit like [...] some of our staff can be peacocks; they like to be the smartest 

person in the room. They like to talk a lot and sometimes, they don’t leave 

space for the client to talk. So we like to train our staff to be better and to do 

well and to understand how to engender trust into a relationship.” 

(Respondent 3) 

In general, professional development plays a very important role in the organization and 

is used to share new knowledge, as the CEO alludes to here:  

“Une entreprise qui croit beaucoup au développement professionnel […] 

donc on s’assure de se garder toujours à jour et de communiquer cette 

information à nos employés à travers des sessions de formation et autres.” / 

“We are a company that strongly believes in professional development […] so 

we ensure to stay on top of trends and to communicate this information to our 

employees through training sessions and other things.”  (Respondent 2) 

A last general characteristic of the organizational culture is that it is not really 

information focused, and that much still needs to be done to promote information. While the 

EVP&CFO explains that the organization has implemented the right IS/IT and provides adequate 

training, much remains to be done to encourage the use of these systems:   

“That is something that I feel that we are quite weak in. Not educating our 

staff, educating our managers and VPs and managing partners on how to use 

data. […] That is the challenge in using all the systems that we have. I don’t 

think that we have a lack of systems or should change our system. First of all, 

we probably only use 20% of the capacity of the system so why add to it? […] 

What is the point of adding something when I know that we are not using half 

the stuff that we already have? It is getting a little bit better at education, 

training, and being able to have that training and education accepted and 

used by our staff. They all want training and education but it is a matter of, 

are they really going to use it?” (Respondent 4) 
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There are signs showing that CommOrg has developed a low experimental culture, in 

terms of freedom to experiment, learning from failures and taking calculated risks. First, due to 

the decentralized structure of the organization, CommOrg employees have relative freedom in the 

day-to-day interactions with clients, as the Managing Partner explains here:  

“All of our staff and consultants have great liberty and complete liberty and 

freedom to advise our clients. We don’t sit in the room and tell them how to 

advise our clients. […] We have hundreds and hundreds of clients and there 

are dozens of client meetings going on in any given hour, in any given day 

across 13 different cities in two continents. So we have a hell of a lot of trust 

in our staff to go and meet with senior leaders in businesses […] and to 

advise them as they see fit. On that side, we have to trust them. Otherwise, we 

would be a bottleneck. I can’t sit there and check off every piece of advice 

from hundreds of clients every day.”(Respondent 3) 

However, when it comes to trying new things out, a structured procedure must be 

followed, which may in fact limit freedom to experiment. The Managing Partner explains 

CommOrg’s position with experimentation: 

 “We are very calculating in our risks. We are always trying to drive 

innovation but we do it with a lot of thought and a lot of analysis and a lot of 

discussion before we pull the trigger on any new venture or acquisition or 

new behavior or initiative. I would say that we encourage our people to be 

innovative but we don’t have an out of control environment, where people are 

just trying stuff all of the time. There is a certain model of approvals that 

people need to go through before they can launch a new product for example. 

They have to go through the corporate hierarchy and it has to be done in a 

consistent and planned way.” (Respondent 3) 

Second, CommOrg does not seem to provide ways through which employees can easily 

learn from past mistakes. There seem to be two main reasons for this. First, succession plans and 

mentorship programs are lacking for employees moving into managerial positions, which affect 

their learning. According to the EVP&CFO, the lack of managerial guidance prevents employees 

from learning from their mistakes:  

“We also have to be able to recognize, it is not like we have coached them 

either. It is not like we gave them the opportunity to make mistakes and learn 

from that. You learn only if you make mistakes. If you don’t, then you don’t 

learn anything. It is how you assimilate knowledge but you don’t learn the 

impact of making a bad decision.” (Respondent 4) 

Additionally, at the operational level, the Managing Partner believes that some processes 

may not be in place to facilitate learning from past projects:  

 “We talk about doing post mortems but it does not happen. If we pitch a piece 

of business and we don’t win, we don’t look back to figure out [...]. When we 

lose clients or lose pitches, we ask the client for feedback and we feed that 

back to the team that pitched. When we lose pitches, we often talk about doing 

a post mortem and say ‘what would we have done differently knowing what 

we know now? What should we have done differently?’ And hope that 
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conversation will affect a change in the future. We don’t do that a lot. Many 

times frankly, we move on to the next opportunity.” (Respondent 3)  

Third, and as indicated above regarding experimentation, the decentralized structure 

dictates that CommOrg needs to exercise caution with its business activities. The CEO explains 

that processes need to be in place to evaluate risk locally and at the organizational level:  

 “C’est un peu un danger quand on fonctionne sous une forme régionale. 

C’est-à-dire, on a un associé-directeur dans chaque bureau où cet associé-

directeur est responsable du bureau et responsable à tous niveaux. On est une 

entreprise qui, depuis le jour 1, a toujours eu une croissance. Donc plus 

d’employés et plus de revenus, etc. Et c’est bien difficile […]. Plus tu réussis 

bien, plus les gens sont prêts à prendre des risques, mais des risques qui, par 

moments, sont de mauvais risques. Donc nous, notre rôle, c’est de s’assurer 

que, oui, on veut des gens qui sont entrepreneurs […] un entrepreneur, ça 

prend des risques mais faut que ce soit de façon structurée. On doit avoir une 

structure en place qui nous permette d’évaluer les risques avant que 

l’individu décide de prendre ce risque là.” / “This is one of the dangers of 

operating with a regional structure. We have a managing partner in each 

location where this managing partner is responsible for the office at all levels. 

We are an organization that, from day one, has always grown. So that means 

more employees and more revenues, etc. And that’s quite difficult […]. The 

more successful you become, the more people are willing to take risks, but 

risks can sometimes be bad risks. So our role is to ensure that, yes, we want 

entrepreneurial individuals […] an entrepreneur takes some risks, but risk 

taking needs to be structured. We need to have a structure in place that allows 

us to evaluate risk before the risk is taken by the individual”  (Respondent 2) 

In summary, CommOrg exhibits evidence of low levels of experimental culture. The 

organization is conservative in its approach to risk taking and has yet to develop effective ways to 

learn from past mistakes.  

2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility 

CommOrg has developed high levels of business strategy flexibility. The organization 

has developed two key strategic processes and has clearly set boundary rules for at least one of 

them.  

Overall, CommOrg’s main objective is to keep growing a sustainable way. Financially, 

this means that the organization aims to nearly double its revenues between 2011 and 2016. The 

CIO and the Managing Partner explain below that having a strategy is essential, and even if the 

goal appears simple, growth is critical in the communications and PR industry:  

“Our business strategy [has] a five-year plan that ends in 2016. The top line 

is to generate 75 million in revenues and move from where we were, 45 

[million dollars], to 75 [million dollars] by 2016 as a group. It is very basic 

and is not rocket science. Most firms like ours don’t have strategies, they just 

keep chasing stuff and keep billing stuff.” (Respondent 3)  

 “En fait, on a des objectifs de croissance et dans notre domaine, faut pas 

rester stationnaire, sinon on recule. Notre compétition nous rattrape. Donc 

l’entreprise CommOrg s’est bâtie de cette manière par des acquisitions, par 
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la croissance.” / “Actually, we have growth objectives and in our sector, we 

can’t stay put, otherwise we fall back. Our competitors will catch up to us. 

CommOrg built itself that way through acquisitions, through growth.” 

(Respondent 1)  

The overall business strategy for CommOrg is set at CommHolding’s level. As described 

in the  Leadership Team Dynamics section, CommHolding sets general financial objectives for 

CommOrg, and regional offices are responsible for the development of their own business plan. 

The current business strategy plan (2011-2016) was formalized and presented to all employees. 

There are four main strategic points associated with it, two of them centered on products and 

services, and the other two on expansion.  

The first strategic activity is to develop new service offerings to add to the current base of 

available services at CommOrg, as the Managing Partner explains:  

“Our strategy is very simple. On the product side, it is to encourage our 

people to develop new service offerings. A lot of people come to us for media 

relations or crisis management or medial training. We need to be constantly 

developing new services and products. These are things like social media 

monitoring. We have created a clinical trial services offering. We have 

created now a digital solution to clinical trial management for clients.” 

(Respondent 3) 

The second key strategy is to refine and promote existing products. The Managing 

Partner and the EVP&CFO provide examples below of what it means to improve on the existing 

product and service offerings:   

“Point Two is refine and promote existing products. So the things that we do 

well and the clients are looking for, media relations, media training, and 

website development. All of these things need to be upgraded and to continue 

to be competitive and potentially differentiated. So not to always chase the 

new products like aboriginal affairs[projects] but to be looking at what our 

core products are and to be sure that we are delivering on those things. That 

is often why our clients come to us. Those are on the product side, new and 

existing.” (Respondent 3) 

“ So we do financial communication, really just in Toronto and Montreal. 

When we are doing financial communication, it is transaction based. What 

happens if the [Mergers and Acquisitions] market collapses, you do 

zero/nothing. What we mean by expanding, is how is it that you can get a 

constant stream of revenue in financial communication. How about you start 

doing IR [investor relations] so charge your client $5,000 a month, go after a 

small cap. Say I will be your IR department. I will manage everything from 

analyst calls to quarterly reports to all of these, for $60,000 a year.” 

(Respondent 4) 

The third and fourth strategies pertain to CommOrg’s market position. One of these 

strategies is to continue being the market leader in Canada, as the Managing Partner and the 

EVP&CFO explain here:   
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“On the geography side, our strategy is to continue to be the market leader in 

Canada and to increase our dominance here, as the market leader in this 

country.” (Respondent 3) 

“So maintain our value in Canada, which could be considered the same thing 

as expanding services.” (Respondent 4)  

The last strategy is to expand internationally:  

“And then the fourth one is to explore new geographies and markets that align 

with our existing expertise. And that expertise is mostly in the following 

sectors, healthcare communications, energy and natural resources, financial 

technology, digital communications.” (Respondent 3) 

To implement these four strategic pillars, CommOrg uses two key strategic processes, 

acquisitions for the geographic expansion and product innovation through the integration of a 

research and analytics expertise, as the EVP&CFO briefly highlights here:  

“So acquisition. We did UKOrg last year, so that clearly falls into one. New 

products and services, we launched research and analytics and that falls into 

that market.” (Respondent 4) 

The CEO also explains that these two processes are key to the success of the 

organization, especially as it keeps growing:  

“Je pense que [ce succès est] beaucoup lié à notre prise de décisions. Chaque 

bureau performe bien, mais on a ajouté la communication digitale qui a eu un 

impact très, très important. On a fait quelques bonnes acquisitions qui ont eu 

un impact sur les résultats de l’entreprise. On a créé de nouvelles divisions, 

une en analytics and insights…en recherche. […] On essaie de documenter le 

plus possible les gestes qu’on pose ou qu’on suggère de poser pour les 

clients. Et documenter, c’est à partir de la recherche. Pas la recherche 

traditionnelle comme on la connaît, mais la recherche plus spécifique au 

niveau de bases de données. Les clients recherchent ça de plus en plus. On 

doit leur prouver que ce qu’on leur propose va donner tel et tel résultat.” / “I 

believe that our success is mainly linked to our decisions. Each regional office 

performs well, but we also added digital communications, which has had a 

very important impact. We have made a few good acquisitions that have 

impacted the organization’s results. We created new divisions, one in 

analytics and insights, in research […] We try to document as much as 

possible everything that we do or that we suggest the clients do. And to 

document, you need research. Not traditional research as we know it, but 

more specific research using databases. Clients are looking more and more 

for that. We have to prove to them that what we propose is going to give such 

and such results.” (Respondent 2) 

The EVP&CFO further explains how research and analytics has become a critical 

component in the development of new products and services or in the refinement of existing 

products and services at CommOrg:  
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“Mostly using analytics online tools and using it in almost everything we do. 

For example, if we provide a communication plan to a client, ‘why is that 

communication plan better than what H&K, Edelman, Fleishman, Weber do? 

Why?’ ‘Well, because here is the data. Here is who you are trying to target. 

Here is why that message will go through them because they worry about this 

and this topic’.” (Respondent 4) 

The second key process used to implement the above strategies is acquisitions. As 

indicated in the  Leadership Team Dynamics section, acquisition is the main process used by the 

organization to reach its growth objective. This key strategic process involves many standard 

steps, as the EVP&CFO describes here:  

“There were many steps, but here are the most important ones: 1) Negotiation 

of a term sheet, 2) Many meetings to assess cultural fit, 3) Negotiation of 

legal representations and warranties, 4) Tax structure, 5) Due diligence 

(includes employment contracts, client contracts, IT, financial records, etc.), 

6) Final transaction documents, 7) Announcement. These are the same steps 

for all transactions.  They may vary a bit, but it’s generally the same.” 

(Respondent 4) 

Both of the strategic processes described above, that is product innovation through 

research and analytics expertise and strategic acquisitions, are fairly independent from each other.  

While I could not identify specific rules governing the product innovation process 

through research and analysis, there are clear rules to set restrictions around the acquisition 

process. However, these rules are still loose enough to allow for flexible actions, as the Managing 

Partner explains here:  

“Everything that we do can fit pretty well into one of those four [strategic 

pillars]. Some of this feels like motherhood but it does remind us, I suppose, 

about what a firm like ours needs to do to be successful and it reminds our 

staff what is important to senior management in terms of our expectations for 

growth.” (Respondent 3) 

One of the boundary rules associated with the strategic acquisition process is the 

geographical and sectorial areas worth pursuing, as both the Managing Partner further explains: 

“So, if there are opportunities for us in those four categories to expand […] If 

we thought there was an opportunity for us in Paris to help our 

communications that would make sense for us. We don’t open an office in 

Beijing because China is bustling. There has to be a specific client 

opportunity or specific market opportunity that aligns with our depth of 

experience so that we know that we can be successful. We are not trying to 

expand for expansion sake.” (Respondent 3)  

The EVP&CFO also explains below that these rules are clearly stated in the strategic 

plan. They helped them identify the most recent acquisition in the United Kingston, UKOrg: 

“We identified in our strategic plan key sectors and geographies where we 

wanted to make acquisitions. One of the sectors was Corporate 

Communication and the UK was also a key location for us. One of our staff 
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identified the company and we reached out to them to see if they would be 

interested in joining our network.” (Respondent 4) 

Additionally, roles and responsibilities are defined in the case of strategic acquisitions. 

The EVP&CFO and the CEO are actively involved in the acquisition process once the target 

organization has been identified. On the other hand, Managing Partners are involved in the 

identification of potential acquisitions, but they do not participate in the acquisition process, as 

the EVP&CFO explains:  

“There are two people, me and Respondent 2. So CEO and CFO. We are not 

going to necessarily identify all the targets. We ask our managing partners to 

identify the potential target that they believe would bring them value but once 

it is done, then we pick up the ball there and negotiate.” (Respondent 4) 

During the acquisition process, which can last more than a year, Managing Partners are 

kept informed and may be involved from time to time in negotiations, as the EVP&CFO explains: 

“[Managing partners] would be informed and consulted […] It is a year-long 

process. Keep informed on why it is taking so long, what are the issues? 

Sometimes we use managing partners to help us to negotiate certain points 

that are sensitive. Whether it is people who we are most likely going to fire 

after the transaction is done. It does not happen often but it can happen. 

Cultural differences to make sure that the target company understands that 

there is a difference. Just don’t look at the finance cheque that you will 

receive at the end. Your people will be impacted by the change in culture, are 

you prepared for that? Sometimes we involve managing partners in those 

discussions.” (Respondent 4)  

The CIO also plays a specific but indirect role, as he is tasked to assess the existing 

infrastructure in place at the target organization.  

In summary, although no simple rule was identified for one of the two key strategic 

processes discussed above, CommOrg appears to have developed a highly flexible business 

strategy.  

2.3. IS/IT Strategy  

CommOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be defined as ambidextrous, as it exhibits signs of an 

innovative and a conservative IS/IT strategy. Two main points are discussed below to support this 

classification. First, the organization generally views IS/IT as important enablers of the business 

strategy and has a defined strategy. Second, while the organization values the benefits of being a 

leader in terms of IS/IT in the industry, investments are cautious and conservative.  

First, CommOrg recognizes the importance of IS/IT and has developed an IS/IT strategy. 

The strategy in place at CommOrg aims to make the use of technology seamless and secure, as 

the EVP&CFO and the Managing Partner explain here:  

“The IS strategy that I have always tried to do with [the CIO] and push is we 

have to render that the IS is seamless to employees. I am a big proponent of 

mobility. That is why we did IP this year. The next step is Jabber. Soft phone 

and being able to be anywhere and anytime and be able to connect with 

clients and internal people and so on. Without having to look for a phone or 
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[...] that is the IS strategy. [Make] people more mobile. It sounds simple but it 

is useful. Why? Retention. Recruiting.” (Respondent 4) 

 “They [the IS/IT department employees] are looking at the sustainability and 

performance of our IT systems. We count on them to make it invisible in 

upgrades and all those sorts of things that protect us against certain 

catastrophes, and allow our data to be moving around, so that it is never 

destroyed or lost. […] In terms of managing our business and running our 

business, the communications component of it is critical. We are all wired 

24/7, whether that be through our iPhones or iPads or laptops. The ability to 

exchange files and to exchange information is critical, the more seamless and 

invisible that is, the better. For us that ability to connect and communicate 

with colleagues across the country and around the world is key.” (Respondent 

3) 

The EVP&CFO and the CIO are responsible for the development of the IS/IT strategy. 

The IS/IT strategy is a separate component to the business strategy but is still an integral 

component of the strategic planning, as the CEO and the CIO explain:  

“Ça ne fait pas partie de la stratégie de l’entreprise, c’est vraiment un volet à 

part et ça vient en support.” / “It is not part of the organization’s strategy, it 

is really a separate component, and it comes as a support to the strategy” 

(Respondent 2) 

“Ça en fait partie, c’est-à-dire qu’on veut s’équiper ou avoir l’infrastructure 

pour justement, soutenir cette croissance là.” / “It [the IS/IT strategy] is part 

of it [the business strategy], meaning that we want to have the equipment or 

the infrastructure to support the organization’s growth” (Respondent 1) 

 

The IS/IT strategic plan is reviewed on a yearly basis, as the CEO explains:  

“On en a une [stratégie SI/TI] et qui est revue sur une base annuelle. Tous 

nos systèmes d’information, que ce soit les téléphones, les programmes 

informatiques, le matériel, le hardware, tout est revu sur une base annuelle. 

Que ce soit les programmes de protection des données, la redondance, tout 

est revu.” / “We have one [IS/IT strategy] that is reviewed on a yearly basis. 

All our information systems, be they phones, software, hardware, everything 

is reviewed annually. Whether it be data protection software, redundancy, 

everything is reviewed.” (Respondent 2) 

According to the CIO, following recent major changes in the IT infrastructure, the 

information systems and technologies in place at CommOrg are now in a position to support and 

enable the organization’s business strategy, for instance acquisitions:   

“Par exemple, on est toujours en mode acquisitions. On a une nouvelle 

entreprise qu’on veut intégrer à notre infrastructure. On a déjà une 

infrastructure qui est standard, qui peut permettre l’intégration de nouvelles 

sociétés avec des règles bien définies, bien précises. Donc ça facilite le 

travail…ça réduit le temps aussi. Quand ce n’est pas standard, il faut tenir 

compte de plusieurs paramètres, et ça allonge le temps.” / “For example, we 
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are always in an acquisition mode. We have a new organization that we want 

to integrate to our infrastructure. We already have an infrastructure that is 

standardized, that allows for the integration of new organizations with well-

defined and precise rules. When nothing is standardized, you need to take 

many factors into account and it takes more time.” (Respondent 1) 

From the business perspective, some information systems and technologies are essential. 

This is  especially the case of Maconomy, a critical addition that contributed to CommOrg’s 

success, as the Managing Partner explains below:  

“Part of our success of the business is our ability to track time, track budgets, 

and bill our clients in a timely fashion. And so Maconomy was a big upgrade 

that we made a few years ago, from a manual system that we had. Originally 

a manual system and then a kind of makeshift program that we created, 

probably using Excel, and to a purchased IT system from a company out of 

Boston called Maconomy. And that was our whole time billing and time 

management system that we invested in several years ago, and the training 

that went through with that.” (Respondent 3) 

CommOrg employees can be very involved in IS/IT, making innovation suggestions, as 

the Managing Partner explains here:  

“From the consulting side, our consultants are constantly looking for faster 

and better ways to gain intelligence of the firm. ‘What do we have, who do we 

have, what have we done historically?’  […] Our consultants are possibly 

looking for IT to say ‘Is there a way we can have new business alerts where 

we can somehow or another send information to a cross section of people 

saying, we have an opportunity and we need X, X, and X. Is there a better way 

to do it other than email?’ Our consultants are driving some of the innovation 

and some of that thinking. ‘Is there a way we can have better databases and 

more accessible databases on case studies or biographies on staff?’ 

(Respondent 3) 

However, the same individuals may perceive that systems and technologies are a 

‘magical answer’ to their needs. There seems to be a communication disconnect between the 

IS/IT department as to the reasons why a specific system may not be implemented or may be 

delayed. One of these reasons could be that general systems use is lacking, as the Managing 

Partner further explains: 

“There are no off-the-shelf solutions to this, which means we have to create 

something or buy something and tailor it. And then there is always the 

thought that our consultants want this stuff but they don’t spend a lot of time 

creating the content or inputting it. So we have to think about what kind of 

investment we will make, knowing that a lot of the time we have this stuff 

already but the reason that it doesn’t work is not because the technology is a 

problem.” (Respondent 3) 

Second, the organization believes strongly in using IS/IT to keep a leadership position 

within the industry and is ready to make significant investments in its systems. These are signs of 

an innovative IS/IT strategy. The Managing Partner and the CEO summarize CommOrg’s view of 

IS/IT:  
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 “We probably invest more in technology and information systems than the 

average public relations firm I think. People are generally impressed with the 

degree of IT support and the sophistication of our IT system.” (Respondent 3)  

“Au niveau des systèmes d’information que nous avons en place, je nous 

considère, certainement à jour et, je ne sais pas si à l’avant-garde est trop 

fort, mais certainement très, très, très à jour. On a un chef de l’information 

technologique. […] Son rôle, il s’est développé de plus en plus à travers les 

années et s’est développé également parce que l’entreprise a pris de 

l’ampleur et qu’il fallait s’assurer qu’on avait les bons outils. Et s’assurer 

qu’on est tout au moins toujours à jour. Lui doit revoir sur une base constante 

les systèmes qu’on a en place.” / “For the information systems that we 

currently have, I consider us to be in sync with, if not at the leading-edge, but 

certainly on top of trends. We have a Chief Information Officer […]. His role 

increased over the years and also because the organization has grown and we 

needed to ensure that we had the right tools in place. And to make sure that 

we are at the very least updated. His responsibility is to constantly review the 

systems that we currently use” (Respondent 2) 

However, while the organization aims to remain at the leading edge of technology and is 

willing to invest in its systems, these investments are made after cautious evaluations, as the CIO 

explains here:  

“Au niveau informatique, l’entreprise a toujours été à la fine pointe de la 

technologie. Ce n’est pas un endroit où on va couper les coins ronds. On 

reconnait la valeur d’avoir de bons systèmes d’information et ce, depuis le 

début. Les investissements sont faits de façon intelligente. Alors, on ne jette 

pas l’argent par les fenêtres mais c’est un secteur important […]On croit à la 

technologie, on croit qu’on doit être à la fine pointe pour se démarquer de 

nos concurrents. Donc à ce niveau là, je ne dirais pas que l’entreprise prend 

des grands risques mais des risques calculés si on veut. On investit en 

technologies mais de façon responsable.” / “In terms of IS/IT, the 

organization has always been at the leading edge. This is not an area where 

we cut corners. We have always recognized the value of having the right 

information systems. Investments are made in a smart way. So we don’t throw 

money away but it is an important sector […]. We believe in technology, we 

believe in being on the leading edge to differentiate ourselves from our 

competitors. At that level, I would not say that the organization takes a lot 

risks but more calculated risks. We invest in technologies but in a responsible 

manner.” (Respondent 1)  

Furthermore, the organization emphasizes the importance of exploiting systems that are 

currently in place. For instance, according to the EVP&CFO, there is no reason to invest in 

SalesForce when Maconomy already contains a CRM module. In general, CommOrg does not try 

IS/IT innovations for its own sake but clearly analyzes potential benefits for users, as the CIO 

describes here:  

 “La stratégie, c’est de fournir des outils qui vont appuyer les conseillers dans 

la réalisation de leur travail. En technologie, parfois il y a des choses qu’on 

aimerait faire, qui nous semblent intéressantes. Mais on essaie toujours de se 
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mettre dans la peau d’un utilisateur. Qu’est-ce qui va me permettre d’être 

plus efficace dans mon travail? De rendre le service au client? Alors, on 

essaie de penser dans ce sens-là.” / The strategy is to provide tools that will 

support consultants in doing their work. In technology, there are sometimes 

things that we would like to do, that seem interesting. But we always try to 

think about the user. ‘What will make me more efficient in my work? To 

service the client better?’ So, we try to think that way.” (Respondent 1) 

In summary, CommOrg has a defined IS/IT strategy that exhibits both signs of 

innovativeness and conservatism. As such, CommOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be qualified of 

ambidextrous. 

3. CommOrg’s Information/Knowledge Factors  

The information and knowledge capabilities below reflect the constructs identified in 

Chapter 3. Specifically, organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure 

flexibility are reviewed here.  

3.1. Organizational Memory 

 CommOrg values organizational memory in general, and seems to grant equal 

importance to IT-enabled and non IT-enabled organizational memory. In general, declarative and 

procedural types of memory are present at CommOrg and complement each other well in most 

cases.  

First, top managers at CommOrg emphasize the value of corporate memory. Indeed, one 

senior executive has the responsibility of managing it. Books have been published internally to 

celebrate the organization’s history, but information systems are also critical to the organization’s 

ability to store knowledge and information, as the CEO recalls here:  

“C’est bien important pour nous la mémoire corporative de l’entreprise. Il y a 

des livres qui ont été publiés sur l’entreprise. Au 25e anniversaire, on a 

publié un livre sur l’entreprise et on a partagé un peu de la mémoire 

corporative. On l’a couchée sur papier. On a une personne qui est 

responsable de s’assurer qu’on conserve le plus possible tout ce qui peut 

toucher, de près ou de loin, à la mémoire corporative de l’entreprise. Et ça, 

c’est la vice-présidente exécutive de [CommHolding]. Et cette information est 

conservée le plus possible sous forme informatique pour ne pas perdre […] 

c’est un outil.” / “Corporate memory is really important. There are books 

that were published about the organization. For the 25
th
 anniversary, we 

published a book about the company and we shared a bit of the corporate 

history. We put it on paper. One person is responsible for ensuring that we 

keep everything that may be related to the organization’s corporate memory. 

That’s the executive vice-president at [CommHolding]. And as much as 

possible, this information is stored electronically so nothing is lost […] it is a 

tool.”(Respondent 2) 

The EVP&CFO confirms the important role conferred to organizational memory within 

the organization. He explains here that it helps management make better business decisions or 

justify other decisions:  
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“I would say that the corporate history will help us make decisions [...] I will 

give you a concrete example and maybe that will help explain my thought. We 

got a lot of managing partners who say ‘I need a business development 

person. That person will only do business development and bring the business 

and we will service it’. Every two years we get someone who asks us that. 

Well, corporate history or knowledge informing them, no. It never worked, it 

has never worked. It will not work. Clients want to be sold and then be 

serviced by the same person. And this has been true 10 years ago, five, three, 

two, and it will be true again now.” (Respondent 4) 

Second, both IT-enabled and non IT-enabled procedural types of memory are present at 

CommOrg. At the operational level, the organization has developed a case databank that is stored 

on the organization’s intranet (see 1.4. Main Information Systems and Technologies). The IS/IT 

allows consultants to access the main procedures for conducting a project, as well as similar 

knowledge and information to the case they may be working on. The CIO and the EVP&CFO 

explain below what the case databank’s purpose is:   

“On retrouve aussi des modèles si on veut […] comment réagir à telle et telle 

situation.” / “There you can find templates if you want […] on how to react to 

such and such situation” (Respondent 1). 

“We use case studies, which were a case that we did or a competitor did and 

they are publicly available. That is a system that is in place for consulting.” 

(Respondent 4) 

However, according to the Managing Partner, the system in place may not address the 

employees’ needs and may limit the system’s use: 

“We do not have an IT solution to accessing our history and our corporate 

memory. […] There is a case data bank. It is not up to date normally. People 

don’t keep it up to date and so there is the human error to that, or the human 

interface that is lacking.” (Respondent 3) 

The organization has also developed extensive training mechanisms for its consultants, 

both for onboarding and professional development purposes, as was described in the 2.1. 

Experimental Culture section. In addition to instilling consultants with the organization’s values 

and principles, training also provides consultants with essential skills and knowledge to work on 

client projects. CommOrg has created a training institute for its consultants. The EVP&CFO and 

the Managing Partner explain briefly here the type of knowledge and information shared with 

consultants:  

“We have an institute; it is called CommOrg101 and CommOrg201. They are 

training programs for our consultants. Once again, they are mostly focused 

on consultant skills and not managerial skills. So we have a process for that.” 

(Respondent 4) 

“We do a lot of training and build it into training with what the best practices 

are on pitching and in client service.” (Respondent 3) 

The above quote from the EVP&CFO also highlights the fact that more mechanisms 

appear to be in place to train consultants than managers.  
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In addition, the organization has mechanisms in place to promote newly “acquired” 

procedural memory in the form of experts in a specific area of business. The Managing Partner 

explains below how expertise on Aboriginal affairs is promoted throughout the organization:  

“For example, we were never really strong in handling clients who have 

issues with First Nations, Aboriginals. When we pitched that business, we 

would not win that business typically. Now, we have hired people who have 

specific expertise and knowledge of how to work with and engage with First 

Nations or Aboriginal people […] And we promote that internally, and we tell 

the team internally that we have these people and you should use these 

people. We set up emails and newsletters to say who they are and what their 

expertise and responsibility are. And we hope that others across the network 

will say, ‘come fly to Newfoundland and help us with this pitch because we 

need your expertise in this job’” (Respondent 3). 

However, in most cases, including the one described above, it seems that procedural 

memory may be stored in individual’s heads, rather than in IS/IT, which may limit how well it 

can be reused:  

 “There is corporate memory and then not everyone has the view on the firm 

that I do. Not everyone gets to travel to Vancouver and Calgary and Montreal 

and London and New York and meet staff and look them in the eye and break 

bread and hear about what is going on. I tend to be the corporate memory 

and the current database of expertise within the organization here. Not just 

me. There are other people that serve that role as well, but these folks are 

spread throughout the firm and are usually people who have been here for 10 

years or longer, and they have worked on multiple office mandates. We are a 

relatively high turnover industry and there are not a lot of people who have 

been here for 15 years.” (Respondent 3) 

Third, CommOrg shows clear evidence of IT-enabled declarative memory, especially 

when it comes to financial KPIs at the managerial level. KPIs include account profitability, 

employee productivity or T ratio, office productivity. The CEO and EVP&CFO explain below 

that the dashboard developed in Maconomy allows them to access a range of critical KPIs:  

 “C’est beaucoup des outils ou des indicateurs de performance financiers. Ça 

va de la rentabilité d’un compte, ça va également au niveau de la productivité 

de nos employés, productivité de chacun de nos bureaux. Et ça nous donne 

des bases de comparaison entre chacun de nos bureaux. Donc c’est beaucoup 

relié à nos employés et également à nos clients.”/ “A lot of that are financial 

tools or key performance indicators. They include account profitability, 

employee productivity, regional office productivity. And they allow us to be 

able to compare each of our offices. So it is linked to our employees but also 

to our clients.” (Respondent 2) 

“You have the product T ratio in there. It is all financial but it is - to a certain 

degree - operational as well. It tells you how much your clients did generate 

this month and yes, it is financial but it tells you how much your operations 

are focused on that particular client. One that is very important is 

productivity per employee. So each consultant has what we call a productivity 

ratio. The target is 2.5 times compensation. Once you reach that level, you 
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generate sufficient profitability to be able to reinvest in your system, training, 

acquisitions, and your working capital so you’re funding of your operations. 

Below that it can be done. Between 2 and 2.5, you are not having the greatest 

year but below two you are in trouble. So we manage productivity of our 

employees very closely.” (Respondent 4) 

The Managing Partner explains how the basic entry of time data leads to the KPIs and 

eventually the generation of reports for clients:   

 “That is mission critical to our success. If we don’t capture our time, then we 

can’t bill our clients. Clients will often ask us for back up and we need to use 

Maconomy to say, not only is the time there but the actions that we took 

against that time as well. So we can then generate the reports and satisfy our 

clients’ needs for back up.” (Respondent 3) 

In addition to financial KPIs to monitor the organization’s operations and financial 

results, the organization commissions an annual study on CommOrg’s business environment. All 

regional offices are asked to maintain information about their market and competition and to 

provide it to an employee who is also responsible for scanning the Canadian business 

environment, as the CEO explains here:   

“On fait une étude annuelle […] c’est une étude qu’on garde toujours à jour, 

mais qui est mise à jour sur une base annuelle. On produit un document sur 

une base annuelle, de tous les joueurs importants dans les provinces où on est 

présent. Donc, on va avoir cette étude-là qui va donner par exemple, 

compagnie XYZ : voici les principaux clients, voici les principaux dirigeants. 

Et il y a une personne qui essaie de prendre connaissance le plus possible de 

tout ce qui se passe au niveau de l’industrie au Canada.” / “We do an annual 

study […] We maintain it all year long but it is fully updated once a year. We 

produce an annual document of all the key players in each province where we 

have a presence. So for example, this study gives us information about 

company XYZ: here are the main clients, here are the main executives. And 

there are  some who try to gain as much knowledge as possible of the overall 

Canadian industry” (Respondent 2) 

In addition, although there is no indication as to whether and how this information and 

knowledge are stored, the CEO explains that all executives at CommHolding are expecting to do 

their due diligence in terms of business intelligence:  

“Cette tâche revient à l’équipe de direction de se tenir à l’affût, de lire, 

d’écouter. On fait partie du réseau […], qui est un des plus gros réseaux au 

monde au niveau de la communication. Ça nous donne un avantage, au 

niveau de voir ce qui se fait ailleurs et de voir ce qui s’en vient.” / “It is up to 

the executive team to be aware, to read, to listen. We belong to the […] 

network which is one of the biggest communications networks in the world. It 

gives us an advantage, it allows us to know what is being done elsewhere and 

what’s coming.”(Respondent 2) 

It also appears that operationally, declarative memory is present and stored within 

information systems, as the CIO explains here about the IS/IT department:  
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“C’est pas juste dans la tête, parce qu’on a un répertoire partagé entre nous 

et dans lequel on a documenté, par exemple, toute la structure réseau, on a 

des schémas pour chacun des bureau […] lorsqu’on réalise un projet aussi, 

on fait un compte-rendu du projet pour évaluer le projet, comment il s’est 

passé, voir ses faiblesses. Et on a toujours des plans très structurés aussi, par 

étapes, par équipe, pour chacun de nos projets.” / “It is not just in our heads, 

because we have a shared directory in which we have documented, for 

instance, the whole network structure, we have schemas for each of our 

offices […]. Whenever we complete a project too, we have a project report to 

evaluate the project, how it went, what were the weaknesses. And we also 

always have very structured plans, by step, by team, for each of our projects.” 

(Respondent 1) 

Complementarity between declarative and procedural memory occurs in two ways. First, 

quick access to KPIs is very effective through the Maconomy dashboard module, which is an 

example of the use of procedural memory to access declarative memory. Similarly, competitive 

information can be easily accessed through an annual report publication. Information contained in 

the annual study may sometimes impact how strategic business decisions are made, especially 

when it comes to identifying potential business acquisitions, as the CEO explains here: 

“Oui, ça [l’étude] nous aide à identifier ces acquisitions. C’est une façon 

d’identifier des acquisitions et l’autre façon, c’est à travers nos gens dans 

chacun de leurs marchés, qui voient les joueurs qui sont importants ou les 

personnes avec qui ils ont une certaine connivance” / “Yes, it [the study] 

helps us identify these acquisitions. It is one way to identify acquisitions and 

the other way is through our people in each of their markets, who see the 

important players or the people with whom they share something” 

(Respondent 2) 

On the other hand, quick access to memory may simply be done through email or 

personal contacts because of a lack of an effective expertise database, as the Managing Partner 

explains:  

“The other aspect of it is, I am sure that if I had to be called in on a labour 

issue in an educational institution for example, there is probably a colleague 

maybe in Vancouver, Calgary, or London that has that exact same 

experience. It is not easy right now me to type into my employee database 

“labour relations University” and someone pops up. It is a little bit still like 

‘you send out an email and you see what comes back.’” (Respondent 3) 

 

There is limited evidence that declarative memory is used to modify procedural memory. 

In the case of acquisitions, the organization has identified that potential target organizations, 

where business processes are barely developed, may not make good acquisitions, even if they are 

attractive financially.   

In summary, CommOrg appears to have developed medium to high levels of 

complementarity between declarative and procedural memory, although the use of IS/IT could be 

enhanced to facilitate this.  
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3.2. IM/KM Capability 

CommOrg appears to have developed medium levels of information/knowledge 

management capability. In all aspects of information and knowledge management, the 

organization performs fairly well. Overall, top managers underline the importance and the power 

of well-managed IT-enabled information and knowledge, as the EVP&CFO summarizes here:  

“Systems and financial information, if well used, can be very powerful in 

managing all sorts of aspects of your company. If not well used, it can 

essentially destroy the value of your finance team, have your employees view 

finance negatively and data negatively and hate systems. That is what we 

found. If you use the data that you get, whether it is financial or operational, 

no matter what type of information that you get […] if it is not properly used - 

and that is not dictated by a system, it is dictated by the interpersonal skills of 

the person using it. The system then becomes useless.” (Respondent 4) 

In general, CommOrg has mechanisms in place to ensure that systems contain quality 

information. Employees are required to enter the time they worked on a project in Maconomy on 

a regular basis, as the Managing Partner explains here:  

“All staff need to input their time, ideally every week, and certainly, 

absolutely every month. But every week, they should have all their time 

entered. It is usually the pain of their existence, they don’t even want to do 

that but they have to do that.” (Respondent 3) 

However, top managers also recognize that the value of financials analyses largely 

depends on the quality of time data entered into Maconomy, as the CEO explains below:  

“Évidemment, ces outils là sont bons en autant que les gens entrent le temps 

dans le système. Ça, on essaie d’être le plus rigoureux possible mais c’est 

jamais parfait. On souhaite que les gens entrent leur temps sur une base 

quotidienne mais il y a toujours des délais. Quand le temps n’est pas entré 

comme il se doit, l’outil devient moins performant.” / “Of course, these tools 

are good as long as people enter their time in the system. So, we try to be a 

rigorous as possible but it is never going to be perfect. We would like people 

to enter their time on a daily basis but there are always delays. When time is 

not entered as required, the tool becomes less effective” (Respondent 2) 

Further, the EVP&CFO explains here that although good information is now available in 

Maconomy, there is still a need to improve on the quality of data collected to be able to refine 

analyses and reports that can be generated with the system: 

 “I think that we have come a long way. The quality that is being entered now 

is good. I think that we are at a level where we are simply using our systems 

for the basic stuff that they were designed for. The reason that I say that is 

that I know for a fact many people enter the number of hours worked on a 

project to match the budget that they have. Rather than entering the full time 

that they have actually spent on it. And then 6 months later, they will come to 

us and say ‘is my client profitable’? How […] should I know?” (Respondent 

4)  
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While the quality of the information available is generally good, but could be improved, 

CommOrg managers agree that processes are in place to ensure that information and knowledge 

is secure, as the Managing Partner summarizes here:  

“I think that we have a lot of systems and checks in place that allow us to not 

only do what we need to do on a daily basis but it allow us to protect 

information. Disaster recovery and things like that, [...] we are well managed 

in that way. I feel good about that.” (Respondent 3)  

Aside from financial information and knowledge, one area where CommOrg feels 

improvement can be made is in the identification of relevant information and knowledge. The 

EVP&CFO explains below how systems may lead to an information overload, especially when 

the purpose of collecting such information is not clear and information is not well managed:  

“And that is the big challenge with systems I find. To strike a good balance 

and how much you ask people to enter of information and how much you use 

that information. I know in an organization, people spend a lot of time 

entering information and this information is used by 15 different departments, 

and we never really know why we use that information. […] And what to pick 

from that information that is actually relevant. It is to a point where you 

sometimes have to shut down certain things to just say, is this too much? […] 

This is what I find is hard for our people. The things are they can’t really 

focus. We have to help them and that is where I believe that we are in our 

infancy in being able to structure that, so that it is manageable.”  

(Respondent 4) 

In general, financial information and knowledge are well managed within Maconomy. 

Other areas can be improved. First, with the development of the dashboard in Maconomy, 

financial information is easily gathered, organized, processed into KPIs, and maintained. The 

Managing Partner explains how overall, Maconomy helps the organization manage its operational 

and financial information:   

 “We have invested heavily into that financial IT to track and monitor our 

time management and our billable and non-billable time, so that we know 

exactly what everyone is doing. It allows us, as senior leaders, to understand 

who we are working for, what kind of industries we are working for, 

percentage of our [...] It used to be all manual. […] Now, we can do that and 

generate reports and generate insights into our own business that we were not 

able to do before, in terms of our productivities, inefficiencies, margins, the 

nature of our clients, sectorial growth.” (Respondent 3)  

While the use of Maconomy is mandatory, it is sometimes difficult to gather time 

information from employees. This overall reluctance to provide information may explain partly 

why other information and knowledge, aside from mandatory financial and operational one, are 

more difficult to manage.  

Even when information systems appear to be in place to facilitate information and 

knowledge sharing, they are underutilized, as the Managing Partner explains:   

“We have an intranet and it does exist there. I would say that it is 

underutilized. It is probably not kept up to date and underutilized. There are 
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elements which are good but it has not become part of our operating culture.” 

(Respondent 3) 

However, the ability to manage expertise is currently lacking, as no mechanism appears 

to function well. The Managing Partner explains below that to put together a team for a specific 

project requires a lot of experience, simply because no systems allows consultants to identify the 

best team members to include in their team: 

“The downside of working in an environment that is spread out over a large 

geography is that while we promote best teams to our clients, if we had better 

access and knowledge to who the best people are within the organization, and 

it was easily determined, we might send in a better team. […] I can figure it 

out. But if I had better access and a system to access the best team, I would 

probably do that. It requires a lot of people like me who have been around for 

a while, and who have a better sense of the whole firm. If they come to me, I 

can say ‘you should talk to so and so in Calgary’. But they don’t always come 

to me, they look down the hall and they ask a couple of people and they see 

someone on the 5th floor or whatever, but they don’t necessarily think of the 

whole firm. That is still a bit of an issue that we need to work on.” 

(Respondent 3) 

Information and knowledge appear more effective when not IT-enabled, especially in 

terms of training and professional development mechanisms described in the 3.1. Organizational 

Memory section. Overall, except when it comes to succession planning and managerial training, 

CommOrg seems to manage information and knowledge well at the operational (e.g., KPIs; case 

databank) or the top management level (e.g., annual study).  

In summary, CommOrg has developed medium levels of an IM/KM capability, and areas 

for improvement were discussed. 

3.3. IT Infrastructure Flexibility 

CommOrg has clearly developed high levels of IT infrastructure flexibility. As was 

discussed earlier, CommOrg has completely changed its IT infrastructure, which has allowed the 

organization to develop this flexibility. The decision made by the IT steering committee to 

overhaul the IT infrastructure was triggered by a few threats: a virus attack that contaminated the 

main offices’ computers, an Exchange server outage that lasted several days in one regional 

office, and a hacking of its FTP server. CommHolding was also in the process of moving its 

offices, so it was a perfect opportunity to design a new and robust systems room. Infrastructure 

changes were also motivated by external requests from clients, as the CIO further explains:  

“Un autre des éléments qui nous a poussé à faire ça, c’est le PKI. Il y a de 

plus en plus de nos clients qui nous demandent l’échange de documents de 

manière sécurisée, avec authentification de signature. Dans notre ancienne 

structure, c’était à peu près impossible à faire, étant donné que ça nous aurait 

pris des CA pour chacune de nos entités. Un vrai casse-tête de gestion.” / 

“Another element that prompted us to do that, was the [Public Key 

Infrastructure]. There are more and more clients who are asking us to 

exchange documents in a secure way, with a signature authentication. In our 

old structure, it was nearly impossible to do, since it would have taking us 

[Certificate Authority] for each of our entities. A real management 

nightmare.” (Respondent 1)  
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The CIO summarizes changes that were done to the network infrastructure below: 

 “Si je prends l’exemple du bureau qui a été infecté par un virus […] donc 

notre réseau auparavant était un réseau un peu plus ouvert. Et ça nous a 

amené à une réflexion et à une structure réseau beaucoup plus serrée. Et c’est 

ce qui nous a amené à déployer Cisco et un réseau de Couche 3. Segmenter 

vraiment notre trafic, nos services, dans des [Virtual Local Area Networks] 

séparés de manière à ne pas affecter et donner plus de flexibilité. C’est cet 

évènement là qui nous a amené à cette réflexion, avoir un réseau de grande 

entreprise, beaucoup plus solide.” / “If I take the example of the office that 

was infected […] So our network before was a bit more open. This led us to 

reflect on it and to choose a network structure that is much more closed. And 

that’s what led us to deploy Cisco and a layer-3 network. To really segment 

our traffic, our services, with separate VLAN so as not to affect others and to 

get more flexibility. That event prompted to do this analysis, and to deploy a 

large organization network, much more robust.” (Respondent 1) 

With the new infrastructure in place, the IS/IT function is now in a position to serve as a 

business strategy enabler. For instance, it is much easier for the organization to quickly and 

efficiently integrate a newly acquired organization and to migrate the organization to Maconomy, 

as was described in the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section.  The following example 

described by the CIO uses the example of a regional office that recently joined CommOrg’s 

infrastructure to explain key technology features that facilitate integration, as opposed to before 

the new infrastructure, especially from a network perspective:  

“Donc il y a eu une première phase, où on leur a donné un accès. On avait 

configuré des trust relationships entre les bureaux pour partager certaines 

informations. Mais ils avaient une structure indépendante pendant de 

nombreuses années. L’année dernière, on a fait l’intégration complète, et ça a 

été facilité justement par notre structure.” / “There was a first phase where 

we have given them access. We had configured trust relationships between 

offices to share some information. But they kept an independent structure for 

many years. Last year, we completed the integration and it was indeed 

facilitated by our structure.” (Respondent 1) 

Additionally, more resources can now be devoted to develop systems that have a business 

impact on the organization. One example includes the planned deployment of unified 

communications on any platform or device using Cisco Jabber. Another example is the recent 

deployment of a more stable Virtual Private Network (VPN), which was requested by consultants 

who travel frequently and may not have the ability to communicate in real-time with other team 

members. The CIO explains below that these value-added projects are only possible thanks to the 

new infrastructure: 

“Une fois que l’infrastructure est solide et c’est quelque chose qui va durer 

pendant de nombreuses années, ça. Ce n’est pas un investissement à court 

terme, donc c’est du long terme. Et justement, on peut, à partir de cette 

infrastructure là, y ajouter des éléments. On est à l’écoute de nos employés, 

ils vont parfois nous suggérer des choses. […] Donc, avec la structure, on 

peut déployer ces outils là plus rapidement et les aider, les supporter dans 

leur travail. Parce que finalement, c’est l’objectif de mon service.” / “Once 
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the infrastructure is robust – and it is something that will last for years. It is 

not a short-term investment, it is long-term. And so, starting from this 

infrastructure, we can add some elements. We listen to our employees and 

they sometimes make suggestions […] So, with the structure, we can deploy 

these tools more rapidly and help them, support them in their work. Because 

in the end, that is my department’s objective.” (Respondent 1) 

From a hardware compatibility perspective, the organization uses standardized computer 

equipment for its employees, which facilitate systems’ harmonization and overall maintenance. 

The CIO justifies that standardized approach here: 

“Nos conseillers sont sur du PC, tout simplement pour un réseau de PC 

beaucoup plus simple à gérer à l’interne, beaucoup plus sécuritaire […] enfin 

de notre point de vue, on peut déployer des GPO, on peut mieux contrôler cet 

environnement là. Et on fait pas toujours plaisir à tout le monde non plus […] 

on essaie de déployer ce qui va être le mieux pour l’entreprise.”/ “Our 

consultants are all on PCs, very simply for a PC network, it is simpler to 

manage internally, it is also much more secure […] at least from our 

perspective, we can deploy [Group Policy Objects], we can better control the 

environment. And we can’t always please everyone anyway […]. We try to 

deploy what is best for the organization.” (Respondent 1)  

Limited middleware is used at CommOrg, since the organization uses the ERP 

Maconomy for its main activities.  However, the use of a single application facilitates access for 

employees. Similarly, software flexibility is not currently an issue, since new modules are 

developed by Maconomy (e.g., the dashboard module) and integrated to the ERP.  The CIO 

mentions below plans that are in the works for Maconomy:  

“Maconomy, on va plus aller plus loin que simplement se limiter à la base. 

On va parler du module de ressources humaines, de salaires et il y a des 

outils de planification de ressources aussi. Maintenant qu’on a la base, on 

peut mettre plus de ressources justement.” / “With Maconomy, we will go 

further than just the basics. We will start talking about the human resources 

module, salaries, and there are also resource-planning tools. Now that we 

have the base, we can invest more resources into it.” (Respondent 1) 

As was discussed as part of the overall infrastructure, the network infrastructure is now 

very flexible, with only one domain, as opposed to many different ones in the past. CommOrg 

believes that it is ahead of the competition in terms of information systems and overall 

connectivity, as was explained in the 2.3. IS/IT Strategy section. The Managing Partner explains 

below how network flexibility is a key component to the organization’s ability to conduct 

business:  

“In terms of managing our business and running our business, the 

communications component of it is critical. We are all wired 24/7, whether 

that be through our iPhones or iPads or laptops. The ability to exchange files 

and to exchange information is critical; the more seamless and invisible that 

is, the better. For us that ability to connect and communicate with colleagues 

across the country and around the world is key.” (Respondent 3) 

 



 

457 

 

In summary, CommOrg exhibits high levels of a flexible IT infrastructure, which serves 

as a great support to the organization, especially when it comes to integrating newly acquired 

organizations.  

4. Strategic Improvisation at CommOrg 

No clear strategic improvisation events could be identified at CommOrg. As such, it is 

not possible to determine whether CommOrg has developed a strategic improvisation capability 

although the lack of identifiable improvisation events may suggest that the capability is weak. 

The respondents recounted four events when asked to describe a recent unexpected event of a 

strategic nature. See Chapter 4 - Appendix A. However, none of these four events could be 

qualified as an example of a strategic improvisation event.  

The first example, called LabourVote, was recounted by the Managing Partner. A retail 

organization had just received a letter by the Ontario Labour Relations Board indicating that 

employees would vote to choose whether to join a union in the next seven days. CommOrg was 

asked to manage the client’s messaging for this short period. While the event qualifies as an 

improvisation example, it was not strategic in nature. The event was unexpected and urgent, since 

the Managing Partner was called on a Sunday and asked to put together a team and create 

appropriate messaging within a day. The organization had to leverage its capabilities and 

expertise in digital communications and labour public relations for this project. CommOrg also 

had to take creative and spontaneous actions over the next four days, especially when the original 

messaging using a rational tone failed to positively influence employees.  

However, this example does not qualify as a strategic event. CommOrg has a large 

number of clients, and this project was not very different from other projects, as the Managing 

Partner explains: “We do this kind of things all the time, in terms of urgent situations.” 

(Respondent 3). This specific project did not require any deviation from plan and did not have 

any long-term outcome for the organization as a whole.  

Similarly, the second example, called ITThreats, may qualify as improvisation, but not as 

a strategic improvisation event. The CIO explained how a number of emergencies affecting the 

organization’s information systems and technology (i.e., virus attacks, Outlook Exchange servers 

failures, hacked FPT servers) prompted the organization to take spontaneous and creative actions, 

using and reconfiguring existing capabilities. For instance, in the case of the virus attack, the 

organization had to quickly isolate the office from the rest of CommOrg’s network, to avoid 

contamination. In the case of the Outlook Exchange server failure, the organization had to rely on 

external consultants to fix the problem. While the threats affected the way business could be 

conducted at CommOrg when they occurred, they did not affect the organization’s strategy.  

The third example, called DigitalFirmRevamp, was recounted by the CEO. This event 

qualifies as a strategic event, but not as an improvisation event. After DigitalFirm was acquired 

by CommOrg, CommOrg decided to switch the strategic focus of DigitalFirm from a website 

production focus to a digital communication focus, as the CEO explains:  

“Ce qu’on recherchait c’était des gens au niveau de la communication 

digitale, mais d’un point de vue stratégique. C’est-à-dire moins en lien avec 

la production mais plutôt avec la stratégie. Travailler avec nos clients, 

utiliser la communication digitale comme un outil au niveau stratégique. Et 

on a remercié les personnes, on a eu une entente avec les deux personnes 

avec qui on avait fait la transaction au départ. Et on s’est plutôt aligné vers, 

encore une fois, deux individus… mais deux entrepreneurs qui avaient une 

vision très stratégique de la communication digitale et du monde des affaires 

en général.” / “What we were looking for were people in digital 
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communications, but with a strategic perspective. That is, less linked to 

production but more focused on strategy. Working with our clients, using 

digital communications as a strategic tool. So we let these individuals go, we 

reached an agreement with the two people we had done the original 

transaction with. And then, we associated ourselves with two other 

individuals… two entrepreneurs who had a very strategic view of digital 

communications and the business world in general.” (Respondent 2)     

However, the event does not qualify as an improvisation. First, there were no unexpected 

or urgent events that triggered the change in leadership at DigitalFirm. Rather, it took some time 

after the acquisition before CommOrg’s leaders realized they needed a change:  

“L’objectif à ce moment là était d’avoir un studio de production, donc des 

gens qui bâtissaient par exemple des sites web. Et ça a fonctionné durant un 

bout de temps, mais on s’est aperçu à la longue que c’est pas l’expertise 

qu’on recherchait.” / “At that time [acquisition time] was to have a 

production studio, so people who would build websites for instance. And that 

worked for quite a while. But over time, we realized that was not the expertise 

we were looking for.” (Respondent 2) 

Additionally, there was no sense of urgency for CommOrg to act rapidly. Existing 

resources and capabilities were not reconfigured. Rather, expertise was brought in with the two 

new entrepreneurs.  

The fourth example, called UKOrgAcquisition, was recounted by the EVP&CFO, and 

pertains to the recent acquisition of UKOrg. As with DigitalFirmRevamp, the example, described 

in the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section, is clearly of strategic nature. However, it does 

not qualify as an improvisation event. First, there is no evidence that the acquisition was triggered 

by an urgent, or unexpected event or required a deviation from the organization’s strategy. The 

EVP&CFO explains here that the acquisition fell within CommOrg’s objectives:  

“We identified in our strategic plan key sectors and geographies where we 

wanted to make acquisitions. One of the sectors was Corporate 

Communication and the UK was also a key location for us.  One of our staff 

identified the company and we reached out to them to see if they would be 

interested in joining our network.  It took about a year and half to finalize 

everything.” (Respondent 4) 

A number of steps were taken during the acquisition process, as the quote in the 2.2. 

Business Strategy Flexibility section suggests. But the EVP&CFO could not qualify them as 

necessarily spontaneous, creative or just different from other acquisitions.  See Table 1 for a 

summary of these events and their assessment against criteria set in Chapter 4.  

 

Table 1. Assessment of Events as Strategic Improvisation Event at CommOrg. 

Event Event is of strategic nature? 
Event is of improvisational 

nature? 

LabourVote 

NO 

 

- No deviation from strategic plan 

- No impact on the organization 

 

YES 

 

- Unexpected and urgent trigger 

(summoning letter, weekend call) 

- Reconfiguration of resources and 
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Event Event is of strategic nature? 
Event is of improvisational 

nature? 

capabilities (digital team, public 

relations expert)  

- Urgent, spontaneous and creative 

actions (real-time messaging 

monitoring, changes in messages) 

ITThreats 

NO 

 

- No deviation from strategic plan  

- No direct impact on the 

organization’s strategy  

 

YES 

 

- Urgent and unexpected trigger 

(threat on IT infrastructure) 

- Urgent, spontaneous and creative 

actions (e.g., isolate affected office) 

- Reconfiguration of resources and 

capabilities (e.g., use of external 

consultants) 

DigitalFirmRevamp 

YES 

 

-Deviation from strategic plan 

(adjusting organization to fit with 

new focus on digital 

communications) 

- Direct impact on the 

organization’s strategy (ability to 

include digital communications in 

CommOrg’s overall value 

proposition) 

NO 

 

- No urgent and unexpected trigger 

(slow recognition of need) 

- No urgent, spontaneous and 

creative actions 

- No reconfiguration of resources 

and capabilities  

UKOrgAcquisition 

YES 

 

- Direct impact on the 

organization’s strategy (increase 

presence in the UK in corporate 

communications) 

 

NO 

 

- No urgent and unexpected trigger  

- No urgent, spontaneous and 

creative actions (similar to other 

acquisitions) 

- No reconfiguration of resources 

and capabilities 

 

Due to the lack of strategic improvisation events at CommOrg, I could not assess the 

presence of a strategic improvisation capability. Based on the lack of strategic improvisation 

events, I can only conclude that CommOrg does not appear to have developed a strategic 

improvisation capability.  

5. CommOrg’s Environmental Dynamism 

CommOrg’s environment can be characterized as highly dynamic, both in terms of rate of 

change and levels of unpredictability. The overall market in which CommOrg competes changes 

rapidly. There are different factors leading to high market volatility, as the EVP&CFO explains 

below:  

 “High volatility, both in terms of price, volume of business, and type of work. 

Our best years have been years where there are a lot of crises. Why? Because 
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crises, you charge full rate and no one asks questions, as long as you are 

there to help them.” (Respondent 4) 

In addition to market changes, the organization deals with changes in communications 

and technologies. As with other industries, the rapid development of digital media has impacted 

the communications and PR industry, as the CEO reports here:  

“C’est comme partout ailleurs je pense, le milieu de la communication est en 

pleine évolution. Les communications digitales par exemple […] voilà cinq 

ans, ça n’avait pas le même impact que maintenant. À ce niveau-là, il faut 

tout le temps se garder à l’avant-garde et tout le temps voir quels sont les 

changements qui s’en viennent et les prévoir avant le temps, le plus possible.” 

/ “It is like everywhere else I guess, the communications sector is really 

changing. Take digital communications for instance […]. Five years ago, they 

did not have the same impact as today. At this level, you always need to stay 

on top of trends, always see and anticipate what changes are coming, as much 

as possible.” (Respondent 2) 

In addition, the environment is highly unpredictable. As was explained in the 1. 1. The 

Communications Industry and CommOrg’s Offerings section, CommOrg is a project-based 

organization that cannot predict a large amount of its future contracts. The EVP&CFO actually 

provides a quantification of the level of predictability in the business environment: 

“Predictability is about 25 or 30%. This is very low. So very low predictability.” (Respondent 4) 

 

As suggested above, unpredictability is high because the industry relies on unanticipated 

and unexpected events and disasters, as the Managing Partner and the CEO describe here:  

“In terms of predictability, I think there are a lot of unknowns going into 

every year. We deal a lot in crisis and issues management, oil spills, hostile 

transactions. These are things that cannot be predicted and can be very 

lucrative for us as a professional services firm.” (Respondent 3) 

 “On est toujours à la merci de nos clients. C’est-à-dire qu’on vit en partie 

selon les problèmes que nos clients vivent. C’est une partie de notre travail. 

On fait beaucoup de gestion de crises, donc ça, on est à la merci des clients, 

c’est imprévisible.” / “We always depend on our clients. That means that we 

function at least in part based on the issues that our clients face. That’s part 

of our work. We do a lot of crisis management, so that really depends on our 

clients, it is unpredictable.” (Respondent 2) 

Overall, CommOrg is also affected by economic changes through its clients, which adds 

to the level of unpredictability for the project-based organization, as the CIO summarizes here:  

“Comme toutes les entreprises nous sommes affectés par les changements 

économiques. En 2009, par exemple, l’économie n’était pas très bonne. Ça 

nous a affecté également.” / “Just like any organization, we are affected by 

economic changes. In 2009 for instance, the economy was not good. It 

affected us too.” (Respondent 1) 

In summary, the environment in which CommOrg competes can be characterized as 

highly dynamic, both in terms of rate of change and unpredictability. 
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6. CommOrg’s Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Three internal organizational outcomes are analyzed below, specifically process 

flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning. Because no strategic 

improvisation events could be identified, this analysis is limited to the evaluation of other 

improvisational events that were identified in the  

Strategic Improvisation at CommOrg section above.  No relationship between process flexibility, 

product/service flexibility and improvisation could be drawn. However, organizational learning 

appears to occur from improvisation.  

6.1. Process Flexibility 

CommOrg has developed medium to high levels of process flexibility. The organization 

can easily make changes to its processes. However, some of these changes require time to 

implement. Process flexibility is evident in a number of examples at CommOrg, including the 

strategic acquisition process described in the 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility section, and the 

overall ability to modify project management processes as needed.  

First, CommOrg has developed a strategic process to identify and successfully complete strategic 

acquisitions.  Furthermore, the process and its steps, briefly described by the EVP&CFO in the 

Strategic Improvisation section, can be easily modified as required. Three examples of process 

modifications are provided here with regards to strategic acquisitions. First, the organization has 

developed a way to integrate the ‘human component’ into its acquisition negotiations, as the CEO 

explains here:  

“Ce que je réalise à toutes les fois, c’est l’importance du contact humain avec 

les gens avec qui on veut faire une transaction.  Il y a tout l’aspect financier 

dans une transaction et ça, on sait dès le départ que cette partie-là va être 

longue, et que cette partie-là va être émotive à un moment donné. Plutôt vers 

la fin qu’au début, quand on parle sérieusement de finaliser une transaction. 

[…] Avec le temps, j’ai réalisé que l’aspect humain était plus important […] 

enfin, tout au moins aussi important que l’aspect financier parce qu’on va 

continuer à travailler avec ces personnes-là, on va continuer à bâtir avec ces 

personnes-là. Et ça me sert toujours bien, d’établir un contact ouvert, étroit, 

franc, honnête avec les personnes avec qui on veut faire une transaction.” / 

“What I notice every time is the importance of human touch with people we 

are dealing with. The whole financial aspect is present, and we know from the 

start that this discussion will be long, and that it will become emotional at 

some point. More toward the end than at the beginning, when we start talking 

seriously about the transaction getting finalized […] Over time, I have come 

to realize that the human factor is more important […], well at least as 

important as the financial aspect, because we will keep working with this 

people, we will keep building with these people. And it is always useful to 

establish an open, close, honest relationship with the people we want to make 

a deal with.” (Respondent 2) 

A second example of flexibility in the acquisition process is the ability for the 

organization to change the way IS/IT is evaluated. While CommOrg used to request a simple list 
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of equipment and software from the organization it planned to acquire, the organization is now 

implementing a much more detailed process that includes the evaluation of business processes 

along with IT/IS in use for these processes: 

“I would like it to be a little bit more sophisticated than just assess ‘do they 

pay for their licenses, do they have pirate version?’ That is the essence of 

what he [the CIO] did for [UKOrg]. Which is fine, but I know that we are not 

going to be exposed to that. There is another level that I would like to get. 

Okay, that is good but what about the processes internally? What happens 

when they hire an employee? How does that go? What happens when they 

service a client? How do they keep track of their time? How do they invoice? 

This is what I expect for the future.” (Respondent 4) 

The third example is related to the DigitalFirmRevamp event that was described in the the 

Strategic Improvisation section. In this event, the CEO described how CommOrg managed to 

change the focus of DigitalFirm so it better complements CommOrg’s. Originally an organization 

dedicated to the production of websites, DigitalFirm now develops digital products that are 

viewed as an integral part of a client’s strategic communications solution. As was also noted, 

changing DigitalFirm’s focus took time. In addition, the strategic complementarity between 

CommOrg and DigitalFirm was difficult to implement operationally. Tensions and a sense of 

competitiveness between the two organizations took time to address, as is explained in 

Experimental Culture section. Overall, then, it seems easily for CommOrg to implement process 

changes in terms of acquisitions, but these changes may take time to implement.  

Second, the organization has flexible processes when it comes to project management. 

For instance, CommOrg is able to quickly and easily change project team members as dictated by 

environmental changes or changes in customer requirements. This is made possible by the size of 

the organization and the depth of expertise within the organization to choose from, as the 

Managing Partner explains here: 

“I would put together the team that I think - with the knowledge that I have at 

that point in time - is the best team that we have. Recognizing that the scope 

of priorities of the client may change. As such, we are uniquely able to find 

other people that align with the client’s scope and focus. Other PR firms that 

are, say a 28 people firm, they would lack the flexibility to throw a different 

team at the client. So, if the client says ‘that is not what I want, this is what I 

want’. I will say, ‘well then that is not your team, this is your team’. Many 

firms in this sector who have 20 or 40 staff will say, ‘this is all that we have’. 

These are our guys and they handle labour crisis, drug recalls, or CEO 

terminations. They are not necessarily experts in the niche, they are experts in 

general issues management, but they don’t necessarily have labour 

communications expertise or drug recall expertise or litigation expertise.” 

(Respondent 3) 

However, the Managing Partner has also expressed frustration that this expertise cannot 

be more quickly and easily access through information systems, as was described in the 3.1. 

Organizational Memory section.  

Overall, depending on specific project requirements, processes can be easily modified, as 

the Managing Partner further explains here:  



 

463 

 

“In terms of pursuing new clients for example or when clients call, I would 

say that a high percentage of our work - let’s say 25 to 30% - will involve 

mandates where we don’t have some exact template where we can just say, 

‘oh, I know how to do that, it is a technical fix’. It requires new thinking and 

new learning and sometimes new skills.” (Respondent 3) 

In summary, CommOrg had developed medium to high levels of process flexibility. 

Process changes are easily implemented, and depending on the extent of change, processes can 

often be implemented rapidly.  However, no relationship between process flexibility and 

improvisation can be implied at CommOrg. 

6.2. Product/Service Flexibility 

CommOrg has developed high levels of product/service flexibility, both in terms of ease 

and extent of change. The organization leverages its two key strategic processes to modify its 

products and services, strategic acquisitions and the hiring of external expertise. In both cases, the 

organization has chosen not to develop new capabilities in-house but rather to ‘import’ them. 

First, CommOrg uses its acquisitions to expand the range of its offerings. It purchased 

DigitalFirm to be able to provide website production and digital communications. CommOrg is 

now in a position to provide its clients with a complete solution when it comes to 

communications, using both traditional and digital media. Similarly, CommOrg acquired UKOrg 

to expand its presence in the UK and start offering more services in corporate communications. 

The EVP&CFO explains here that the acquisition had an overall positive impact on the UK 

operations and sales:  “Tangible [benefits] are synergies in business development (we were able 

to increase top line by having a more compelling offering in the UK).” (Respondent 4).  

Second, CommOrg does not hesitate to expand its service expertise by hiring new 

employees. CommOrg had identified that its current workforce could not deal efficiently with 

client’s crises that involved First Nations and Aboriginal communities. The identification of the 

need to improve on work involving First Nations led to the hiring of external expertise. The 3.1. 

Organizational Memory section describes how the organization manages to promote this 

expertise. By hiring individuals with such expertise, the organization is now able to provide 

improved and refined services to its clients. The Managing Director explains here how the new 

expertise was leveraged with a client:  

“A client in Alberta had a major tailing spill; they were a mining company at 

the [name concealed] River. The effluent or product that was spilled from the 

mine was traveling down to First Nations, by and through First Nations 

communities. They had used this water for partial water supply, probably not 

for drinking but certainly a supply for a variety of purposes. We had to 

engage and communicate with those communities with people from Toronto 

who had that aboriginal experience.” (Respondent 3) 

In summary, CommOrg has developed high levels of product flexibility. The 

organization has mechanisms to quickly modify its offerings. Changes ranges from slight 

modifications (e.g., Aboriginal and First Nations expertise to deal with oil spills) to significant 

changes (e.g., adding digital communication to CommOrg’s offerings portfolio, through the 

acquisition of DigitalFirm). However, no relationship between product/service flexibility and 

improvisation can be implied at CommOrg. 
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6.3. Organizational Learning  

There is evidence that CommOrg has developed a few direct mechanisms to learn as a 

result of improvisation events previously described. The organization appears to apply this 

learning to shift the way it conducts business. However, the number of learning mechanisms 

remains limited. There is also a feeling within the organization that CommOrg has difficulty 

developing a learning culture, as was described in the 2.1. Experimental Culture and the 3.1. 

Organizational Memory sections.  The feedback loop between learning and information and 

knowledge capabilities is also discussed. 

 

Although learning mechanisms exist at CommOrg to facilitate direct learning, I could not 

identify specific examples of indirect learning through vicarious learning or learning from 

external advice. In terms of direct learning, several examples of improvisational learning and trial 

and error learning were identified. I did not identify any experimental learning or deviance error 

learning. See Chapter 3 for a detailed description of these direct types of learning.  

First, although no example of strategic improvisation events could be identified, there is 

evidence of other improvisation instances within CommOrg, during which an example of learning 

mechanism was noted. In the LabourVote event, the team in charge of crafting the right 

messaging to convince employees to vote against the establishment of a union first first designed 

a rational, intellectual message. The CEO delivered the message during after-hours events and 

meetings with employees. The CommOrg team monitored the employees’ reaction to the 

message, both in the meeting rooms and online, though social media monitoring. It became 

quickly clear that the rational message approach was not having the intended effect on 

employees. Within a matter of hours, the team had to completely modify its approach and 

changed the messaging to a more emotional.  The Managing Director explains here what that both 

types of messages entailed:  

“Interestingly, our messages at first were around the idea, they were of an 

intellectual nature. They were of a rational nature, and the rational nature 

was ‘You don’t need the union to negotiate on your behalf. You can come to 

use directly. You don’t need to pay the dues, you don’t need to have them 

represent you. You can do this all yourself’. So very rational messaging. The 

rational messaging fell flat on space. This is an emotional issue, people were 

very stressed, people were very worried.  There was a lot of pressure for 

change among the employees and somehow the union seemed like a savior for 

them. Making a lot of promises. […] We changed our messaging to more 

emotional messaging. Basically, the messaging from management was ‘We 

are sorry, we misunderstood the degree of dissatisfaction with compensation 

and other work-related issues. But we are like family, give us another 

chance.’” (Respondent 3)  

Eventually, when the employees voted a few days later, they voted massively against 

unionization, which shows how a rapid switch in assumptions and actions allowed CommOrg to 

deliver a successful project.  

This example of improvisational learning also triggered trial and error learning. Based on 

the experience from LabourVote, CommOrg has modified its overall messaging approach. 

Keeping in mind that individuals sometimes react emotionally to a specific event, the 

organization constantly refines its messaging content and delivery. For instance, the organization 

pays particular attention to the overall context surrounding a specific event it is working on with a 
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client. Over time, the organization has moved away from simple, rational messages to focus more 

on story telling in its messages, as the Managing Partner explains:  

Absolutely, in so much of what we do, whether it is oil spills or transactions in 

business. People put these events and transactions into some broader over-

arching narrative. […] So if you are going to lay off employees and hire 

foreign workers, it is part of the narrative of foreign workers policies that we 

have seen coming by. You know, companies like RBC or McDonald’s. […] So, 

you spend a lot of time with details, quantitative evidence, which people don’t 

spend a lot of time studying. They make gut decisions. That’s what you have 

to think about with messaging. […] I do think we consistently continually 

work on evolving on how we create messages. And moving away from pure 

fact messaging to more story telling and more narrative driven messaging.” 

(Respondent 3) 

Two other examples of learning through trial and error were identified. First, learning 

derived from past strategic acquisitions has impacted the way acquisitions are now managed by 

CommOrg. In the past, the organization has acquired companies with good financial results but 

that were generally disorganized in terms in business processes. The EVP&CFO explains below 

the acquisition of UKOrg was somewhat similar, although CommOrg paid more attention to 

UKOrg’s business processes.  

“I don’t know if it is getting older or having more experience. We are less and 

less keen on acquiring an organization that seems to have a very good 

business model with very good revenue, nice clients, and good team but that is 

disorganized internally, because it tells us something. It tells us that we don’t 

know what we are going to find under the hood when we open it. We just 

don’t know. We have been burnt before by that. We did an acquisition a few 

years ago, where there is absolutely nothing left of it today because of that. 

[…]  Even thinking back. We did try it [at UKOrg], but I think that it serves 

as another example where processes were not there. It jeopardizes the success 

of your acquisition, so we are even more conservative now about that. […] in 

any of the acquisitions that we are looking at.” (Respondent 4) 

In the future, the organization plans to pay even closer attention to this critical component 

of any potential acquisition. The additional requirement will be added to the IS/IT evaluation, as 

the EVP&CFO explains here:  

“[We will] have a list of information that we require. And send it once the 

negotiation is close to being closed and say ‘this is what we would like to 

see’. So ‘yes your list of software and your list of licenses and what you paid 

for it’. That is all great. ‘But what is your process? Describe it. Who is 

responsible for it?’ (Respondent 4) 

An additional example of learning through trial and error were triggered by the ITThreats 

improvisation example described in the Strategic Improvisation section. The series of 

emergencies that affected CommOrg’s IS/IT, namely a virus attack, an FTP server hacking and 

the failure of an Outlook Exchange server prompted the organization to completely review its IT 

infrastructure. The CIO explained in the 3.3. IT Infrastructure Flexibility section that these threats 

completely changed how the organization views its IT infrastructure.  
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Based on the examples above, there is evidence of a feedback loop between 

organizational learning and all three information and knowledge capabilities at CommOrg. The 

LabourVote improvisation and real-time change from a rational messaging from an emotional one 

led to changes in procedural memory on how communication messaging should be generally 

focusing on. Following a number of acquisitions, and especially following the UKOrg 

acquisition, CommOrg modified the way it manages the acquisition process and what type of 

information is required from organizations to be acquired. This is an example of changes in both 

types of organizational memory. Last, in the ITThreats example, following the learning derived 

from a number of attacks on the IT infrastructure, the organization decided to modify its overall 

IT infrastructure to make it more secure, and more flexible. In addition, these changes affected 

CommOrg’s IM/KM capability. With a more secure infrastructure, the quality of information 

being collected also became secure.  

In summary, CommOrg appears to have developed low to medium levels of 

organizational learning derived from improvisation. Only two direct and no indirect learning 

mechanisms could be identified. However, an effective feedback loop between organizational 

learning and information and knowledge capabilities appears to be in place.  
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Chapter 7 - Appendix B: Core IS/IT at CommOrg  

IS/IT Name and Brief 

Description 
Main Use Supporting Quotes 

Maconomy 

 

Enterprise resource planning 

solutionfor project based 

business.  The system is 

essentially used to manage 

projects and to produce 

financial and managerial 

reports.  

 

- Project management:  Time 

entry management; expenses; 

budget monitoring 

- Accounting/Financial 

reporting 

- Managerial reporting 

- Dashboard 

 

“The biggest software that we use that actually guides some of our decision is 

an ERP system, called Maconomy. This essentially manages all of our time 

entries, expenses, financial reporting, and managerial reporting. Anything that 

we report on our performance goes through that system.” (Respondent 4)  

“On a un système de gestion des données, de données financières, qui 

s’appelle Maconomy. Et c’est à partir de Maconomy qu’on gère tout ce qui se 

fait au niveau de l’entreprise. Gestion des opérations, gestion 

financière…toute l’entrée de temps se fait dans Maconomy. À partir de ça, on 

produit les états financiers. C’est notre plus gros outil.” / “We have a data 

management system that is called Maconomy. It is through Maconomy that we 

manage everything that is done at the company level. Operations management, 

financial management. So time entry is done in Maconomy. From that, we 

produce our financial statements. It is our biggest tool.”  (Respondent 2) 

“We have a program called Maconomy, which is a time input and report 

generating financial system that allows me to record my time on various client 

assignments and projects. It also generates, for project raters and others in 

finance, various reports that allow us to understand how well we are doing.” 

(Respondent 3) 

“Donc ça sert principalement à l’équipe financière. Et les utilisateurs chez 

[CommOrg] vont s’en servir pour les feuilles de temps, l’entrée de dépenses 

mais aussi pour la gestion des mandats. Donc suivre les budgets” / “It is used 

by the financial team. Users at CommOrg use it to do timesheets, enter their 

expenses but also to manage their projects. For instance monitor their 

budgets.” (Respondent 1) 

“On s’est développé un tableau de bord. Donc, tous nos KPIs se trouvent dans 

un programme qu’on a mis en place. […]  C’est un programme qui a été 
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développé pour nous.” / “We got a dashboard developed. All our KPIs are in a 

module that we implemented. It is a program that was developed for 

us.”(Respondent 2) 

“Il y a des modules de gestion de ressources humaines qui sont très peu 

utilisés. Il y a aussi un CRM qui est intégré et qui n’est pas utilisé non plus. On 

attend une prochaine version plus évoluée pour utiliser ces nouvelles 

composantes” / “there are human resources management modules that are 

barely used. There is also an integrated CRM that is not used either. We are 

waiting for a future, more advanced version before we start used these 

components.” (Respondent 1) 

Intranet 

 

The CommOrg intranet is 

indexed and includes a 

searching engine.  

- Reference material 

management 

“On a aussi un intranet. Il est bâti à la fois sur FileMaker Pro et sur IIS.  On y 

trouve un paquet d’outils pour les employés, pour permettre de gérer les 

mandats, assister les employés. On a une banque de cas qui est intéressante. 

Donc quand on a une offre de service à faire, on peut se référer à ces bases là 

et chercher des cas. Trouver des employés aussi qui ont des spécialités dans tel 

et tel secteur d’activité.” / “We also have an intranet. It is built on FileMaker 

Pro and IIS. There you can find a lot of tools for employees, that help them 

manage their mandates, help employees. We have an interesting case study 

databank. So, when we have to answer a request for proposal, we can refer to 

these databases and looks for cases. Also find some employees that are 

specialized in specific activity sectors.”  (Respondent 1) 
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Chapter 8 - Appendix A: EngagementOrg Case Results  

1. EngagementOrg Overview  

EngagementOrg is a Canadian service organization located in Western Canada. With 

annual revenues of about $5 million per year, EngagementOrg has about 130 employees, but in 

peak season, the organization can see its workforce spike to 400 employees. From its inception in 

the late 1970s to the early 1990s, EngagementOrg was essentially operating within the answering 

and paging industry.  An extreme simplification of EngagementOrg’s current main business 

activity would be to classify it as a call centre. Today, the vast majority of EngagementOrg’s 

customers are non-profit organizations, most of which are located in the United States. 

EngagementOrg entered the non-profit sector through direct response television. Because this 

sector quickly proved to be unprofitable, EngagementOrg then switched strategies and chose to 

focus on multiple channels to manage donors, still in the non-profit sector. 

1.1. The Call Centre Industry and EngagementOrg’s Offerings 

The call centre industry is an extremely competitive industry. Large American 

organizations like InfoCision
82

 or Convergys
83

 or call centres in developing countries such as 

India or the Philippines dominate the industry. Because of its niche approach with the non-profit 

organizations rather the private sector, EngagementOrg asserts to have no direct competitors with 

a similar value proposition. The non-profit industry is a very large industry and has been 

considered by some respondents as “the second biggest industry in North America” (Respondent 

2), with some major players earning annual revenues above $5 billion. The industry has gone 

through a number of changing trends over the past couple of decades, with the slow ageing of 

donors and the increasing use of information technology.  

Following a sales cycle of around two years, EngagementOrg usually enters in one to 

three year contractual service agreements with its clients. However, EngagementOrg’s strategy 

goes beyond the role of a vendor. The organization distinguishes itself from traditional call 

centres by offering a revenue-generating turnkey solution that moves the donor management 

process from the non-profit to EngagementOrg. Services are centered on donor management and 

engagement services, which means that EngagementOrg manages donor relationships by 

providing phone, mail, email, social media services. In addition, EngagementOrg offers leading-

edge information technology to manage donors’ data, consulting services to improve donor 

management in-house, and DigitalPlatform, a new online platform that links donor, non-profit 

organizations and a corporate around the same cause. Information technology and systems are 

regarded by the top management team as a critical component of EngagementOrg’s value 

proposition to its clients, because they allow for the transfer of data and information between 

clients and EngagementOrg.  

1.2. Organizational Structure and Leadership 

Two partners, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and the Vice-President (VP), Sales and 

Marketing, own equal parts of EngagementOrg. EngagementOrg’s organizational structure is 

fairly flat. The top management team comprises the CEO, the Executive VP and Chief Financial 
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Officer (EVP&CFO), the VP, Sales and Marketing and the Chief Strategy and Operations Officer 

(CSOO). The information technology (IT) Manager, the VP, Sales and Marketing, the Director of 

Operations, and the Human Resources department all report to the CSOO.  

The leadership team meets regularly and as needed. Typically, the CEO and CSOO will 

meet briefly every morning, and the complete team will meet formally on a quarterly basis. 

According to the respondents, each member of the top management team brings complementary 

skills, which they believe is partly what makes them successful. The following quote highlights 

the diversity of skills and personalities within the leadership team:  

 [The CSOO][…]is a brilliant and strategic thinker and is able to translate 

that into operations, which is a very unique skill set. I am a political animal. I 

am more interested in what people say and how they say it, which serves us 

well. and [the CEO] is very much a relationship person. She is the CEO of the 

company and the public face. […] And [the EVP&CFO] is our CFO, 

executive VP and handles all the finance. He is very good at playing defense. 

When you combine those together [...] We sit around this table and fight like 

cats and dogs but that is an entirely productive thing.” (Respondent 2) 

Overall, the leadership team works in a collaborative environment, where each member 

brings potential business opportunities to the team’s attention. These are then discussed and a 

decision is made whether or not to pursue the opportunity, as summarized by the following quote:  

“As a matter of business practice, management encourages staff to come up 

with ideas how to do things better, more efficiently and effectively.  These are 

discussed and go through a process of evaluation and if sufficient benefits can 

be reasonably expected, then the next challenge is the implementation stage.” 

(Respondent 4).  

1.3. The IT Department and the Main Information Systems and Technologies   

The IT manager heads the IT department, which holds a total of four employees. Along 

with the IT manager, a systems analyst, a network administrator and a data analyst form the IT 

group. The IT manager describes the IT workforce as very skilled. All IT employees are trained 

to perform the other employees’ job:  

“I can say that we are very diverse as far as skills are concerned. Every one 

of us have multiple skills and not just one skill. Our job requires that we 

should be able to know how to do each other’s task.  So what we do is we 

train ourselves to do each other’s tasks. On a regular basis we check each 

skill so that we know each other’s skills.” (Respondent 1) 

The IT manager does not develop the strategy for his department, but rather works with 

the CSOO on it. Once the plan is laid out, the IT department has nearly total freedom to operate. 

“The technology department knows that they can develop solutions as long as 

it is in the cloud, it is scalable, robust, and it will either bring money or 

efficiencies. […] They propose efficiencies, the team reviews and approves.  

We are risk takers and we are very empowering to our staff.  We all 

brainstorm the strategy, develop the plan, then each department has what 

their strategy is. They then execute against the strategy as if it is their own 

business, ensuring weekly reporting to the team is in place.  We have had 
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great success with that but we have had to hire entrepreneurial spirits to do 

that.” (Respondent 3) 

In terms of information systems and technology, the organization operates with Windows 

Operating Systems and Active Directory. Phone systems operate with Voice over Internet 

Protocol (VoIP). Emails are currently outsourced using Exchange servers. All computer 

equipment runs with Microsoft Office.  The overall infrastructure is protected using Cisco 

firewalls. 

There are four main information systems and technologies in use at EngagementOrg: 

LegacySystem (LS
84

), IEX, UCN and Timeforce. These four systems are core to 

EngagementOrg’s activities, as the organization needs them to conduct business with its clients, 

and to collect valuable data used for reporting and billing. LS is a data/scripting tool that all 

calling agents use to follow instructions when dealing with a donor, and to enter information 

provided to them by donors.  IT employees import data from and export data to clients data 

management systems. These data are also used to in conjunction with other systems’ retrieved 

data to produce client reports and billing. Since it is not Web-based, LS can be considered a 

legacy system that is housed at EngagementOrg. All other systems, including IEX, UCN and 

Timeforce, are cloud-based. IEX
85

 is a workforce management system. Agents provide account 

managers with their work availability, which is then entered into IEX. Based on call historical 

data collected in part from UCN, IEX develops a call forecast. Based on this forecast, a work 

schedule is automatically created for all agents. UCN is a critical system. All donor calls go 

through UCN, which is a VoIP virtual switch. Important data about each call are collected 

through UCN and used for client reporting and billing. These data are used strategy by 

EngagementOrg, as they serve as the basis for a number of key performance indicators that the 

top management team monitors daily. For example, utilization time (i.e., production time over 

availability time) and handle time (i.e., time with a donor on the phone) are two important 

indicators that are partly derived from UCN. UCN also allows callbacks and call queues. These 

are important features, especially if there is a system failure or if there is any unusual high level 

of calls. Last, Timeforce
86

 is an electronic attendance system. It is equivalent to an electronic 

punch card. Time data are collected when calling agents start and finish their work day. These 

data are then used to determine total availability time per agent, one component of utilization 

time.   These systems are further described in Chapter 8 – Appendix B.  

2. EngagementOrg’s Organizational Context  

Three components of the organizational context are analyzed below. They are 

experimental culture, business strategy flexibility and IS/IT strategy.  

2.1. Experimental Culture  

All respondents generally describe the organizational culture at EngagementOrg as 

entrepreneurial, friendly and collaborative. Employees are aware that indirectly, donors are the 

ones paying their salary, as exemplified by the following quote: 

“EngagementOrg is extremely entrepreneurial and we are fortunate enough 

that we have people who are passionate and want to make a difference.  We 
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also believe that we are stewards of donor money so we take our time 

seriously and what they bring forward.” (Respondent 3)  

Overall, front line employees (i.e., agents who answer the phone to assist donors) are 

empowered to do their jobs and make their own decisions. Indeed their official title is Customer 

Experience Owner or CEO, as described here:  

“We changed the company from top down to bottom up. Our frontlines are 

CEOs and they are empowered all the way through. If people come to me and 

want my decision, I will first find out what they want to do, and collaborate on 

the best action or decision. At the end of the day, I believe that it is their 

business and our job is to support them.” (Respondent 3)  

Empowerment comes with responsibilities as well, as the top management team 

recognizes that it is very demanding of its employees and its suppliers.  Finally, innovation and 

continuous improvement are values that are important to the organization. For instance, the 

organization has been able to successfully move from the messaging business using pagers and 

cell phones to enter the donor management market that requires mastering many web-based 

platforms, such as VoIP, mobile phones, etc. 

Overall, and based on the criteria set in Chapter 4, EngagementOrg’s organizational 

culture displays all elements of an experimental culture. In the IT department for instance, 

employees are encouraged to try new ideas, even though financial or human resources cannot 

always be provided. However, organizational support is present because the CSOO is always 

willing to implement or offer to EngagementOrg’s clients the new ideas that the IT manager may 

successfully develop. The following illustrates this point:  

 “I would say there isn’t as much experimenting in the technology world as 

there should be. We just don’t have bandwidth.  Having said that, I think that 

our technology team does some experimenting that moves our company and 

clients forward.” (Respondent 3).  

At the organizational level, EngagementOrg believes in taking risks to obtain large 

rewards. One striking example is the choice made by EngagementOrg’s executives to sell a 

portion of the business dedicated to commercial answering and paging services before having 

secured a client portfolio in the non-profit business. These two quotes explain the process that the 

organization followed to sell part of their business:  

“We started off in the answering service and paging business. It is actually a 

pretty good business but we found that, as we grew the company, in order to 

grow geographically, the technology at the time made it difficult to offer that 

service across geography. That is a function of information systems and 

telephone switching, those kinds of things. We started growing the business in 

the non-profit space and realized there was a market there. The disciplines 

are quite different so we were really running two very distinct business units 

that required different approaches to technology. And then we reached a 

critical sort of strategic juncture in 2005. And we dealt with it in 2008 by 

selling that business unit.” (Respondent 2)  

“I mean, for us to sell a big piece of our business before we had all the 

revenue up - and we have a lot of fixed overhead costs, that was a very risky 

decision.” (Respondent 5) 
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EngagementOrg employees are encouraged and expected to experiment. It is anticipated 

that some experiments will not be successful, but to EngagementOrg’s executive team, this is part 

of empowering individuals, as the following quote outlines:  

“You can’t be a risk company and entrepreneurial without taking risks. We 

are high on accountability but because of that empowerment we encourage 

people to try different things and to think outside the box” (Respondent 3).  

In summary, EngagementOrg exhibits evidence of all three criteria that characterize high 

levels of experimental culture, that is freedom to experiment, learning from failure and taking 

calculated risks.  

2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility 

Overall, EngagementOrg uses a niche strategy, where the organization differentiates itself 

through a value proposition centered on donor management for non-profit organizations. To 

remain competitive, EngagementOrg aims at becoming a strategic partner for its clients by way of 

a recently implemented four-pillar strategy, as follows
87

:  

 Donor engagement strategies across multiple channels, such as phone, mail, 

email, social media. EngagementOrg manages donor acquisition, retention and 

stewardship.  

 Experience training solutions for customer experience owners. Clients give 

EngagementOrg the mandate to train calling agents on their behalf.   

 Experience management. EngagementOrg provides consulting services to assess a 

client’s organization through a strategic donor management lens.  

 DigitalPlatform. DigitalPlatform is a social platform that features a cause (e.g., 

raise funds to build a new polar bear habitat at a zoo). The non-profit, a corporate 

sponsor and individuals meet on this platform. When individuals perform an 

action (e.g., share the link to the cause on their Twitter account), the corporate 

sponsor donates a set amount to the non-profit for the specific cause.  
The business strategy is set on a five year basis, with goals reviewed on a quarterly basis 

by the leadership team. The strategy is broken down into annual budgets, which are reevaluated 

and adjusted on a yearly basis.  

EngagementOrg appears to have developed a moderately flexible business strategy. In 

terms of strategic processes, EngagementOrg uses a limited number of key processes to reach its 

strategic goals. Because EngagementOrg is a relatively small organization that still considers 

itself as a start-up, the simple rules used to clearly delineate the three processes above are limited 

to roles and responsibilities. Key process and simple rules used at EngagementOrg are described 

in details below. 

EngagementOrg’s main strategic objective is to become a strategic partner for its clients 

by delivering the best solutions to clients and by demonstrating to clients, through key 

performance indicators, that EngagementOrg should be considered as a revenue centre, rather 

than a cost centre.  

The first key process is the delivery of leading-edge solutions to EngagementOrg’s 

clients. There are three key steps within this process. First, since other clients usually refer clients 
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to EngagementOrg, it is important to develop brand awareness within the non-profit sector to 

increase the probability that a potential client will reach out to EngagementOrg. To do so, 

EngagementOrg is involved in major non-profits’ North American conferences, and participates 

in panel sessions on technological advances or donor engagement. The organization recognizes 

this to be a critical component of the development of EngagementOrg brand awareness among 

non-profit organizations. The following quote highlights the importance of being present at such 

conferences:  

“Last week we were at this conference.  Interestingly, our sessions were 

packed because they knew that we bring innovated ideas to the table.  It is 

great news from a company perspective.” (Respondent 3) 

A second step is the delivery of IT-enabled services to current clients. EngagementOrg 

prides itself in offering innovative technological solutions to its clients, and potential clients reach 

out to EngagementOrg after hearing about their innovative approaches to donor management. For 

instance, Respondent 5 reports here about DigitalPlatform:  

“One of our clients, who is a very large national client in the US, when we 

presented our [DigitalPlatform] and contacted him about it, he just went ‘oh, 

I love that’. We have been working with them for 10 years and he said ‘You 

are always at the leading edge and bringing us the latest and greatest in 

technology’. And that is what he loves about working with us.” (Respondent 

5) 

The third step within the first key process of delivering leading-edge solutions is related 

to the continuous modification and customization of its offering to clients. EngagementOrg relies 

heavily on technology to achieve this objective. As noted above, the organization is always on the 

lookout for new ways to deliver services to its clients using technology, as the recent 

development of DigitalPlatform demonstrates. In addition, the IT employees are praised for their 

entrepreneurship and their ability to solve technical problems or to propose innovative solutions, 

depending on the clients’ level of openness to change. The following quotes summarize this 

point:  

“Clients have certain requirements where you cannot go beyond that certain 

requirement and there is a borderline. Some clients, we have that mentality 

where you cannot bypass that. But some maybe you can have liberty of 

experimenting or suggesting to them what kind of system is best and we have 

an opportunity to innovate or explore other things.” (Respondent 1) 

“We get people who call us and ask us to get involved in technology because 

people in the industry refer them to us. Our technology team knows that they 

can propose innovation that brings efficiencies or enhanced 

services.”(Respondent 3) 

In terms of simple rules for this process, roles and responsibilities are clearly assigned 

and stated. The CEO and the CSOO are responsible for the development of EngagementOrg’s 

brand at conferences. The delivery of excellent service lies with the CSOO, and Customer 

Engagement Owners, who ultimately deliver EngagementOrg’s message to the donors. Finally, 

the IT department is clearly responsible for identifying new technologies that could be then sold 

by the account managers, when they deal with prospective or current clients. However, it appears 
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that the use of other rules may be limited, for instance priority and boundary rules for assessing 

technological innovations. 

A second key strategic process used by EngagementOrg is the use of key performance 

indicators to demonstrate EngagementOrg’s revenue generation focus to its clients. This is a 

critical component of the organization’s valued partner strategy. EngagementOrg has identified 

that generally, large non-profits’ departments work in silos and tend not to share their data very 

efficiently. Through its integrated information systems and technology, EngagementOrg is able to 

provide its clients with a consolidated view of donor data. Further, EngagementOrg has made the 

strategic decision to include as much indicators as possible on its invoices, to demonstrate its 

value to the client, as explained below:    

“If you get a piece of direct mail, you might choose to pick up the phone or 

you might go to the web site and you might make a donation through there or 

you might want to chat. The messaging on all those channels for the most part 

was very different [in not-for-profits]. It was a very different message. If the 

direct mail piece said ‘We have this new program’… and they go to the web 

site and the messaging was different. They didn’t even have the program in 

there because internally, the organizations are siloed and they didn’t 

necessarily talk to each other. We saw that there was a gap in the market 

place. […] Bring the right technology and rather than tell people ‘Okay, we 

are talking to them’ and there is their data and then they had to go figure out 

how to deal with it in their own three separate data bases. We said ‘What if 

we could talk and engage to people and actually have our fingers in your data 

base and give you intelligent information so that then, when you do the 

analytics piece on it, it is more meaningful and will give you insight on 

that…Rather than spending 100 dollars on a 100 different things, why don’t 

you spend a 100 dollars on the 30 things that are going to be most impactful 

and talk to the community and engage with them?’” (Respondent 5) 

“We give our clients what we call an engagement report.  We strategically 

provide them with information that is actionable and that demonstrates the 

work that we do every day with their donors.  We operate with transparency 

and provide the right information to help them further their mission.” 

(Respondent 3) 

Modifying this process is relatively easy as it relies mostly on the collection of data, 

which can be altered as per the customer’s request. In term of responsibilities, both the 

EVP&CFO and the CSOO ensure that the KPIs provided both internally and to the clients are 

relevant, as is suggested below:  

“Knowing and clearly understanding what is expected will consequently  give 

you better chance of coming up with relevant, meaningful and measurable 

performance benchmarks/indicators.  And in the process will likely avoid the 

possibility of information overload and cost ineffectiveness.” (Respondent 4)   

This second key process is somewhat linked to the first one, in the sense that technology 

dictates how data can be shared with clients and the service excellence provided to the clients. 

In summary, EngagementOrg exhibits evidence of low to medium levels of business 

strategy flexibility by using a limited number of key strategic processes to achieve its goals, even 
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though these processes may be somewhat interdependent and additional simple rules may need to 

be formalized.  

2.3. IS/IT Strategy  

EngagementOrg’s IS/IT strategy can be characterized as innovative. Generally speaking, 

the IS/IT strategy is developed by the CSOO, in partnership with the IT manager. As noted above 

(see 2.2. Business Strategy Flexibility), information systems and technology are critical enablers 

of the organization’s business strategy and a contributor to its flexibility. This view is shared both 

by the Respondent 1 and Respondent 3, as evidenced by the following: 

“They [the business] see us as a strategic partner. Without IT, 

EngagementOrg would not run. Everything depends on IT. Our clients rely on 

us to ensure technology is optimal and operational.   EngagementOrg is a 

company whose strategies are enabled by technology.” (Respondent 1)  

“We have the four pillars and we will align everything to those four pillars. 

The information system or technology is aligned to those four pillars. The 

strategy […] we do every year is that they have to become revenue centre and 

they have to do it either through efficiencies or actually by developing  a 

solution that will enhance our services.” (Respondent 3)  

But as Respondent 3 notes below, the IS/IT strategy only serves as a frame of reference 

within which the IT department is free to operate:  

“We all brainstorm the strategy, develop the plan, then each department has 

what their strategy is. They then execute against the strategy as if it is their 

own business, ensuring weekly reporting to the team is in place.  We have had 

great success with that but we have had to hire entrepreneurial spirits to do 

that.” (Respondent 3)  

The sense of freedom is evident when discussing how technology can help 

EngagementOrg acquire new customers.  It is part of EngagementOrg’s overall strategy to use 

technology as a selling factor:  

“We have […] found the technologies that we can add to our toolbox to help 

our clients catapult forward […] We are viewed as the people who are not 

afraid to bring new ideas and because we understand what they are trying to 

achieve in their business, they have that trust with us to know that it will be in 

their best interest and not self-serving […]. Definitely technology has enabled 

us to grow and move our business forward.” (Respondent 5) 

“Every time that a client contacts us, or a potential client phones our 

references, they come back and they say what the biggest differentiator they 

found is that we are a true growth partner at the table, versus a vendor. I 

think that is very unique for us. We are also always bringing the latest and 

greatest technology to them that they have never heard of.” (Respondent 3) 

To continue being technological leaders, EngagementOrg’s IT department is constantly 

looking for new technologies that can either be implemented and tried internally or added to 

EngagementOrg’s offerings. The following quote show that EngagementOrg is comfortable with 
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trying out new technologies, even if the organization has used a different technology in previous 

years:  

“So it is important that our team has tools for business intelligence. Working 

with various tools that allows us to collate the data to present a 

comprehensive picture so our clients can take action” (Respondent 3)  “So it 

is important that our team [...] business intelligence is part of our IS strategy, 

rich business intelligence. So we just signed on with [Dashboard], which 

allows us to give that slice and dice data. And then we had a partner with 

Radian6 three years ago and when they got bought, that got killed.” 

(Respondent 3) 

In summary, EngagementOrg’s IS/IT strategy is clearly innovative. The organization 

constantly looks for technological innovations that can either be implemented internally or used 

as part of EngagementOrg’s offerings to its clients. Additionally, EngagementOrg views IS/IT as 

a critical component of its business strategy. 

3. EngagementOrg’s Information/Knowledge Factors  

The information and knowledge capabilities below follow the format proposed in Chapter 

3. Specifically, organizational memory, IM/KM capability and IT infrastructure flexibility are 

reviewed.  

3.1. Organizational Memory 

EngagementOrg values organizational memory in general, but seems to grant much more 

importance to declarative memory than to procedural memory, especially at the managerial level. 

Consequently, it is difficult to evaluate whether complementarity exists between both types of 

memory. However, it seems that EngagementOrg has at least developed some complementarity 

abilities that facilitate the use of procedural memory to access declarative memory.   

First, procedural memory is present at the operational level but not necessarily at the 

managerial level. Procedures are in place to guide Customer Engagement Owners on the best way 

to handle donors, and factual information is gathered. This is highlighted here, as Respondent 5 

answers the question whether one type of memory or both types are important for the 

organization:  

 “Both [procedures and facts], because we are so labour intensive in our 

business with the processes and the business and accountability, what you are 

measuring and how you are getting information” (Respondent 5) 

As an example, the procedures and processes within the IT department are especially 

important since the organization needs to remain compliant with the Payment Card Industry 

(PCI). PCI requires EngagementOrg to maintain procedures on how to keep data and information 

secure at all times.  

Although the CSOO indicates that there are quarterly strategic reviews with each client to 

discuss ongoing projects, there is no evidence that account managers have a systematic way of 

recording information and knowledge about their experiences with customers during or outside 

these quarterly meetings.   

At the top management level, there seems to be little standardization on how to evaluate 

the business environment and to derive business decisions from analyzes. For instance, the CEO 

uses her network to help her make strategic decisions. This was the case when the organization 
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decided to move away from the direct response television market. There is no evidence however 

that this knowledge is stored anywhere in the organization, nor that it can be easily accessed and 

reused apart from direct interactions with the CEO herself.  

To some extent, EngagementOrg seems to use past experiences to deal with current 

business and threats. For instance, the recent increase of large disasters (e.g., train accidents, 

tornadoes or hurricanes) and their impact on the non-profit industry and EngagementOrg’s 

operations has prompted the CSOO to develop new processes to better address such situations. 

Further details about disaster management are provided in the Strategic Improvisation section. It 

is worth noting here that no formal procedure seems to be in place to systematically store such 

information and knowledge.  

Conversely, EngagementOrg shows clear evidence of stored declarative information and 

knowledge. As is discussed below in the 3.2.IM/KM Capability section, the organization has 

developed efficient processes to collect and store important information and knowledge, 

especially KPIs. Examples of KPIs include time utilization, handle time, service level per client, 

error rate per client, quality score per client, and average donation. These KPIs are linked to three 

evaluation criteria, service, quality and utilization. Thanks to a new business intelligence system 

recently implemented at EngagementOrg, KPIs can be accessed at any time from anywhere.  

Based on the limited amount of procedural memory observed at EngagementOrg, it is 

difficult to evaluate whether procedural and declarative types of memory are used in 

complementarity. It seems clear that EngagementOrg makes effective use of information systems 

such as the dashboard system to access in the form of KPIs, which is an example of using 

procedural memory to quickly access declarative memory. Informally, the CEO uses her network 

to effectively obtain information about the business environment and assess key performance 

indicators. This use of procedural memory to assess declarative may have consequences on future 

business decisions, as the following quote illustrates:    

“Our key performance indicators really are the things that you know where 

we are going to be at […]. We have to look at our pricing down the line and 

being aware of what others in the marketplace are doing. A lot of that is 

staying in touch and gathering intelligence.” (Respondent 5) 

Disaster processes are also redesigned based on information gathered during past 

disasters, which is an example of a use of declarative memory to modify procedural memory.  

While these examples seem to show that there may be some level of complementarity 

between the two types of memory, this conclusion is only weakly supported.  

In summary, the complementarity between procedural memory and declarative memory 

is hard to assess, due to the overreliance of EngagementOrg on declarative memory over 

procedural memory. Overall complementarity seems limited.  

3.2.IM/KM Capability 

EngagementOrg has developed medium to high levels of IM/KM capability. In all 

aspects of information and knowledge management, the organization performs well. When gaps 

exist, these have been identified and are being addressed. Overall, the organization does better at 

managing its information and knowledge for operational purposes than for more strategic 

purposes. Most importantly, the organization acknowledges that efficient information and 

knowledge management is important internally, but also and mostly, externally. An IM/KM 

capability is critical to EngagementOrg’s business strategy to provide value to its clients, as 

described here:   
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“We have been in this business for a long time and we know our customers 

pretty well. We have sufficient information on the donors and […] one of our 

main advantages is through our dealings with donors we have/are able to 

build extensive database about them.  Information is power.  Providing our 

clients sufficient, relevant and meaningful information will help them come up 

with the right and more effective strategies in their fundraising and 

membership campaign.” (Respondent 4)   

Internally, an IM/KM capability increases overall process flexibility, and allows 

EngagementOrg to quickly address customers’ requests, as suggested here:  

“It also helps us to adjust quicker if we need to. If we have to go in and say, 

‘Look, something happened, that was out of our control’. If they had some 

sort of media spike or something or it might be a system on their end that is 

impacting what we are doing. We have to be very aware and, if it is going to 

affect we want, to be proactive and say ‘This situation happened’. We don’t 

want them coming back to us and say ‘That was not our fault, so we won’t pay 

for that’. ‘No, actually you are, because we had to pay the people and we 

didn’t control’. You have to be on things all of the time.” (Respondent 5) 

To capitalize on efficient and effective IM/KM, the organization has developed 

procedures to provide good information and knowledge. As noted before, the organization has 

implemented a process to ensure that only relevant key performance indicators are used within 

the organization. In terms of security, the organization is PCI compliant, which guarantees that 

procedures are in place to securely manage data, information and knowledge throughout the 

organization: 

“We are PCI compliant and is a requirement in the industry. Some of our 

competitors are not compliant with PCI. You need to comply with networking 

standards and security standards, in order to have a robust and scalable 

technology based organization.” (Respondent 1)  

Another component of good information and knowledge is timeliness, and more 

specifically real-time information and knowledge availability, which is central to improvisation.  

EngagementOrg recognizes the importance of getting critical information in real-time to facilitate 

business decisions. In the following quote, Respondent 5 explains how the instant availability of 

most of EngagementOrg’s KPIs provide top managers with information and knowledge needed 

on a daily basis:  

"From a strategic level, [...] our key performance indicators really are the 

things that you know where we are going to be at. Our fixed costs are pretty 

standard. It is watching our labour, our utilization. […]. You can’t get 

yesterday back so the now is what we need to focus on." (Respondent 5) 

Similarly, there are times during the year when quick access to well-organized 

information and knowledge makes the differences when it comes the organization’s ability to 

secure a contract with a non-profit organization.  

“If we can demonstrate something quicker for a client or another new 

opportunity… If I can get a customer in here a month sooner [...] Right now 

[February/March] is when people are making decisions because for most 
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non-profits, their yearend is in June. So they are in budgets and so we need to 

be [there].” (Respondent 5) 

In general, KPIs used at EngagementOrg provide real-time information. However, the 

organization has identified that the billing system is an important area where improvement is 

needed.  Despite being a key strategic tool for the organization, billing is still partly done 

manually, using information retrieved automatically from various systems in the organization, 

including the LegacySystem, as is explained here:  

“We can’t push a button and an invoice comes out. We need to review systems 

in order to gain that efficiency.  It is very manual and time consuming.” 

(Respondent 3)  

 In the past, when EngagementOrg was charging its large customer base on a per minute 

rate, invoices used to be very simple. When EngagementOrg changed its strategy to develop 

strategic partnerships with a smaller number of clients, the information and data provided on the 

invoices increased dramatically. But the process itself did not change.  

 

Today, while top managers are able to receive instant reports on some KPIs, the revenue 

component linked to billing remains a serious issue, as Respondent 5 and Respondent 4 explain 

below:  

 “There are some gaps on the billing side. I like to know what our revenue is 

every moment of the day and that is the component that we can’t get […] 

quite fast enough. On the cost side, yes we can get our utilization. We know 

what our pricing is and we can what our volumes are and we can see what 

our labour component is. But we need to get on the revenue side and get more 

real time. […] That is where my frustration is…When it is taking too long to 

get our invoices in the mail because we don’t have the right technology [...] 

and we have to make sure that it is accurate so we take our time and do our 

due diligence and make sure that we have all the right information but it 

should not take that long” (Respondent 5) 

“There are certain information, especially the ones related to revenue 

streams, that I would want to know more frequently.  Sometimes, when you 

don’t get it at the frequency level that would like to have, your ability to make 

timely adjustments to your plan is affected.” (Respondent 4)  

For EngagementOrg, the solution to this gap in IM/KM is clearly IT-based. Potential 

replacement systems for LS are being sourced. In addition, the IT team, along with the 

EVP&CFO, is working on a solution to address the billing issue, as explained below:  

“This year, we are going to create an entire billing system. Right now, our 

billing is totally manual, which is a difficult and time consuming. We are 

going to achieve an automated system that reduces the effort involved to 

complete” (Respondent 3) 

 “So now our IT team can get involved in how can we now pull that 

information [...] and they have already made strides, so that is where [the 

CSOO] and [the EVP&CFO] need to work together. [The EVP&CFO] knows 

what he needs in order to report on it but he is not an IT person. [The CSOO]  
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can work with the IT team to make sure that we are pulling the right 

information and that it is relevant.” (Respondent 5) 

Processes are in place to efficiently manage and share data, information and knowledge. 

That responsibility lies with the IT department, the following quote shows: 

“As far as data is concerned, we do data warehousing where we collect the 

data and we collect it in such a way that we group them according to what the 

client needs. That is what our data analyst has been doing.  Previously we just 

collect the data as is. But now we collect the data and group them it 

accordingly so that we can access it in a way that it will be informative to the 

decision makers.” (Respondent 1)  

Processes are also in place to efficiently share information and knowledge within the 

organization. Information and knowledge are shared at a top management level through the KPIs, 

but also at the operational level, as explained here:  

“For a company our size, we have very good financial reporting and very 

structured financial reporting and sophisticated reporting. […] We have a 

very good budgeting process, which then drives strategy and tactics.[…] We 

have executive committee meetings, [in] which all of those policies are driven 

down into the line operations. Everyone understands why we are here and 

what we are trying to achieve. They understand the ramifications of not doing 

it properly. That can simply be ‘lose a client, lose your job’. […] It would be 

unfair to say that we share all of our financials with our employees. We don’t. 

We tend to share the ones that are relevant to them. And if they don’t have 

any control over something, then what is the point? They understand and our 

account managers understand. The P&L of their business units, they 

understand that they are expected to look for opportunities and enhance 

revenue and value. They understand the price/value relationship. Increasing 

price without increasing value does not last very long.” (Respondent 2) 

EngagementOrg’s top managers recognize that improvement may be needed when it 

comes to IM/KM, and more specifically the use of information and knowledge at the top 

management level. The organization recently purchased a new business analytics system, or 

dashboard, to assist them in making better use of their KPIs, as the following quote illustrates:  

“We are probably at 70% of where we need to be. I think that now that we 

have a robust BI Tool, we need to focus more on drawing conclusions from 

data. We do it with our clients and we do a great job. But we could get better 

reviewing data on an aggregate level.” (Respondent 3) 

There is also hope that the new dashboard system will help top managers better navigate 

through relevant information to make better and faster decisions.   

“We have so much data, the question becomes what data?  The right data will 

enable our senior team to drive informed strategies and decisions.” 

(Respondent 3) “We have so much data, the question becomes what data? 

And I think that we take on more than we can handle 99.9% of the time. 

Everybody always rises to the occasion so we have always been successful, I 

will say that. But we don’t have a lot of think time. And it is that think time 
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that helps you with the business intelligence. In 2014, we have ramped up 

staffing and key things to be able to do a lot more and that is the 30% that I 

want to get to.” (Respondent 3) 

In summary, EngagementOrg considers IT-enabled IM/KM capability as a critical 

contributor to the organization’s success. Overall, EngagementOrg has developed medium to high 

levels of IM/KM capability and has identified two main areas where additional work is needed. In 

both instances (real time access to revenue information and better strategic use of information and 

knowledge), the solution identified is IT-enabled.  

3.3.IT Infrastructure Flexibility  

EngagementOrg has developed a highly flexible IT infrastructure. When gaps exist, these 

have been identified and are being addressed. Overall, the organization recognizes the importance 

of a flexible infrastructure and performs well in all aspects of it. The following quote from the 

EVS&CFO summarizes how a flexible and integrated IT infrastructure benefits the organization 

when account managers negotiate with potential clients:  

“When our sales groups go out, most of the time our prospective client has 

their contact centres outsourced already.  So for us to get [the business], we 

have to convince them that we can give them more value as we have a highly 

flexible IT infrastructure that can adequately support their present and future 

requirements.” (Respondent 4) 

From a strategic perspective, infrastructure integration is critical as well. The ability to 

integrate clients’ data seamlessly is a direct consequence of a flexible and integrated IT 

infrastructure, both with internal and external data and information, as is outlined here:  

“At the end of the day, integration is all about the data. We have become 

integration experts because we integrate with third party vendor.  We also use 

some APIs [application program interfaces] and web services, so we 

integrate to those in real time. We integrate into all the credit card companies 

for payment processing. All of those have enabled us to maintain and grow 

our client base by giving us the right information to help them make 

decisions. There was a point when clients only wanted results from us. Now, 

our clients come to us and say ‘Okay, what can you do the next quarter and 

what can we do the next year to get ahead of the curve’. We have become a 

strategic partner for our clients.” (Respondent 3)  

EngagementOrg’s overall IT infrastructure is clearly scalable, adaptable and modular. 

The organization’s early switch to cloud-based systems and technology allows EngagementOrg to 

easily scale its IT needs depending on business requirements. In addition, access to the 

organization’s main systems, such as the virtual phone switch UCN, is possible from any 

location:  

“Since our switch is cloud-based then the selling point is that you can access 

it anywhere anytime.” (Respondent 1) 

In terms of modularity, the use of standardized SQL databases and procedures allows the 

IT department to easily move systems components or to link different systems:  “We are using 

SQL server, we can develop stored procedures that can be integrated to other systems”  
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(Respondent 1). Finally, the implementation of Windows environment and Active Directory 

throughout the whole organizations facilitates adaptability: “We are using Windows and we can 

adapt to any application because most applications are based on Microsoft.” (Respondent 1). 

Most systems are cloud-based, which greatly facilitates IT infrastructure flexibility. However, LS 

is the only critical system that remains in-house.  It is not directly linked to other core systems. 

Since LS is a key provider of data for the KPIs and especially for billing, its inflexibility has been 

identified as an issue that needs addressing. The following quote explains below what the IT 

department is working on to address LS’s flexibility gaps:  

“We are currently looking at an alternative software that is cloud based, web 

enabled and can be accessed outside of EngagementOrg.  This will give us 

added flexibility including the ability to hire at home agents.” (Respondent 4)  

“We extract [data] from UCN and then we do the billing manually. There is 

no connection with the accounting. If the software can import it or export it or 

however you do it, that is what they are trying to find out now.” (Respondent 

4) 

In terms of hardware compatibility, except for LS, employees can easily access platforms 

and applications. Once the LS issue has been addressed, Customer Engagement Owners will be 

able to work remotely, without having to be physically present in EngagementOrg’s offices. This 

is especially important from a business perspective, because it means that EngagementOrg will be 

able to counter some environmental constraints, like the “Buy America” Act by hiring local US-

based CEOs. Middleware is widely used at EngagementOrg to link applications. Respondent 3 

and Respondent 1 describe some example of middleware developed and used at EngagementOrg:  

“The technology team wrote a portal. We call it an employee portal system 

and it has everything in there - scheduling , performance, and our databases 

integrates to it. The team has managed this integration that gives our 

operations the right reporting.” (Respondent 3) 

  “So we have clients who use DOS based systems and UNIX environment, 

and some of them use Microsoft. We plan based on different clients. Based on 

their specifications, they can specify and send us a TXT file or a CSV file or 

an Excel file. Some of clients we connect through API, we send it real time 

through their APIs. We have integrated some of our programs that we 

developed in house to be able to capture the data and send the data using API 

or some other systems.” (Respondent 1)  

From a software flexibility perspective, while LS causes unnecessary extra work for the 

IT department, it does not seem to hinder the development of other applications. In fact, IT 

employees develop temporary solutions to work around LS’s limitations.  

Systems inter-connectivity is straightforward. As noted above, the infrastructure is 

Microsoft based and systems are cloud-based. However, Internet access has proven unreliable on 

a couple of occasions, with network failures lasting between a couple of minutes to four hours. 

While it is possible through UCN to retrieve calls after a two-minute down time and to work 

through the queue line, a four-hour down time constitutes a major issue. The IT department has 

identified this issue as a potential weakness of the IT infrastructure flexibility, which has 

prompted to IT team to review EngagementOrg’s relationship with its Internet Service Providers 

(ISP). Specifically, it has become necessary for the ISP to provide multiple paths in the US, as 
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opposed to one currently, to ensure that down time can be kept to a minimum, as the IT manager 

explains below:  

“Any downtime is unacceptable to us and our clients. When it happens we find 

that our previous internet provider only had one path to connect to our main 

partners. Having one path be our point of failure with no other options is not 

acceptable.  Our new partner has many paths available, should one not be 

available, so we are realizing very little downtime since we switched.” 

(Respondent 1)  

In summary, EngagementOrg views IT infrastructure flexibility as a necessity to enable 

IM/KM capability and to deliver quality service to its clients. Overall, EngagementOrg has 

developed high levels of IT infrastructure flexibility and has identified the main areas (LS and 

internet access) where additional work is needed.  

4. Strategic Improvisation at EngagementOrg 

Following criteria set in Chapter 4, the evaluation of strategic improvisation within 

EngagementOrg was conducted in two steps: The identification of potential strategic 

improvisation events, and determining whether EngagementOrg has developed a strategic 

improvisation dynamic capability. Overall, five events were recounted by respondents at 

EngagementOrg. Using criteria set in Chapter 4, three out of these five events were identified as 

strategic improvisation events. Based on these events, it seems that the organization has 

developed a strategic improvisation dynamic capability. The three clear strategic improvisation 

events are described below.  

The first strategic improvisation event was recounted by Respondent 3. As a partner to 

non-profits, EngagementOrg provides them with donor management services in normal times, as 

well as in times of crisis. One type of crisis for non-profits involved in humanitarian work is a 

disaster. Examples of disasters are natural ones (e.g., tornado or a hurricane) or man-made ones 

(e.g., a train accident). Non-profits have been involved in disaster relief and EngagementOrg has 

been their partner, collecting donations to help disaster victims. With the development of web-

based technologies, individuals and organizations have increasingly expected to be able to make 

donations within minutes following the disaster.  Unfortunately, neither the non-profits nor 

EngagementOrg’s technologies and processes can handle the exponential increase in donor calls 

and requests over such a short period of time, as the following quote explains:  

“The one that hits us on a regular basis is disasters. Disasters used to hit us 

three days after a disaster actually happened in the world. Now it happens 

within minutes, because of media. That is the good side of it. The bad side of it 

is the expectation at that time of the disaster, is to instantaneously go from 10 

to 1000 [calls].  Our switching technology can handle the increase, but it is 

the human resources aspect that is difficult to scale within minutes.” 

(Respondent 3)  

In one specific example of a disaster, a train carrying crude oil derailed in a small 

Canadian town in the summer of 2013. The derailment led to fire and explosions and the death of 

42 people. Respondent 3 recalls how one of EngagementOrg’s clients was involved in the 

tragedy, and how this specific disaster was different:  

“This client usually does not have large disaster involvement.  There was a lot 

of work to integrate communications and updates between teams.  A 
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technology solution is needed to ensure up to date information is available.  ” 

(Respondent 3) We just had a Canadian [not-for-profit organization]…they 

usually don’t get disasters. The American ones always do and so they have a 

lot more acceptance of the time it takes to ramp to do things. Their technology 

has already taken some of that into consideration. The Canadian one, not so 

much. Their infrastructure […] is not set up for that on a number of fronts. 

The allocation of ports, so the switch, was not set up for that. [LS] was not set 

up for that. They [not-for-profit organization] had never had a disaster at this 

level. It was a bit messy, without a doubt. We had them trying to test-call us 

and complaining of wait times and technology and all this stuff.” (Respondent 

3) 

The disaster in this town can be considered a trigger to improvisation, as the event was 

completely unexpected and required fast action. While EngagementOrg has handled disasters in 

the past, this specific example was different in its magnitude and duration, as the following quote 

highlights:   

“They not only went from maybe 100 calls a day to 5,000 calls a day, it lasted 

for almost six weeks, which is unheard of with the way media changes 

coverage.  We still don’t understand what was really driving the volume.” 

(Respondent 3)  

While this disaster was different from others, EngagementOrg could still rely on some of 

the processes that were usually implemented. These include setting up partnerships with other call 

centres and recruiting agents. Respondent 3 describes these steps briefly below:  

“We will bring HR and everybody in and say ‘ Here is the situation and Here 

is what we need to do’. In a time of disaster, if we are bringing people in, we 

will have someone  go on to TV and radio stations instantly and HR will 

slightly adjust the hiring process. Usually we have about 10 tests, and so we 

will slightly adjust to match whatever application we have to do so that we 

can have throughput and training as well.” (Respondent 3) 

However, in the absence of Respondent 3, one of the account managers decided to share 

data through the LegacySystem with EngagementOrg’s partners. However, it is essential for 

individuals to be training on how to handle LS data, because of the system’s specificities. 

Respondent 3 explains below the consequences of this ill-chosen improvisational action:  

 “I was somewhere in some state and when I came back I had found out that 

my account management had done partnerships. So they had used our PI 

system and they sent this PI system to these people and asked them to use it. 

The problem with that model is that they have not been trained properly. The 

PI is not designed to lock data fields, so there are all these fields that you 

could basically put damage in…and that is what happened. The data was a 

mess.” (Respondent 3) 

Upon her return, Respondent 3 immediately addressed the data issue with the clients, but 

the internal data cleaning took another month. Respondent 3 explains what her role is during 

disaster, and how she thinks the account manager’s decision to act “creatively” was the result of 

the urgent nature of the situation:  
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“At the end of the day we need to bring partners together. Because sometimes 

what happens in a time of disaster is people make decisions based on the 

immediate need.  Like the data problem. And while best intentions are there, 

they did not think it right through. Usually, we discuss as a team to ensure we 

are making the right decision for both short and long term execution.” 

(Respondent 3) 

A second strategic improvisation event is another example of a disaster. Hurricane Sandy 

recently occurred in the United States. In this case, the trigger to improvisational actions was the 

magnitude of the disaster hitting a city as big as New York. Respondent 3 recalls how 

EngagementOrg got involved in helping a non-profit organization deal with calls from people 

trying to locate pets that had been lost during the disaster: 

 “Sandy happened in New York City. The major nonprofits went there 

immediately. People’s houses were crumbling but they would not leave 

without their dogs or cats. Together with an animal nonprofit we 

brainstormed what could be done to assist in this disaster and ensure animals 

were taken care of.  We decided to put an 1-866 number that people could 

phone and provide us information about their pet.  We then would dispatch 

that to people who would rescue the animals. Our technology team had  to 

create a system to gather this information within four hours. And then it had 

to dispatch back to the rescue people so they had all the information to 

complete the rescue. They dispatched, rescued them and then sent information 

back so we could call that donor back and say ‘We have your dog’. That was 

an amazing thing that we all did…that is the value of a passionate team and 

great technology.” (Respondent 3) 

This quote also clearly explains how the whole organization improvised to provide 

assistance to its client. Several actions can be noted. First, Respondent 3 made the decision to 

provide assistance and to create a dedicated phone line to receive calls from pet owners. Second, 

the IT department had to develop a system that would be able to gather data, export data back to 

the client and import data back from the client. Third, the phone number had to be posted online 

and on other media (TV, radio) to allow a maximum number of individuals to see or hear it.  

In these first two strategic improvisation events, the direct outcomes were the ability to 

rapidly react and design a solution that addressed the client’s needs. In both cases, 

EngagementOrg creatively used its existing resources and capabilities to quickly set up a solution 

to either receive donors’ calls or pet owners’ calls. In the case of the train derailment disaster, 

EngagementOrg’s use of resources (LS system) was not effective at first but was quickly fixed.  

In the case of Hurricane Sandy, the organization used its resources (IT employees, LS system) 

and its capabilities (systems development capabilities, data management) to create a solution 

rapidly and successfully. 

The third strategic improvisation event is recounted by Respondent 2. All other senior 

executives also discussed it more generally. This example of a strategic improvisation eventually 

led to the development of DigitalPlatform, EngagementOrg’s online platform. The trigger for this 

improvisation was a meeting attended by the CEO at the end of 2012. The CEO is a member of 

the Entrepreneurship Organization (EO), a worldwide organization that brings together 
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entrepreneurs and business owners in more than 40 countries
88

. During meetings and through 

online forums, entrepreneurs are encouraged to share ideas, and to mentor each other. One EO 

lunch session attended by the CEO was similar to “speed dating”, where participants were asked 

to move from one table to another and provide a very short overview of their business to each 

participant. There, the CEO met an entrepreneur whose business struck a chord with her, as is 

explained here:  

"So what happened, about a year ago, is that my partner and [the CEO] was 

at a business meeting at the Entrepreneurs Association, which is all over the 

world. They have these programs where it is kind of like speed dating. You sit 

down beside somebody and you tell them what your business does. So it forces 

you to be concise. You have to convey a clear understanding to someone in 

two minutes.  She met someone who had developed a notification engine built 

for the financial services industry. The engine was designed to take publicly 

available information from the web and model you as the client of a financial 

services organization, and model your behavior as a way to notify them that a 

change in behavior was indicative that you might be more likely to default.” 

(Respondent 2)  

The top management team had previously identified the need to develop a system that 

would somehow bring together individual donors and non-profit organizations online. They 

believed that non-profit organizations should leverage social media to develop one-on-one 

relationships with each donor, something that most non-profit organizations were still struggling 

with. Respondent 2 recalls how EngagementOrg had been trying to get into social media space 

before:  

 “We know the social media space is going to be very important […] As a 

business owner in the space that we service, the last thing that we want is to 

be saying to a customer ‘We don’t do that’. […] We have been in and around 

that space. We had implemented a technology called Radian6. […] We got 

Radian6 a couple of years ago. We played around with it and really could not 

get any traction with our clients. Our concept was Social media command 

centre. We know that all of our clients have devoted internal resources to 

Facebook and Twitter. We know that there is a mismatch between the 

executive suite and the operational deployment of those technologies. […] 

What Radian6 facilitates is an ability to listen, which is as important if not 

more important than talking at somebody. […] Radian6 has the ability to 

listen to social media networks, Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and a number of 

other ones…Instagram. It trolls them basically. And it looks for anything that 

is said about whatever you train it on. And it presents a cloud map of the most 

common words. […] And so the ability to look at that cloud map is pretty 

important in terms of controlling. Non-profits, like any business, they control 

and spend money to control their image in what they perceive to be mainline 

media. They do press releases and they may take out ads. People write 

articles about them and they get pretty good at controlling that. They 

understand that but they are completely deaf to the social media space. 

Radian6 facilitates that.” (Respondent 2) 

                                                      

88
 http://www.eonetwork.org/abouteo/Pages/AboutEO.aspx 
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Additionally, EngagementOrg saw the potential opportunity to bring together, not only 

the individual donor and the non-profit around a cause, but also a corporate sponsor. This 

strategic move is linked to the core principle of EngagementOrg’s strategy, which is to bring 

value and serve as a revenue centre, rather than a cost centre to its clients.  

Through DigitalPlatform, EngagementOrg plans to address a gap in the way non-profit 

organizations deal with corporations, as the following quote illustrates:  

“Non-profits are terrible at speaking with corporations, they speak a different 

language. […] So it [DigitalPlatform] is a natural go between. We are the 

fulcrum, the centre of the teeter-totter. It is important strategically for us. It 

takes us up the food chain to a much more strategic position, and that is 

thematic with our core business. We used to be a call centre and we used to 

be judged on ‘How much per minute’. We had some very simple metrics, 

almost hard to believe. We view that kind of stuff as table stakes now. We talk 

very strategically. It allows us to deal with more educated customers and to 

create more value."  (Respondent 2) 

Both the EO event and the belief that social media constitutes an important component of 

EngagementOrg’s future strategy led the CEO to identify the potential opportunity to develop 

what would become DigitalPlatform. There is a sense of urgency in bringing DigitalPlatform to 

market, as EngagementOrg is convinced that the temporary competitive advantage provided by 

the platform will quickly erode.  

“A disruptive technology is what it is, it is disruptive. We are much more 

entrepreneurial, much more able to service our customers quickly. But you 

don’t dare tread on that. A disruptive technology is only disruptive for a 

period of time. So we need to develop those services and get them into the 

marketplace […] We realized that this [DigitalPlatform] was something that 

had legs and it was something that was strategic to the future of our business. 

We were already moving up the business chain and this allowed us to move 

way up the value chain. It is a classic entrepreneurial story, you buckle down 

and you get it done. " (Respondent 2) 

In terms of improvisational actions, the top management team members rapidly decided 

to invite the entrepreneur to EngagementOrg to present his technology. Respondent 2 recalls how 

the meeting occurred:  

“And in a very entrepreneurial process, that became the [DigitalPlatform]. 

We asked some questions about how this engine could be used to allow people 

to engage in the cause marketing space. And to take action and to lever 

corporate money to a cause.” (Respondent 2) 

Following initial meetings, the decision was made to proceed with the development of 

DigitalPlatform. In a small organization like EngagementOrg, that means that the CEO and the 

CSOO had to dedicate an important amount of time to the project:   

“[The CSOO] and [the CEO] kind of diverted last summer and into the fall up 

until [...] they were doing a number of things and doing the build out and 

moving that process. They were testing it against client requirements and 

their reaction, which was overwhelmingly positive. It involved a 1.5 X 

increase in workload. Tactically, I have been very involved with it but my goal 
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was to drive momentum in the core business. That left [the CEO] and [the 

CSOO] to devote a disproportionate amount of time in the tactical mapping 

or design phase. We had the kernel of the technology but we had to build 

everything out around it. They had to do that, which was meeting and design 

and iterations of it and then beginning to test that against the market.” 

(Respondent 2) 

The decision was also made early in the development process that, while the entrepreneur 

would develop the system with them, EngagementOrg would purchase the technology back:  

“We as a company need to get the skill in house, so that we can scale and be 

first line of support. Further phased development we will work closely with 

our partner to complete.” (Respondent 3)  

The direct outcome of this strategic improvisation event is the development of 

DigitalPlatform, an online platform that brings together an individual, a non-profit and the 

corporate sponsor. DigitalPlatform consists of an application interface, a software algorithm that 

tracks data, a campaign database and a data warehouse, along with a number of plugins (e.g., for 

Facebook and Twitter). When an individual lands on the DigitalPlatform webpage, he or she is 

invited to take an action (e.g., post the cause’s link on Twitter or copy a specific message on 

Facebook). The corporate sponsor donates a set amount to the cause in return for each individual 

action. The platform can track actions of individuals and their followers, and capture relevant 

data. These are then provided to the non-profit and the corporate sponsor for further analysis. In 

sum, DigitalPlatform allows corporate sponsors to engage more closely with individuals. For non-

profits, it becomes easier to demonstrate value to corporate partners. 

In this third example of strategic improvisation, the organization leveraged its base 

knowledge on non-profits and the technology environment. EngagementOrg used its top 

managers’ expertise to develop a solution with a partner. It also creatively reconfigured an 

external capability (the entrepreneur and his technology) to develop a brand new system.  

To determine whether EngagementOrg has developed a strategic improvisation dynamic 

capability, two criteria were examined, repetitiveness and impact, as described in Chapter 4. 

Overall, EngagementOrg seems to have developed a strategic improvisation capability.  

First, improvisational actions undertaken by EngagementOrg repeatedly led to creative 

and effective reconfiguration of resources and capabilities on the spot, as discussed above. Both 

during the disasters and the DigitalPlatform improvisation events, EngagementOrg’s top 

managers were able to react quickly and make creative use of the organization’s expertise, 

processes and capabilities. Additionally, in the case of DigitalPlatform, EngagementOrg 

creatively modified and integrated external resources and capabilities.  

Second, EngagementOrg’s improvisational actions had impacts on the whole 

organization, through the modification of internal processes and capabilities over time.  This is 

especially clear in the disaster example. Following the train derailment experience, and the 

difficulty faced by EngagementOrg to be as responsive to donors as the non-profit expected, 

EngagementOrg completely re-designed its processes to better manager crises. During the train 

derailment improvisation event, the CSOO had identified weak points in EngagementOrg’s 

infrastructure and processes. Learning from the data incident, process changes were identified to 

facilitate data management, communication, reporting, credit card processing and overall call 

management.  

 

Respondent 3 details this process and technology changes below:   
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“What we need long-term is a centralized cloud based system that is 

completely locked’. Locked to the point that you can’t put an A where you 

need to put a B. We also need to have a communication portal or a knowledge 

base. Every province or state may have different things to communicate.  This 

will allow all of us to be proactive.  We need to set up a knowledge base so 

that everybody can feed their communication into this knowledge base and 

everyone sees the same thing.  And then we will have web based reporting 

that everybody has access to, so that everyone can be on the same page for 

status updates. Another key element that we implemented is skill based 

routing through our switch, to ensure that the right person is receiving the 

right information.”(Respondent 3)  

Not only do these process changes affect the organization internally, they also have 

consequences on how relationships with partners (e.g., other call centres/answering services) are 

handled, as is explained here:  

“We manage partners who have their own process. In order to have 

integrated reporting, we will have to have them on our technology. When we 

send a call to that phone and that phone is on a different platform than ours, 

then integrated reporting becomes very difficult.” (Respondent 3)  

Although these changes originally aimed at addressing a specific client’s concerns, these 

new processes will also be applied to all future disaster clients. To reach this objective, 

EngagementOrg needs to hire calling agents who will be working from home, as needed. This 

will speed up recruiting process during disasters.  

“At the end of the day, technology is the only way we are going to scale fast.  

It is something that we all need to have sitting and waiting. Having partners 

fully trained and available is also needed. You may not have a disaster for six 

months but the expectation is that people are still trained and available.” 

(Respondent 3)  

This also means that EngagementOrg’s IT infrastructure needs to be completely cloud-

based, and that LS, which is in-house only, needs to be phased out, as is summarized here:  

“Once we do this, we will need to transition from our [legacy system] to the 

new cloud based systems.  Once completed, we will be able to centrally 

provide integrated reporting and knowledge bases.” (Respondent 3)  

Overall, EngagementOrg’s IT infrastructure is critical for these process changes. 

Specifically, the UCN virtual phone switch used by EngagementOrg was originally designed to 

handle a large number of calls: 

“Our technology, our switch, is set up for disasters. They have a feature that - 

which I worked on with them six years ago - says ‘Your call is important to 

us, enter you 10 digit number, and hold your place in line and the next 

available agent will ring you back’. People love that. So, at a time of disaster, 

all you see is everybody is in call back. They can choose this number to call 

them back or any number. They can go about their business and do what they 

have to do. People love that.  
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In one disaster, I think it was a Moore disaster because we had four of our 

clients light up at once and the switch went down. It just went down [...] Now, 

we have east to west fail over, which is great news. So the whole place did not 

go down. Just certain areas and it was temporary, so it was like two minutes. 

Because our staff is in the cloud, these guys can pull all the numbers that just 

tried to call and we can call them back immediately, instead of making them 

go back in queue. We have already designed that whole process in place.” 

(Respondent 3)  

In summary, the process re-design in the event of a disaster will allow the organization to 

be more flexible and to react faster in all operational aspects.  Clearly, the organization has made 

progress in the development of these new processes, even though the client these processes were 

originally designed for may not be ready to implement them yet. To illustrate this point, 

Respondent 3 recalls a similar disaster that occurred shortly after the train derailment tragedy, 

where the same non-profit organization was involved: 

“A Canadian disaster occurred, so we utilized our clients web based system.  

This enabled the team to scale and data errors to be minimal.  The learning’s 

from the last disaster were brought forward and everyone had success.” 

(Respondent 3) “This was in Quebec again, I don’t know. Something 

happened, I can’t remember now. So they phone me and I said ‘Slow down 

people, we have the same scenario going on. Duplicate your website…let’s do 

it right now’. But they had problems with approval. I said ‘We are going to hit 

that same scenario’. It is interesting how we all did lessons learned and we 

were crystal clear on what we had to do but they had a change of staff, and 

that did not get transferred.” (Respondent 3) 

Even in the absence of a clear client commitment, EngagementOrg has developed a new 

product that will be offered to all prospective clients.   

Long-term impacts of improvisational actions in the DigitalPlatform event are less 

numerous but still present in at least two specific areas. First, by working with private 

corporations to secure sponsorships, EngagementOrg’s top managers have had to alter the way 

they prepare for sales presentations and other meetings with private and non-profits prospective 

clients. The private sector operates much faster than the non-profit sector, where a two to three 

year sales cycle is typical. Not only does EngagementOrg have to adjust quickly to these different 

expectations for the private sector, but the organization also plans to apply these changes to the 

rest of the organization:  

 “The biggest thing that we have had to deal with is the speed at which the 

corporate move. In our world, when someone wants to have a meeting in the 

non-profit space, they mean next week or next month. Corporate is [...] do 

you have time at three? You have to [...] we have had situations where they 

want to have a meeting, and we don’t have the materials because we are just 

not set up that way. Corporates move very quickly and you only get one crack 

at them so it had better be good. It forces you to be way better at what you do. 

We intend to take that back to the non-profit space, which is great. Kind of 

where the water meets the land? That is where all the action is.” (Respondent 

2) 
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Second, existing processes that EngagementOrg had put in place in terms of distribution 

channels within the non-profit industry have to be modified to fit the reality of DigitalPlatform. 

To ensure a fast entry on the market, it is necessary to use partners, such as agencies:  

The challenge for a small company is distribution. We had thought that - 

naïvely, I think - that we could sell it from here, maybe with a couple of extra 

people. We had always wanted to stay out of what we called the agency 

market. […] We now have learned that we probably need to deal with 

agencies but we will be in the driver seat. We are prepared to pay the right 

agencies for distribution. […] So the agencies will become our customers.  

[…] While [DigitalPlatform] is disruptive, it is a land grab. We need to get 

out there. We need to stake our territory. It won’t be disruptive for long.” 

(Respondent 2) 

In summary, based on the analysis of three specific strategic improvisation events, it 

seems that EngagementOrg has developed a strategic improvisation capability. Examples of 

creative and spontaneous resource and capability reconfigurations are provided, and are followed 

by valuable outcomes with potential long-term benefits for the whole organization.   

5. EngagementOrg’s Environmental Dynamism 

The environment in which EngagementOrg competes can be characterized as moderately 

dynamic. A lot of unpredictability exists within EngagementOrg’s and the non-profits’ 

environments, in terms of overall trends, market and technological changes. However, the rate of 

change is fairly low, except maybe for a recent acceleration in technological changes.  

The biggest environment change affecting the non-profit industry is linked to 

demographic trends. Baby boomers used to constitute the majority of current donors. 

Demographically, the ageing of this population and the rise of the Millenniums have affected the 

non-profit industry and how non-profits manage donors. While baby boomers tend to donate and 

trust the non-profits in their handling of the donations, Millenniums demand more transparency 

and accountability, as these following quotes show:   

“Millenniums are not going to do what we the boomers do.  They are not 

going to invest in institutions, but want to understand impact of donations.  

We are right now working with non-profits to help them get there. We started 

that a couple of years ago and because we engage with their donors every 

day, people see us as a leader in that space” (Respondent 3)  

“People my parents’ age or your parents’ age, they give money to the non-

profits because they are good people and they will do good things with it. We 

give money and we say ‘I get that you feed people but what are you doing to 

fix the problems so that you don’t have to feed them anymore?’ There is a 

fundamental difference there.” (Respondent 2) 

Changes in demographics have profound effects on the non-profit industry. Organizations 

have started to downsize or to merge when causes between organizations are similar and 

differentiators are unclear. Additionally, successful non-profit organizations are the ones that 

have understood the impact of the demographic changes in terms of branding, and use of 

technology:  
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“When I first started working in the non-profit space there was precious little 

business process involved. […] They were stuck in a space where they sent 

out direct mail, money poured in[...] part of this is a demographic. Money 

poured in and then they did whatever they needed to do. It was a pretty simple 

business. Nowadays, the non-profits that are thriving have done the heavy 

lifting to refine and demonstrate not their brand but their impact.” 

(Respondent 2) 

 “Probably the biggest difference in our space is a nonprofit that is fairly new. 

That organization did everything digital and clearly demonstrates the impact 

that each donation has on their mission.    They are building relationships 

with technology and also showing impact of the donation.  This is where 

others need to get to.” (Respondent 3)  

While the changing demographic trends have unpredictable consequences on the non-

profit industry, changes are not sudden and have been slowly occurring over the past 10-15 years. 

Non-profits are only starting to be impacted by these changes now.    

From a market perspective, a partial consequence of demographic changes and of 

EngagementOrg’s influence is the industry move from an acquisition model where the objective 

was to find donors, to engaging and retaining donors. Respondent 3 explains below the role 

played by EngagementOrg:  

“The industry is changing to a retention model versus an acquisition model. 

Providing exceptional experiences and educating donors on choices to 

support the non profit mission is key to retention and growth.  People expect 

that you know them and also expect great service.  These things are 

traditionally hard to track on a daily basis.  For our clients we measure 

traditional KPIs, but also fundraising metrics to ensure that our team is 

providing the right information for the donor.” (Respondent 3)  

Technologically, changes are happening at a much faster pace and in different areas. 

Over the past ten years, technology changes have modified how a non-profit manages its 

relationship with donors. While traditionally, donations were made by mail and phone, both 

donors and non-profits can also exchange today by email, chat, through social media, etc. Donor-

non-profit exchanges are now two-way discussions, while they used to be mostly one-way. The 

non-profit organization would make an appeal for donation through traditional media. The donor 

would mail the donation, and no further exchange would occur. Today, donors expect to interact 

with non-profit on social media and other Web 2.0 tools.  This makes the acquisition of a donor 

much more difficult, since potential donors can access many options online: 

“Acquisition, meaning acquiring a new donor, is becoming more and more 

difficult because of the introduction of social media and people having a lot 

more choice and having the ability to engage through communities of people 

and not necessarily with an organization but with like minded people who are 

also passionate about a similar area. It is more difficult for organizations to 

have this one-to-one relationship and acquire a new donor. Acquisition is 

difficult.” (Respondent 5) 

Indeed, the web can be considered a disruptive technology in the non-profit industry, 

because it has completely changed how donations are made. More importantly, the rate of 
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technological change seems to have quickened. However, not all organizations dealt with this the 

right way, as suggested here: 

 “Go back 10 years and we had non-profits saying, all of our donors will go to 

the website and do everything on the website. But that didn’t happen. […] You 

deal with people the way they have chosen to be dealt with, simple. You want 

to send them a cheque in the mail, fine. You want to correspond by email, fine. 

You want to give all your donations over the web, fine. You want to use social 

media, fine. Go back seven years ago and even five years ago, there was this 

move to take [Respondent 2], who gave money by cheque, and try to move me 

into the email stream. It didn’t work. You just alienate people. That is not to 

say that it can’t be done but when you are dealing with hundreds of thousands 

of people and tens of hundreds of millions of dollars, it is risky territory.”  

And so the smart organizations have developed all of the channels.  […] It is a 

sound business practice because you lower your risk. Yes, they are going to 

get money from social media from 20 something’s. Yes, they are going to be 

stickier and be more responsive by responding to 30 or 40 something’s in an 

email in those channels. And 50 and 60 and 70 year olds in direct mail. It is 

just smart because 20 year olds become 30 year olds and become 40 year 

olds. You play a futures game.” (Respondent 2) 

In the non-profit environment, technological changes also affect organizations internally. 

While Blackbaud used to hold a quasi-monopoly of the industry in terms of donor management 

systems, Salesforce has recently entered the donor management market, which promises to bring 

competition and turbulence to the non-profit industry.  

“Blackbaud has had majority of the market. Salesforce is starting to enter the 

market.   Competition is good and ensures that technology is always 

advancing” (Respondent 3)  

In summary, the environment in which EngagementOrg competes is dynamic at a low to 

moderate level. While there exist many overall, market and technological changes, only the 

technological ones seem to happen fast.  

6. EngagementOrg’s Internal Organizational Outcomes  

Three internal organizational outcomes of strategic improvisation are analyzed below, 

specifically process flexibility, product/service flexibility and organizational learning.  

6.1. Process Flexibility 

Changes in processes at EngagementOrg occur easily and rapidly, which indicates that 

the organization has developed a process flexibility capability. The cyclical nature of 

EngagementOrg’s business has led the organization to develop flexible processes over time that 

can handle environmental changes both easily and rapidly:  

“Fourth quarter is where all the giving happens. So, triple in size 

[employees]. We already have infrastructure, processes in place to 

accommodate this change in numbers.  The senior team begins to plan in July, 

with the goal of implementation around October or November.” (Respondent 

3)  
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“We have designed process to align with an increasingly business-like 

approach to the non-profit space because donors demand that.” (Respondent 

2) 

First, EngagementOrg recognizes that all its clients need somewhat different service 

offerings. While some non-profits have developed in-house processes for donor management, 

others have completely outsourced their call centres. Some clients have advanced donor 

management systems, while others have no infrastructure in place. As such, EngagementOrg’s 

processes are designed to contain core aspects on how to manage donors, with easily modifiable 

components to fit customers’ needs. Respondent 2 uses an analogy to shampoo to describe the 

core aspect of the business processes:  

“Lather, rinse, repeat. It does not change from non-profit to non-profit, the 

mechanics are the same. The colour and shading is a little different but there 

is a right way to drive engagement and for most non-profits, there is a 

problem with that linkage.” (Respondent 2)  

Respondent 3 further explains how EngagementOrg use a client’s goals to provide a 

tailored solution that includes process adjustments:  

“We take our clients vision and their strategy and we immediately a process 

that articulates outcomes, which is what our collective expectations.  Then we 

put the HR, training and quality pieces together to make sure we are hiring 

the right competency to equal that. We have the processes but we always fine 

tune them a bit to each client to be able to hit those outcomes.” (Respondent 

3) 

Second, EngagementOrg prides itself in the organization’s ability to react very rapidly to 

customers’ requests. The top managers’ business decisions are often based on ensuring that the 

organization’s overall flexibility will not be compromised. For instance, this was the case when 

EngagementOrg decided to partner with DigitalPlatform’s developer for a short period of time 

only (See the Strategic Improvisation section.) The organization strongly believes in developing 

the necessary competences in-house to be able to react extremely quickly to change requests. Top 

executives believe that partnering with an external party would significantly reduce that ability.  

In summary, based on the ease and rapidity of changes in general processes and those 

derived from strategic improvisation, EngagementOrg has developed high levels of a process 

flexibility capability.  

6.2. Product/Service Flexibility  

Overall, despite limited resources, and a limited number of products and services, 

EngagementOrg has managed to recently develop two entirely new products and services, which 

improve on current services. Using the criteria set in Chapter 4, EngagementOrg seems to have 

developed a product/service flexibility capability, although the organization does not have an 

established product/service development cycle.  

As a relatively small service organization, EngagementOrg does not have the human or 

financial resources to develop and sell a large number of unrelated products and services. 

EngagementOrg’s offerings are based on the four pillar strategy described before (see the 2.2. 

Business Strategy Flexibility section). However, the bulk of EngagementOrg’s business is 

centered around donor management or engagement services on multiple platforms (mail, email, 

phone, social media, etc.). At this stage, other products have limited impact on the organization. 
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These products and services include DigitalPlatform, consulting services and training solutions. 

DigitalPlatform has not officially been launched and is still at the testing stage. Consulting 

services and training solutions are limited to a few clients for now.  

It has been noted before that EngagementOrg can efficiently and effectively modify its 

processes to develop new or modified products and services. Following recent disasters, the 

organization has redesigned its disaster management process, and proposes this new service to its 

clients, as is described below:  

“We are building a disaster model based on total cloud-based technology. We 

put it in all our proposals.  The solution is an integrated one that enables us 

and our clients to be up to date in the minute so we can collectively make the 

right decisions.” (Respondent 3 

The development of this new product offering occurred within a few months, which tends 

to show the relative ease of change and speed at which EngagementOrg can develop a new donor 

management service that is based on current capabilities and expertise.   

The development of DigitalPlatform took much longer. This is to be expected, as the new 

product was designed from scratch and the organization had limited expertise with it. However, 

EngagementOrg was able to rapidly seize the opportunity to enter a niche market within the non-

profit industry:  

“What [DigitalPlatform] does is put you and the corporate sponsor […] and 

the cause all on the same side of the table. [DigitalPlatform] is very strategic 

in terms of driving corporate relationship and engagement, which is thematic 

with our core business. We are the engagement people. It is not about the 50 

bucks that you gave to the Salvation Army at Christmas time. It isn’t. It is 

about the 500 you are going to give them over the next three years.” 

(Respondent 2) 

As was noted above (see 6.1. Process Flexibility section), the organization is extremely 

responsive to clients’ requests, which leads the organization to keep control over systems 

development and other processes. In the case of DigitalPlatform, that means developing internal 

expertise through the original developer before integrating the technology in-house, without 

external support. In the following quote, Respondent 5 explains how the organization will 

continue refining the system, using EngagementOrg’s internal expertise: 

“When you talk about the relationship with our clients we are very responsive 

and very dynamic. One of the reasons that we feel we need to be in control of 

the technology, specifically with [DigitalPlatform], where we will end up 

taking over the development at some point, is because of how demanding [we 

are]. There is no technology company that would ever put up with our 

demanding nature, because we are so responsive to our clients.” (Respondent 

5) 

This will undoubtedly allow EngagementOrg to react quickly to environmental changes 

and modify DigitalPlatform to fit different needs. For instance, the organization is already 

discussing the type of causes that DigitalPlatform could help support, or the type of donations 

(aside from monetary ones). The flexibility in DigitalPlatform will also allow the organization to 

envision adding a number of social media plugins, in addition to Facebook and Twitter (e.g., 

Instagram, Pinterest).  
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In summary, EngagementOrg seems to have a developed medium to high levels of 

product/service flexibility capability, although it remains limited to a small number of products 

and services.  

6.3. Organizational Learning 

There is evidence that EngagementOrg has developed some mechanisms to learn. 

However, aside from one instance, it is unclear whether the organization systematically applies 

this learning to shift the way it conducts business. The feedback loop between learning and 

information and knowledge factors is also discussed. 

First, learning mechanisms exist at EngagementOrg to facilitate both direct and indirect 

learning. In terms of direct learning, examples of improvisational learning, experimental learning, 

trial and error learning, and deviance error learning were identified. See Chapter 3 for a detailed 

description of these direct types of learning.  

Improvisational learning is very present at EngagementOrg and seems to elicit other 

types of learning, such as trial and error learning. DigitalPlatform is a fertile ground for 

improvisational learning, as EngagementOrg is developing an online platform for which the 

organization had limited expertise, while attempting to better understand potential corporate 

sponsors’ motives to join a cause. Here, Respondent 2 explains how EngagementOrg had to 

rapidly understand sponsorship drivers within private corporations and specifically corporate 

responsibility departments:   

“Big companies have corporate responsibility people. They have resources 

tasked to that. Their interests are not sometimes what they appear. What we 

have realized is that at the end of the day corporate social responsibility is 

about money. […] A big bank has a budget to give away $50 million. They 

have someone whose job is to give away money. If they give away 50 million, 

they get a bonus I guess. It is a full time job giving away money.  What we 

have come to discover is their marketing departments are very powerful. They 

are saying ‘What do we really get for that?’ We gave a million bucks to kid’s 

hockey and what would you get for that? Kids got to play hockey, but what 

did we get for that? That is becoming important for a whole bunch of different 

reasons. Number one is [DigitalPlatform] delivers actionable marketing data 

back to the corporate sponsor. It is the only thing that does that in the social 

media space.” (Respondent 2) 

Another example of improvisational learning derived from DigitalPlatform relates to the 

way the online platform should be promoted to non-profit organizations. While originally, the 

organization believed that the technology would sell itself, the managers have learned through 

discussions and trials that they need to provide non-profit organizations with a turnkey solution 

that already includes a corporate sponsor, thereby greatly reducing the non-profit’s risks. Again,  

a detailed description is provided below:   

“We have realized that our customer is different than we anticipated. Our 

customer is actually the corporate [...]pardon me not customer; our target for 

[DigitalPlatform] is corporates. We need to bring new corporate money. If we 

show up at the door of a non-profit customer, current or one that we don’t 

know saying ‘Here is corporate A the big bank’, we become the match-maker. 

We bring the money and say ‘We will do this program and it will support this 

cause from this non-profit’. They would just go ‘sure, right, where do we 

sign?’ We were trying to drive it the other way in getting the non-profit to go 
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out and get a corporate and they said they could do it but we have realized 

that they have no ability to do it.” (Respondent 2) 

As the last two quotes demonstrate, both examples have impacted the overall process that 

EngagementOrg follows to sell DigitalPlatform.  

An additional example of improvisational learning can be found within the disaster 

example. The train derailment disaster has had long-term effects on processes, products and 

services. Aside from these, in terms of learning that occurred during the improvisation, 

Respondent 3 confirms the limited creation of reusable knowledge.    

“Our strength is always looking to the future. But often the future is so 

different from here that it works for us because we can turn a corner and 

create more stability by looking forward than looking back.  

There are always bits [of learning] but I think human nature is to go to with 

what we are comfortable with and so people tend to do that, instead of 

planning forward.” (Respondent 3) 

One example of experimental learning was identified with DigitalPlatform. After 

developing the system with an external developer, EngagementOrg proceeded to test the system 

with an actual non-profit, a cause and a corporate sponsor. The experiment was clearly set to 

derive objective learning. Three phases were implemented
89

. The first phase consisted of 

launching the cause through DigitalPlatform in a viral way. No media campaign was organized, 

only word of mouth was used. The second phase consisted of the purchase of social media 

advertising to encourage participation. The third phase focused on changing the overall message 

to test its impact on participation. For each phase, EngagementOrg systematically tracked the 

number of actions, the number of followers and the overall reach within the individuals’ online 

communities. 

In terms of trial and error learning, leadership team members tend to regularly suggest 

new business ideas. When no valid reason is found by the group to not test it, it moves forward, 

as is explained here:  

“We call that continuous improvement. You will never know until you do it. 

That is how we evolve. We retain the good ones and discard the bad ones. We 

continue to look at how we do things and we continue to look for ways and 

means to improve and get better.” (Respondent 4) 

This process was successfully used in the example of DigitalPlatform, which led to the 

development of the online platform. A second example of trial and error learning occurred 

following the train derailment disaster. In this case, it seems that improvisational learning led to 

trial and error learning. In part due to the data incident, Respondent 3 acknowledges that 

processes in place do not always function effectively during disasters.  

“Frankly, we are really good at scaling at time of disasters.  We come out 

with people working long days, where we have got to work smarter and let the 

technology do more of the work. We are going to begin that in 2014. We had 

a lot of disasters in 2013. Now, we are realizing that there is no normal 

                                                      

89
 “Emerging Technology #2” PowerPoint presentation made by EngagementOrg at the 2014 Washington 

Non-profit Conference (February 13-14, 2014) 
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business and this is normal, so a long-term solution is required.  Our strength 

and our weakness is that we move on a dime.  We are phenomenal at kicking 

into action and problem solving. The weakness is that we create temporary 

solutions and not long-term solutions.  In part, this is because of the 

differences in each situation, as well as the temporary nature of the 

situations.” (Respondent 3)  

This learning resulted in the process changes and the new disaster service described in the 

Strategic Improvisation section.  

How the organization chose to divest from its relatively successful business in the private 

sector and move to a completely unknown market in the non-profit industry is a good example of 

deviance error learning. EngagementOrg chose to enter the non-profit sector through high volume 

clients and direct response television. The organization soon discovered that, although revenues 

were generated, no profit was derived. EngagementOrg top managers reviewed financial 

indicators and checked that processes were as efficient as possible, learning through this process 

that profit prospects were very low in the direct response television market. From its strategic 

error, EngagementOrg learned to focus on a margin approach rather a volume approach, as the 

following quote illustrates:  

“We had changed our strategy. […] We had steered ourselves to focus on an 

industry, which was that we wanted to be the experts in the non-profit sector. 

If you look, a lot of the volume gets driven primarily from the DRTV channel, 

which is the Direct Response Television. […] It was so hard to make money 

and do a good job because the volumes spike and then drop off and spike and 

drop off.  Well, because we had the technology tool that was helping us, we 

knew that we had put the technologies in place. There was not much more that 

we could do. […]and [the EVP&CEO], when he analyzed the numbers, and 

[the CSOO]  when she analyzed the processes and technology and people, we 

were realizing that it is not sustainable.   

There is long term learning in the sense that if we don’t have [...] I would 

rather have a company that is doing $5 million in revenue and driving 10% 

bottom line versus $100 million company that is not driving any bottom line.” 

(Respondent 5) 

As a consequence of this learning, EngagementOrg did not continue its work with clients 

whose sole focus was on direct response TV and instead chose to focus on clients with multiple 

ways to reach donors.  

In terms of indirect learning, I identified an example of impactful learning through 

external advice, but no example of vicarious learning. See Chapter 3 for a detailed description of 

these indirect types of learning. As was described in the Strategic Improvisation section, the CEO 

makes extensive use of the Entrepreneurship Organization. Not only does she attend chapter 

meetings in her hometown and other cities, but she also uses the mentorship program extensively 

to ask questions and learn from other business owners.  

 

Her active involvement with EO is systematic and purposely targeted at learning, as she 

describes here:  

“I am very involved in EO, which is our entrepreneur’s organization. […] 

They have a program called member to member exchange. […]They have a 
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whole database that identifies any experience or expertise that members have 

and so, if you have a request you can put it out and it goes through a central 

repository, and people respond based on their experience. I sent one out last 

week based on setting something up in the US and I had a response right 

away.  I am not afraid to reach out and ask questions. I have my forum group, 

which is like a personal board of directors and we have been together 23 

years. We meet every month. We go on a retreat every year. […] It is a very 

confidential forum where you can talk about anything and you learn from 

each other’s experiences through there.” (Respondent 5) 

In terms of feedback loop, as the example of DigitalPlatform has shown, this indirect type 

of learning from external advice has proven profitable to the organization. It has led the 

organization to revisit its procedural memory on social media, corporate sponsorships and non-

profit organizations and to apply changes to its processes (e.g., distribution channels). 

In summary, while EngagementOrg has developed a number of mechanisms through 

which learning can occur, there does not seem to exist a systematic way to ensure that learning 

leads to shifts in assumptions or actions within the organization, except in a few limited cases. As 

such, EngagementOrg appears to have developed medium to high levels of an organizational 

learning capability. In addition, there is evidence of a feedback loop between organizational 

learning and organizational memory.  
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Chapter 8 - Appendix B: Core IS/IT at EngagementOrg  

IS/IT Name and Brief 

Description  
Main Use Supporting Quotes 

LegacySystem
90

 (LS)   

 

LS is a data entry/scripting 

tool system for agents.  

  

LS is a legacy system that 

is located in-house and not 

cloud-based.  

 

- Import/export data with clients  

- Create detailed activity reports for clients and 

to bill (in conjunction with UCN) 

 

“That system will feed into whatever data base our clients have. 

For some, we import some of their data and we import it to our 

system and that is how the agents can see the donor. So when they 

access our system called LS, they will have access to whatever 

data our clients send to us. We call that import/export. So 

importing data from the client and then whatever transactions that 

we have from our side [...] so the calls and the instructions that 

they received from the caller, then we export that based on the 

requirements.” (Respondent 1) 

IEX  

 

IEX is a workforce 

management system that 

allows managers to assign 

staff to specific tasks. This 

is a cloud-based system.  

- Provide information on staff availability 

- Create staff schedules (in conjunction with 

UCN) 

 

“[IEX] allows the workforce manager to assign schedules to each 

of the agents, based on the forecasted number of calls from the 

past. It is based on past history of the host and how many calls are 

going to be received per hour and per 30 minute interval.” 

(Respondent 1) 

UCN   

 

UCN is a VoIP virtual 

switch provided by 

inContact. The switch 

handles all donor calls and 

captures call data. UCN is 

- Direct donors’ calls through the switch  

- Provide critical data for the generation of key 

performance indicators such as handle time 

(i.e., time with donor) which will dictate the 

billing;  call details; production time; 

utilization time (in conjunction with 

Timeforce) 

“There is a caller and it will capture the phone number. It will 

capture the duration of the call. In the call centre, that is a key 

indicator on how long do you handle the call? That is how we 

charge our client. […] It gives us information for billing purposes 

too. That platform will give us information about the call. Most of 

our production key indicators, or KPIs are generated through 

UCN.” (Respondent 4) 

                                                      

90
 The name of this system is concealed for confidentiality purposes. 
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cloud-based.  

Timeforce 

 

Timeforce is equivalent to 

an electronic punch card. 

Employees enter their start 

and departure times in 

Timeforce. This is a cloud-

based system.  

- Provide total availability time per agent  

(used for utilization time) 

“If you are an agent for example the moment you go into the 

system you will log in through Timeforce. It is like a time card. 

Instead of punching it you go into the system.” (Respondent 4) 
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Chapter 9 - Appendix A: Organizational Learning Mechanisms and Feedback Loop   

Construct / Case CommOrg MarketingAg  SoftwareOrg EngagementFirm 

Strategic 

Improvisation 

Capability 

None Low Low-medium High 

Organizational 

Learning 
Low-medium Medium-High Medium Medium-High 

Learning mechanisms 

Direct learning – 

improvisational 

- Change in messaging (not 

strategic) 

- Pricing for package sale 

- New brand for vending 

machine 

New pricing structure  

From improvisation: 

- How to market 

DigitalPlaform to non 

profit organizations 

- How to deal with private 

organizations  

- Process changes during 

disasters 

Direct learning – 

Trial and error 

- From improvisation: 

Evolution of messaging 

over time 

- Other: Changes in 

acquisition process; 

Change in IT infrastructure  

- From improvisation: 

Owned vs. client properties  

 

- From improvisation: 

Change in hiring process 

- Other: Account 

management process   

- From improvisation: 

Overall process 

modifications with changes 

in LegacySystem 

Direct learning – 

Deviance error 
N/A N/A 

Moving away from RFPs 

in healthcare practice  

Moving from DRTV to 

current non profit strategy 

Direct learning - 

Experimental 
N/A N/A N/A DigitalPlatform pilot  

Indirect learning – 

External advice 
N/A  Business plan  N/A  Entrepreneurs Organization 
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Indirect learning N/A  
Competition (vending 

machine)  
N/A N/A 

Feedback Loop 

Learning - 

Organizational 

memory 

N/A 

- Procedural: Future events 

management 

- Declarative: What 

consumers look for in 

sports event package 

- Procedural: Changes in 

key processes; Price model 

change  

Declarative: N/A  

- Procedural: How to deal 

with corporations; how to 

sell to non-profits 

(DigitalPlatform) 

- Declarative: N/A 

  

Learning - IM/KM 

Capability 
N/A N/A 

- Highrise (account 

management changes)  

 

N/A 

Learning – IT 

infrastructure 

flexibility 

N/A N/A N/A N/A 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix A: Initial Survey Questionnaire 

Construct Suggested items (adapted to this study) 

Sources 

(composite 

reliability) 

Organizational 

memory 

(procedural and 

declarative) 

 

Please the following (strongly agree to strongly disagree): 

- The organization/unit has standard procedures. 

(Procedural) 

 - The organization/unit keeps records of past projects. 

(Procedural) 

 - The organization/unit has information systems to 

support routine work. (Procedural)  

- The organization/unit has files and databases that are up 

to date. (Procedural) 

- It is easy to reuse data and information from past 

projects. (Declarative)   

- It is clear when and why a specific procedure should be 

used. (Declarative)   

- Data and information about a specific process are easily 

located. (Declarative)   

- We retain information about our markets and customers. 

(Declarative) 

Procedural: 

Vera & 

Crossan, 2005 

(0.80) 

 

 

 

 

 

Declarative: 

Based on 

Moorman & 

Miner, 1998a 

and Tippins & 

Sohi, 2003 

(0.904) 

IM/KM capability 

In this organization/unit (strongly agree to strongly 

disagree):  

- Needed data, information and knowledge are readily 

available.  

- Needed data, information and knowledge are readily 

accessible.  

- The organization/unit’s data, information, and 

knowledge follow standards or integrity, reliability, 

accuracy, timeliness, security, and confidentiality. 

- Data, information and knowledge are kept current with 

business needs and directions. 

- Hardware and software are reliable and user friendly. 

- Software and hardware systems are current with business 

needs and directions. 

Mithas, 

Ramasubbu, & 

Sambamurthy, 

2011 (n/a) 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility  

Please rate the following about your organization/unit 

(strongly agree to strongly disagree): 

- Our information systems are scalable. 

- Our information systems are compatible. 

- Our information systems are adopted to share 

information. 

- Our information systems are modular. 

- Our information systems can handle multiple business 

applications.  

 

Bhatt, Emdad, 

Roberts, & 

Grover, 2010 

(0.84) 



 

506 

 

Construct Suggested items (adapted to this study) 

Sources 

(composite 

reliability) 

Experimental 

culture  

Please rate the following about your organization/unit 

(strongly agree to strongly disagree): 

- Errors are considered a source of learning.  

- There is room for initiative.  

- There is freedom to experiment.  

- We are encouraged to take risks when trying new ideas. 

Vera & 

Crossan, 2005 

(0.81) 

Business strategy 

Please rate the following about your organization/unit 

(strongly agree to strongly disagree): 

Our business has a few focal strategic processes.  

We use simple rules to guide the sequencing of strategic 

processes. 

When executing business strategies, we use a few key 

process rules.  

We have very structured business processes. (reversed) 

We are constantly seeking new opportunities related to 

our focal strategic processes.  

When faced with a major opportunity, we rely on a small 

number of simple rules to guide our decisions.  

We seem to adopt a rather conservative view when 

making major decisions on business opportunities. 

(reversed) 

When faced with a major opportunity, before proceeding, 

we usually develop thorough analyses. (reversed) 

We emphasize close coordination among different 

business processes. (reversed)   

Adapted from 

Venkatraman, 

1989 

IS strategy 

Please rate the following (strongly agree to strongly 

disagree): 

- Our organization/unit is a leading IS innovator in our 

industry. (IS innovator) 

- Our organization/unit believes in being first in the 

industry in developing new IS initiatives even if not all of 

these efforts prove to be highly profitable. (IS innovator) 

- Our organization/unit responds rapidly to early signals 

concerning areas of opportunity for IS. (IS innovator) 

- Our organization/unit follows a standardized approach to 

developing new IS initiatives. (IS conservative)  

- Our organization/unit adopts promising IS innovations 

once these initiatives have been proven in our industry. 

(IS conservative) 

- IS innovations are carefully examined before they are 

chosen by our organization/unit. (IS conservative) 

(Note: Ambidextrous IS strategy will be measured as high 

levels of both IS innovative and IS conservative 

strategies)  

 

Leidner, Lo, & 

Preston, 2011  

(0.91; 0.785) 

Environmental 

dynamism 

Please rate the following (strongly agree to strongly 

disagree): 

Pavlou & El 

Sawy, 2010  
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Construct Suggested items (adapted to this study) 

Sources 

(composite 

reliability) 

- Environmental changes in our industry are very difficult 

to forecast. (Overall) 

- Technological breakthroughs provide big opportunities. 

(Technological)  

- There are many competitors in this market. (Market) 

- In our kind of business, customers’ product preferences 

change a lot over time.  

- The environment in our product area is continuously 

changing.  

- Marketing practices in our product area are constantly 

changing.  

- New product or service introductions are very frequent 

in this market. 

(0.85) 

Strategic 

improvisation 

Please rate the following (strongly agree to strongly 

disagree): 

- The organization/unit makes decisions about 

unanticipated strategic events on the spot.  

- Organizational/unit members think on their feet when 

making strategic decisions.  

- The organization/unit responds in the moment to 

unexpected strategic problems and threats.  

- The organization/unit tries new approaches to problems.  

- The organization/unit identifies opportunities for new 

work processes.  

- The organization/unit takes risks in terms of producing 

new ideas.  

- The organization/unit demonstrates originality. 

Vera & 

Crossan, 2005  

(n/a) 

Process flexibility 

Think about a recent time when the organization/unit had 

to rapidly act in the face of an unexpected strategic event. 

Please rate the:  

- length of the strategic decision making process. (short to 

long) 

- length of the implementation process following the 

strategic decision. (short to long) 

- speed of the strategic decision making process. (fast to 

slow) 

- speed of the implementation process following the 

strategic decision. (fast to slow) 

- ease of strategic decision-making. (easy to difficult) 

- ease of implementation of the strategic decision. (easy to 

difficult) 

New based on 

Moorman & 

Miner, 1998b 

(0.89) and 

Swink, 

Narasimhan, 

& Kim, 2005  

(0.71) 

Product/Service 

flexibility 

 

Think about a recent event when our organization/unit had 

to rapidly act in the face of an unexpected strategic event 

(e.g., major customer demand, competitive threat). Please 

rate the following (strongly agree to strongly disagree): 

- The product/service delivered was adapted to the 

New based on 

Moorman & 

Miner, 1998b 

(0.70) 
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Construct Suggested items (adapted to this study) 

Sources 

(composite 

reliability) 

unexpected event demands.  

- The product/service delivered satisfied the unexpected 

event demands. 

- The product/service delivered was versatile enough to 

address the unexpected event demands. 

Organizational 

learning 

capability 

Please rate the following (strongly agree to strongly 

disagree): 

In the organization/unit, we feel that learning is an 

investment, not an expense. 

The basic values of the strategic decision-making process 

include learning as a key to improvement. 

Once we quit learning in the strategic decision-making 

process, the organization/unit is endangered. 

The organization/unit’s ability to learn is the key to 

improvement in the strategic decision-making process.    

Hult, Hurley, 

Giunipero, & 

Nichols, 2000; 

Hult, 1998  

(0.79) 

Notes:   

- All items are measured on a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7 

- A “Non-applicable” answer choice will be provided 

- General data about the respondent (e.g., current position, time spent in position) and the 

organization (industry, organization type, size, age) will be collected as well. 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix B: Revised Survey Questionnaire 

 (prior to pre-test) 

Construct Item 

IM/KM capability 
My organization/unit has a formal policy or strategy for managing 

knowledge and information. 

IM/KM capability 
My organization/unit has formal procedures to collect information and 

knowledge. 

IM/KM capability 
My organization/unit has formal procedures to share information and 

knowledge. 

IM/KM capability 
My organization/unit identifies and obtains information and knowledge 

from outside sources (e.g., industry partners, governments, universities). 

IM/KM capability 
Knowledge and information in my organization/unit are available and 

organized to make it easy to find what I need. 

IM/KM capability 
Information about good work practices, lessons learned, and 

knowledgeable persons is easy to find in my organization/unit. 

IM/KM capability 
My organization/unit makes use of information technology to facilitate 

knowledge and information sharing. 

IM/KM capability 
My organization/unit has a culture intended to promote knowledge and 

information sharing. 

IM/KM capability 
My organization/unit encourages experienced workers to share their 

knowledge and expertise with new or less experienced workers. 

IS innovator 
My organization/unit is a leading innovator in information systems and 

technology in our industry.  

IS innovator 

My organization/unit believes in being first in the industry in developing 

new information systems and technology initiatives, even if not all of 

these efforts prove to be highly profitable.  

IS innovator 
My organization/unit responds rapidly to early signals concerning areas of 

opportunity for information systems and technology. 

IS conservative 
My organization/unit follows a standardized approach to developing new 

information systems and technology initiatives.  

IS conservative 
My organization/unit adopts innovations in information systems and 

technology only after  they have been proven  in our industry.  

IS conservative 
Information systems and technology innovations are carefully examined 

before they are chosen by my organization/unit.  

IS undefined 
My organization/unit does not have definitive long-term information 

systems and technology goals. 

IS undefined 
My organization/unit does not have an articulated information systems 

and technology strategy. 

IS undefined 
My organization/unit does not have a consistent approach regarding the 

management of information systems and technology. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, software applications can be easily transported 

and used across multiple platforms. 
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IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, our user interfaces provide transparent access to 

all platforms and applications. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

My organization/unit, software offers multiple interfaces or entry points 

(e.g., web access) to external users. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

My organization/unit uses middleware to integrate key enterprise 

applications. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

Reusable software modules are widely used throughout our systems 

development unit.  

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

Legacy systems within my organization/unit do not hamper the 

development of new IT applications. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, functionality can be quickly added to critical 

applications based on end-user requests. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

My organization/unit software can easily handle variations in data formats 

and standards. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 
My organization/unit has a high degree of systems inter-connectivity. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, our systems are sufficiently flexible to 

incorporate electronic links to external parties. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, remote users can seamlessly access centralized 

data. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

Data is captured and made available to everyone in my organization/unit 

in real time. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

Compared to rivals within our industry, my organization/unit has the most 

available IT systems and connectivity. 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

There are very few identifiable communications bottlenecks within my 

organization/unit. 

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we deal with unanticipated strategic events on the 

spot.  

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we think on our feet when making unanticipated 

strategic decisions.  

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we respond in the moment to unexpected 

strategic challenges.  

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we try new approaches when faced with 

unexpected strategic challenges.  

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we identify opportunities for new work 

processes.  

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we take risks in terms of producing new strategic 

ideas.  

Strategic 

improvisation 
In my organization/unit, we demonstrate originality in our work. 

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we can spontaneously and creatively reconfigure 

resources and capabilities to produce new strategic ideas. 

Strategic 

improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we often engage in resource or capability 

recombinations to better address unanticipated strategic events. 

Business strategy In my organization/unit, our business strategy is focused on a few key 
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flexibility processes.  

Business strategy 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, we use simple rules to guide the sequencing of 

strategic processes. 

Business strategy 

flexibility 
When executing business strategies, we use a few key process rules. 

Business strategy 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, we are constantly seeking new opportunities 

related to our focal strategic processes.  

Business strategy 

flexibility 

When faced with a major opportunity, we rely on a small number of 

simple rules to guide our decisions.  

Business strategy 

flexibility 

We seem to adopt a rather conservative view when making major 

decisions on business opportunities. 

Business strategy 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, when faced with a major opportunity, before 

proceeding, we usually develop thorough analyses. 

Business strategy 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, we emphasize close coordination among different 

business processes. 

Environmental 

dynamism 
The environment in our market is continuously changing. 

Environmental 

dynamism 
Environmental changes in our industry are very difficult to forecast.  

Environmental 

dynamism 
Technological breakthroughs provide big opportunities.  

Environmental 

dynamism 
The technology in our market is changing rapidly.  

Environmental 

dynamism 
In our kind of business, customers’ preferences change a lot over time.   

Environmental 

dynamism 
New product or service introductions are very frequent in this market. 

Experimental 

culture 
In my organization/unit, errors are considered a source of learning.  

Experimental 

culture 
In my organization/unit, there is room for initiative.  

Experimental 

culture 
In my organization/unit, there is freedom to experiment.  

Experimental 

culture 

In my organization/unit, we are encouraged to take calculated risks when 

trying new ideas. 

Organizational 

learning 

In the organization/unit, we feel that learning is an investment, not an 

expense. 

Organizational 

learning 

The basic values of this organization/unit include learning as a key to 

improvement. 

Organizational 

learning 

The collective wisdom involved in the organization/unit is that once we 

quit learning, we endanger our future.  

Organizational 

learning 

Our organization/unit has been a pioneer of new approaches, concepts, or 

techniques to solving client issues.  

Organizational 

learning 

Our organization/unit has searched for new clients by rapidly changing 

our capabilities and knowledge bases. 
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Organizational 

learning 

Our organization/unit has expanded our offerings in a variety of 

industries/sectors where our organization/unit did not have any experience 

before. 

Organizational 

learning 

Our organization/unit has successfully developed new products/services 

that require entirely new approaches and techniques.  

Organizational 

learning 

Our organization/unit uses our experience in a given area to dig very 

deeply into specific client problems and concerns.  

Organizational 

learning 

Our organization/unit focuses on refining and strengthening our 

knowledge base. 

Organizational 

learning 

Our organization/unit maintains and cultivates long-standing client 

relationships. 

Organizational 

memory 
My organization/unit has standard procedures.  

Organizational 

memory 
My organization/unit keeps records of past projects.  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, we keep records of past projects that we use to 

assess strategic opportunities or threats.  

Organizational 

memory 
My organization/unit has information systems to support routine work.  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, we have up-to-date files and databases on our 

business environment (e.g., competitors, changes in markets) that we 

access to assess strategic opportunities and threats.  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, it is easy to reuse data and information from past 

projects.  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, it is clear when and why a specific procedure 

should be used.  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, data and information about a specific process are 

easily located.  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, we retain information about our markets and 

customers. 

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, we have well-defined processes to access 

information about our business environment (e.g., competitors, changes in 

markets).  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, when we need information about our business 

environment, we routinely use our social networks.  

Organizational 

memory 

In my organization/unit, we regularly use information systems (e.g., 

internal applications, social media) to support our strategic work.  

Process flexibility 
In my organization/unit, we have the ability to efficiently and effectively 

customize our products/services.  

Process flexibility 
In my organization/unit, we have the ability to adjust our 

products/services to meet environmental changes.  

Process flexibility 
In my organization/unit, we have the ability to respond to changes in 

product/service requirements. 

Process flexibility 
In my organization/unit, we have the ability to produce a range of 

products/services. 
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Product/service 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, a large number of products/services are modified 

to the customer’s specifications. 

Product/service 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, the features of existing products/services are 

often modified. 

Product/service 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, a large number of our products/services are 

modified each year. 

Product/service 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, existing product/service offerings are frequently 

modified. 

Product/service 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, modified products/services are very different 

from each other. 

Product/service 

flexibility 

In my organization/unit, modified products/services are very different 

from existing products. 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix C: Pre-Test Screenshot 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix D: Revised Construct Definitions and 

Questionnaire after the Pre-test 

1. Definition Modifications 

Construct Original Definition Modified Definition 

IM/KM capability 

The ability to provide accurate, 

timely, reliable and secure data, 

information and knowledge to 

facilitate business decisions.  

The ability to provide accurate, 

timely, reliable and secure 

information and knowledge to 

facilitate business 

decisions. (modified at the end of 

round 1) 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility 

The ability of a firm’s IT 

infrastructure to enable quick 

development and support of 

various system components. 

The ability of a firm’s IT 

infrastructure to enable quick 

development and support of 

various system components, in 

terms of hardware compatibility, 

software modularity and network 

connectivity. (modified at the end 

of round 2) 

Business strategy 

flexibility 

The degree of adaptability of a 

business strategy to environmental 

changes. 

The degree of adaptability of a 

business strategy to environmental 

changes, including strategic 

objectives and activities.  

(modified at the end of round 4) 

Organizational 

memory 

The information and knowledge 

retained by an organization that 

can be used to make current 

decisions. 

The information and knowledge 

retained by an organization, 

including factual information, 

routines and procedures, that can 

be used to make current decisions. 

(modified at the end of round 1) 

 

2. Revised Questionnaire 

Construct Description 

IS/IT questionnaire 

IM/KM capability - explicit 
My organization/unit has formal procedures to collect 

information and knowledge. 

IM/KM capability – 

explicit 

My organization/unit has formal procedures to share 

information and knowledge. 

IM/KM capability – 

explicit 

My organization/unit identifies and obtains information and 

knowledge from outside sources (e.g., industry partners, 

governments, universities). 
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IM/KM capability – 

explicit 

Knowledge and information in my organization/unit are 

available and organized to make it easy to find what we need. 

IM/KM capability – 

explicit 

Information about good work practices, lessons learned, and 

knowledgeable persons is easy to find in my organization/unit. 

IM/KM capability - tacit  
My organization/unit makes use of information technology to 

facilitate knowledge and information sharing. 

IM/KM capability - tacit  
My organization/unit has a culture intended to promote 

knowledge and information sharing. 

IM/KM capability - tacit  

My organization/unit encourages experienced workers to share 

their knowledge and expertise with new or less experienced 

workers. 

IM/KM capability - tacit 
My organization/unit encourages employees to attend training 

courses.  (NEW item added in round 3) 

IS strategy - innovative 
My organization/unit is a leading innovator in information 

systems and technology in our industry.  

IS strategy - innovative 

My organization/unit believes in being first in the industry in 

developing new information systems and technology 

initiatives, even if not all of these efforts prove to be highly 

profitable.  

IS strategy - innovative 
In my organization/unit, we believe in adopting information 

systems and technology innovations early. 

IS strategy - conservative 

My organization/unit follows a conservative approach to 

developing new information systems and technology strategic 

initiatives.  

IS strategy - conservative 

My organization/unit adopts innovations in information 

systems and technology only after they have been proven in 

our industry.  

IS strategy - conservative 
Information systems and technology innovations are carefully 

examined before they are chosen by my organization/unit.  

IS strategy - undefined 
My organization/unit does not have definitive long-term 

information systems and technology goals. 

IS strategy - undefined 
My organization/unit does not have an articulated information 

systems and technology strategy. 

IS strategy - undefined 

My organization/unit does not have a consistent approach 

regarding the management of information systems and 

technology. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

HW compatibility 

In my organization/unit, software applications can be easily 

transported and used across multiple platforms. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

HW compatibility 

In my organization/unit, it is easy to access all platforms and 

applications. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

HW compatibility 

My organization/unit uses middleware to integrate key 

enterprise applications. 
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IT infrastructure flexibility 

- SW modularity 

Reusable software modules are widely used throughout our 

systems development unit.  

IT infrastructure flexibility 

- SW modularity 

Legacy systems within my organization/unit do not hamper the 

development of new IT applications. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

- SW modularity 

In my organization/unit, functionality can be quickly added to 

critical applications based on end-user requests. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

- NW connectivity 

My organization/unit has a high degree of systems inter-

connectivity. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

- NW connectivity 

In my organization/unit, our systems are sufficiently flexible to 

incorporate electronic links to external parties. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

- NW connectivity 

In my organization/unit, remote users can seamlessly access 

software applications. 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

- NW connectivity 

Compared to rivals within our industry, my organization/unit 

has the most available IT systems and connectivity. 

Business questionnaire  

Business strategy flexibility 
In my organization/unit, our business strategy is focused on a 

few key adaptable processes.  

Business strategy flexibility 
In my organization/unit, we can easily adjust our business 

strategy if needed. 

Business strategy flexibility 
When executing business strategies, we are guided by a few 

key simple rules and objectives. 

Business strategy flexibility 

(Reversed) 

We seem to adopt a rather conservative view when making 

major decisions on business opportunities. 

Business strategy flexibility 

(Reversed) 

In my organization/unit, we emphasize close coordination 

among key strategic activities.  

Environmental dynamism - 

overall 
Our business environment is continuously changing. 

Environmental dynamism - 

overall 

Environmental changes in our industry are very difficult to 

forecast.  

Environmental dynamism - 

tech 

In our market, technological breakthrough frequently provide 

new opportunities. 

Environmental dynamism - 

tech 
The technology in our market is changing rapidly.  

Environmental dynamism - 

market 

In our kind of business, customers’ preferences change a lot 

over time.   

Environmental dynamism - 

market 
In our market, there are frequent innovations. 

Environmental dynamism - 

market 
The competitors in this market change frequently.  

Environmental dynamism – 

tech (Reversed) 
Technological developments in our market are rather minor  
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Environmental dynamism - 

overall 
Our business environment is turbulent  

Experimental culture 
Our organization/unit supports us when we try new things, 

even though it is likely that some will not succeed. 

Experimental culture 
In my organization/unit, we feel that we are given room for 

initiative.  

Experimental culture In my organization/unit, there is freedom to experiment.  

Experimental culture 
Our organization/unit encourages us to take calculated risks 

when trying new ideas.  

Organizational learning - 

overall 
In my organization/unit, we invest in learning. 

Organizational learning - 

overall 
In my organization/unit, learning is a key to improvement.  

Organizational learning - 

overall 

In my organization/unit, to protect our future, we do not quit 

learning. 

Organizational learning - 

overall 

In my organization/unit, we agree that our ability to learn is 

key to organizational success. 

Organizational learning - 

exploratory 

In my organization/unit, we apply pioneering new approaches, 

concepts, or techniques to address client issues. 

Organizational learning - 

exploratory 

In my organization/unit, we learn a lot by working with new 

clients . 

Organizational learning - 

exploratory 

In my organization/unit, we reuse knowledge gathered by 

working with new clients.  

Organizational learning - 

exploitation 

In my organization/unit, we learn from specific client problems 

and concerns. 

Organizational learning - 

exploitation 

In my organization/unit, we find ways to efficiently use what 

we already know in new situations.  

Organizational learning - 

exploitation 

In my organization/unit, we maintain and benefit from long-

standing client relationships. 

Organizational memory - 

procedural 
My organization/unit keeps track of standard procedures. 

Organizational memory - 

procedural 
My organization/unit keeps records of past projects.  

Organizational memory - 

procedural 

In my organization/unit, we have standard procedures to 

manage information and data. 

Organizational memory - 

procedural 

In my organization/unit, we maintain up-to-date files and 

databases on our business environment (e.g., competitors, 

changes in markets). 

Organizational memory - 

declarative 

In my organization/unit, it is easy to reuse data and information 

from past projects.  
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Organizational memory - 

declarative 

In my organization/unit, we retain information about our 

competitors' strengths and weaknesses.  

Organizational memory - 

declarative 

In my organization/unit, data and information about specific 

processes are easily located.  

Organizational memory - 

declarative 

In my organization/unit, we retain information about our 

markets and customers. 

Process flexibility 
In my organization/unit, we easily change our processes to 

customize our offerings.  

Process flexibility 
In my organization/unit, it is difficult to adjust our processes to 

meet changes in customers' preferences.  

Process flexibility 
In my organization/unit, we can easily refine our processes to 

modify our offerings. 

Product/service flexibility 
In my organization/unit, a large number of products/services 

are modified to the customer’s specifications. 

Product/service flexibility 
In my organization/unit, the features of existing 

products/services are often modified. 

Product/service flexibility 
In my organization/unit, a large number of our 

products/services are modified each year. 

Product/service flexibility 
In my organization/unit, existing product/service offerings are 

frequently modified. 

Product/service flexibility 
In my organization/unit, modified products/services are very 

different from each other. 

Product/service flexibility 
In my organization/unit, modified products/services are very 

different from existing products. 

Strategic improvisation 
In my organization/unit, we deal with unanticipated strategic 

events on the spot.  

Strategic improvisation 
In my organization/unit, we think on our feet when making 

unanticipated strategic decisions.  

Strategic improvisation 
In my organization/unit, we respond in the moment to 

unexpected strategic challenges.  

Strategic improvisation 
In my organization/unit, we take a creative approach when 

faced with unexpected strategic challenges.  

Strategic improvisation 

In my organization/unit, we spontaneously and creatively 

reconfigure resources and capabilities to produce new strategic 

ideas.  

Strategic improvisation 
 In my organization/unit, we often use resources in new ways 

to address unanticipated strategic events. 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix E: Questionnaires after the Pilot 

1. IS/IT Questionnaire 

Question Label 

Our organization/unit: 
 

Is a leading innovator in information systems and technologies 

(IS/IT) in our industry. 
INNOVSTRAT1 

Believes in adopting IS/IT innovations early. INNOVSTRAT2 

Believes in being first in the industry in developing new IS/IT 

initiatives, even if not all of these efforts prove to be highly 

profitable. 

INNOVSTRAT3 

Has a high degree of systems inter-connectivity. ITFLEX_NW1 

Has the most available IT systems and connectivity, compared to 

rivals within our industry. 
ITFLEX_NW4 

In our organization/unit: 
 

Our systems are sufficiently flexible to incorporate electronic links to 

external parties. 
ITFLEX_NW2 

Remote users can seamlessly access software applications. ITFLEX_NW3 

We generally deal with unanticipated strategic events on the spot. STRATIMPROV1 

We frequently think on our feet when making unanticipated strategic 

decisions. 
STRATIMPROV2 

We often respond in the moment to unexpected strategic challenges. STRATIMPROV3 

We generally take a creative approach when faced with unexpected 

strategic challenges. 
STRATIMPROV4 

We spontaneously reconfigure resources to develop new strategic 

ideas. 
STRATIMPROV5 

We often use resources in new ways to address unanticipated 

strategic events. 
STRATIMPROV6 

We follow standard procedures about customer management. MEM_PROC1 

We follow standard procedures to record past projects. MEM_PROC2 

We have standard procedures to manage customer data. MEM_PROC3 

We have standard procedures to keep our customer files updated. MEM_PROC4 

Software applications can be easily transported and used across 

multiple platforms. 
ITFLEX_HW1 

It is easy to access all platforms and applications. ITFLEX_HW2 

We use middleware to integrate key enterprise applications. ITFLEX_HW3 

Our organization/unit: 
 

Does not have definitive long-term information systems and 

technology (IS/IT) goals. 
UNDEFSTRAT1 

Does not have a consistent approach regarding the management of 

IS/IT. 
UNDEFSTRAT2 

Does not have an articulated IS/IT strategy. UNDEFSTRAT3 

Makes use of information technology to facilitate knowledge and IMCAP_TAC1 
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information sharing. 

Has a culture intended to promote knowledge and information 

sharing. 
IMCAP_TAC2 

Encourages experienced workers to share their knowledge and 

expertise with new or less experienced workers. 
IMCAP_TAC3 

Encourages employees to attend training courses. IMCAP_TAC4 

Adopts innovations in information systems and technology (IS/IT) 

only after they have been proven  in our industry. 
CONSERVSTRAT1 

Carefully examines IS/IT before they are chosen. CONSERVSTRAT2 

Follows a conservative approach to developing new IS/IT strategic 

initiatives. 
CONSERVSTRAT3 

Has formal procedures to collect information and knowledge. IMCAP_EXP1 

Has formal procedures to share information and knowledge. IMCAP_EXP2 

Systematically identifies and obtains information and knowledge 

from outside sources (e.g., industry partners, governments, 

universities). 

IMCAP_EXP3 

In our organization/unit: 
 

Knowledge and information are available and organized to make it 

easy to find what we need. 
IMCAP_EXP4 

Information about good work practices, lessons learned, and 

knowledgeable persons is easy to find. 
IMCAP_EXP5 

Reusable software modules are widely used throughout our systems 

development unit. 
ITFLEX_SW1 

Legacy systems do not hamper the development of new IT 

applications. 
ITFLEX_SW2 

Functionality can be quickly added to critical applications based on 

end-user requests. 
ITFLEX_SW3 

It is easy to reuse data and information from past projects. MEM_DECL1 

We retain information about our competitors' strengths and 

weaknesses. 
MEM_DECL2 

It is easy to reuse data and information about specific processes. MEM_DECL3 

We retain specific information about our business environment. MEM_DECL4 

 

2. Business Questionnaire 

Questions Label 

In our organization/unit:    

We seem to adopt a rather conservative view when making strategic 

decisions on business opportunities.  
BUSFLEX1 REV 

We emphasize very close coordination among key strategic activities.  BUSFLEX2 REV 

Our business strategy is focused on a few key adaptable activities. BUSFLEX3 

We have the flexibility to adjust our business strategy if needed.  BUSFLEX4 

In our market:    
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Technological breakthroughs provide new opportunities very 

frequently.  
ENVDYN_TECH1 

Technology is changing very rapidly.  ENVDYN_TECH2 

Technological developments are rather minor.  
ENVDYN_TECH3 

REV 

In our organization/unit:    

We feel supported when we try new things, even though it is likely 

that some will not succeed.   
EXPCULTURE1 

We feel that we are given room for initiative in our daily activities.   EXPCULTURE2 

There is freedom to experiment.  EXPCULTURE3 

We are encouraged to take calculated risks when trying new ideas. EXPCULTURE4 

In our organization/unit:    

A large number of products/services are modified to the customer’s 

specifications. 
PRODUCTFLEX1 

The features of existing products/services are often modified. PRODUCTFLEX2 

A large number of our products/services are modified each year. PRODUCTFLEX3 

Existing product/service offerings are frequently modified. PRODUCTFLEX4 

Modified products/services are very different from each other. PRODUCTFLEX5 

Modified products/services are very different from existing products. PRODUCTFLEX6 

In our organization/unit:    

We generally deal with unanticipated strategic events on the spot.  STRATIMPROV1 

We frequently think on our feet when making unanticipated strategic 

decisions.  
STRATIMPROV2 

We often respond in the moment to unexpected strategic challenges.  STRATIMPROV3 

We generally take a creative approach when faced with unexpected 

strategic challenges.  
STRATIMPROV4 

We spontaneously reconfigure resources to develop new strategic 

ideas. 
STRATIMPROV5 

We often use resources in new ways to address unanticipated 

strategic events. 
STRATIMPROV6 

In our organization/unit:    

It is easy to reuse data and information from past projects.   MEM_DECL1 

We retain information about our competitors' strengths and 

weaknesses. 
MEM_DECL2 

It is easy to reuse data and information about specific processes.   MEM_DECL3 

We retain specific information about our business environment.  MEM_DECL4 

In our market:    

Our business environment changes endlessly. ENVDYN_ALL1 

Environmental changes are incredibly difficult to forecast.  ENVDYN_ALL2 

Our business environment is extremely turbulent. ENVDYN_ALL3 

In our organization/unit:    

We consistently invest in learning. OL_ALL1 
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Learning is an important key to improvement.  OL_ALL2 

To protect our future, we never quit learning. OL_ALL3 

We agree that our ability to learn is critical to organizational success. OL_ALL4 

In our market:    

Customers’ preferences change a great deal over time.   ENVDYN_MKT1 

There are very frequent innovations. ENVDYN_MKT2 

Competitors change very frequently. ENVDYN_MKT3 

In our organization/unit:    

We follow standard procedures about customer management.  MEM_PROC1 

We follow standard procedures to record past projects. MEM_PROC2 

We have standard procedures to manage customer data.  MEM_PROC3 

We have standard procedures to keep our customer files updated. MEM_PROC4 

In our organization/unit:    

We easily change our business processes to customize our offerings.  PROCESSFLEX1 

It is easy to adjust our processes to meet changes in customers' 

preferences. 
PROCESSFLEX2  

We have the flexibility to refine our business processes if needed.  PROCESSFLEX3 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix F: Industries Targeted  

(Standard Industry Code)  

SIC Industry Description 

27 Printing, Publishing, And Allied Industries 

60 Depository Institutions 

61 Non-depository Credit Institutions 

62 Security And Commodity Brokers, Dealers, Exchanges, And Services 

63 Insurance Carriers 

64 Insurance Agents, Brokers, And Service 

65 Real Estate 

67 Holding And Other Investment Offices 

70 Hotels, Rooming Houses, Camps, And Other Lodging Places 

72 Personal Services 

73 Business Services 

75 Automotive Repair, Services, And Parking 

76 Miscellaneous Repair Services 

78 Motion Pictures 

79 Amusement And Recreation Services 

80 Health Services 

81 Legal Services 

82 Educational Services 

83 Social Services 

84 Museums, Art Galleries, And Botanical And Zoological Gardens 

86 Membership Organizations 

87 Engineering, Accounting, Research, Management, And Related Services 

89 Miscellaneous Services 

91 Executive, Legislative, And General Government, Except Finance 

92 Justice, Public Order, And Safety 

93 Public Finance, Taxation, And Monetary Policy 

94 Administration Of Human Resource Programs 

95 Administration Of Environmental Quality And Housing Programs 

96 Administration Of Economic Programs 

97 National Security And International Affairs 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix G: Communication Emails with Respondents  

1. Emails to Respondents who Requested a Gift Card  

Subject: Queen's University Study - please confirm your email address to receive your $35 e-gift 

card from Starbucks 

 

Dear respondent,   

 

My name is Nadège Levallet, and I am a Ph.D. Student at Queen’s University in Kingston, 

Ontario. I want to thank you very much for recently participating in my study on “strategic 

improvisation and the role of information systems”.  

 

You have requested to receive a $35 Starbucks e-gift card. To ensure that your e-gift is delivered, 

could you please confirm your email address by simply replying to this email? Once I have 

received confirmation that this is the right email address to use, I will send you the e-gift card.  

 

To strengthen this study's findings, it would be very helpful to gather responses from additional 

members of your organization. 

 

If you believe some of your colleagues in managerial positions would be interested in filing out 

an online questionnaire, please email me their name, and contact information (including an email 

address).  I will not divulge that you gave me their name as a possible participant. This 

information will not be stored or reused for other purposes than to invite them to participate in the 

study.  

 

After they complete the survey, your colleagues will also receive a $35 gift certificate or have 

the opportunity to give the equivalent amount to a Canadian charity.  

 

If you have already provided one of your colleagues’ contact information, please fill free to send 

additional contacts.   

 

Thank you very much for your support! 

Nadège Levallet 

PhD candidate, Management Information Systems 

Queen’s School of Business 

Queen’s University 

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca 

 

2. E-gift card message 

Thank you very much for participating in the Queen's U. study on “strategic improvisation and 

the role of information systems”. We appreciate your support! 

 

mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
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3. Emails to Respondents who Requested a Donation  

Subject: Queen's University Study - your $35 donation to the Canadian Cancer Society/Make a 

Wish Foundation 

 

Dear respondent,  

My name is Nadège Levallet, and I am a Ph.D. Student at Queen’s University in Kingston, 

Ontario. I want to thank you very much for recently participating in my study on “strategic 

improvisation and the role of information systems”.  

 

As requested, we will donate $35 to the Canadian Cancer Society/Make a Wish Foundation on 

your behalf. This will be done at the end of the study, and I will email you a confirmation at that 

time (most likely in June 2014).   

 

To strengthen this study's findings, it would be very helpful to gather responses from additional 

members of your organization. 

 

If you believe some of your colleagues in managerial positions would be interested in filing out 

an online questionnaire, please email me their name, and contact information (including an email 

address).  

 

I will not divulge that you gave me their name as a possible participant. 

 

This information will not be stored or reused for other purposes than to invite them to participate 

in the study.  

 

After they complete the survey, they will also receive a $35 gift certificate or have the 

opportunity to give the equivalent amount to a Canadian charity.  If you have already 

provided one of your colleagues’ contact information, please fill free to send additional contacts.   

 

Thank you very much for your support! 

 

Nadège Levallet 

PhD candidate, Management Information Systems 

Queen’s School of Business 

Queen’s University 

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca 

 

  

mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
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Chapter 10 - Appendix H: Phone Interview Script   

Question: qintro 

Hello, My name is (XXX) from SSI, a research company, and I'm calling you on behalf of 

Queen's University in Ontario.   We are conducting a research study that explores how top 

managers in Canadian organizations leverage their information systems to rapidly address 

strategic opportunities and threats.  Your answers as a top manager will help us better understand 

how organizations make urgent strategic decisions in the face of uncertainty. To thank you for 

your participation, we will give you a $35 gift certificate or the ability to donate the equivalent 

amount to a Canadian charity. You will also receive a summary of the research findings. Your 

contact information will be stored separately from your responses. The interview will take 

between 10 and 15 minutes.  Are you interested in participating in this study either now or later 

when you have more time? 

 

(qintro:1) CONTINUE 

(qintro:2) NOT AVAILABLE/SCHEDULE CALLBACK 

(qintro:3) REFUSED 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: qrecord 

Participation is completely voluntary. You should not feel obliged to answer any questions that 

you find objectionable or that you would simply prefer not to answer. You should feel no 

obligation to participate. The confidentiality of the information you provide will be protected by 

concealing your organization's name and your name. The summarized findings from this research 

may be published in the form of journal articles or conference proceedings at a later stage and 

thus, available to the general public and other researchers. Your data will be aggregated with 

other organizations' data. All files and data will be destroyed five years after publication of the 

research findings.  Please note that this interview may be recorded for quality assurance purposes.  

Do you consent to being recorded? 

 

(qrecord:1) YES 

(qrecord:2) NO 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q1: What is the name of the organization you work for? 

(q1:) Organization: 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q1a: In what city or town is your organization located? 

 

(q1a:) city or town 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Question: q2a: Are you directly responsible for, or do you work in, your organization's IT 

department? 

(q2a:1) YES 

(q2a:2) NO 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q2: What is your current position in the organization? 

 (q2:01) Chief Information Officer (CIO) 

(q2:02) Chief Technology Officer (CTO) 

(q2:03) Chief Technical Officer 

(q2:04) Chief Data Officer 

(q2:05) Chief Digital Officer 

(q2:06) Chief Engineering Officer 

(q2:07) Executive Vice-President, Technology services 

(q2:08) Executive Vice-President, Information Technology (or IT) 

(q2:09) (Executive) Vice-President, Technology 

(q2:10) (Executive) Vice President, Technology Services 

(q2:11) (Executive) Vice President, information technology (or IT ) 

(q2:12) (Executive) Director, information technology (or IT) 

(q2:13) (Executive) IT Director 

(q2:14) (Executive) Director, technology services 

(q2:15) (Executive) Director, information systems 

(q2:16) Managing Director, information technology (or IT) 

(q2:17) Managing Director, information systems 

(q2:18) Managing Director, information 

(q2:19) IT Manager 

(q2:20) Manager, data 

(q2:21) Manager, digital services 

(q2:22) Other, specify: 

(q2:23) Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 

(q2:24) Chief Financial Officer (CFO) 

(q2:25) Chief Operating Officer (COO) 

(q2:26) Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) 

(q2:27) Chief Strategy Officer 

(q2:28) Chief Accounting Officer 

(q2:29) Chief Audit Executive 

(q2:30) Chief Business Officer 

(q2:31) Chief Brand Officer 

(q2:32) Chief Commercial Officer 

(q2:33) Chief Communications Officer 

(q2:34) Chief Compliance Officer 

(q2:35) Chief Creative Officer 

(q2:36) Chief Innovation Officer 

(q2:37) Chief Knowledge Officer 

(q2:38) Chief Procurement Officer 

(q2:39) (Executive) Vice-President, Finance 

(q2:40) (Executive) Vice-President, Corporate Responsibility 

(q2:41) (Executive) Vice-President, Human Resources 
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(q2:42) (Executive) Vice-President, Marketing 

(q2:43) (Executive) Vice-President, Operations 

(q2:44) (Executive) Vice-President, Production 

(q2:45) (Executive) Vice-President, Sales 

(q2:46) (Executive) Vice-President, Business Development 

(q2:47) (Executive/Managing) Director, Finance 

(q2:48) (Executive/Managing) Director, Corporate Responsibility 

(q2:49) (Executive/Managing) Director, Human Resources 

(q2:50) (Executive/Managing) Director, Marketing 

(q2:51) (Executive/Managing) Director, Operations 

(q2:52) (Executive/Managing) Director, Production 

(q2:53) (Executive/Managing) Director, Sales 

(q2:54) (Executive/Managing) Director, Business Development 

(q2:55) (Executive/Managing) Director, Accounting 

(q2:56) Manager, Finance 

(q2:57) Manager, Human Resources 

(q2:58) Manager, Marketing 

(q2:59) Manager, Operations 

(q2:60) Manager, Production 

(q2:61) Manager, Sales 

(q2:62) Manager, Business Development 

(q2:63) Manager, Accounting 

(q2:64) Other, specify: 

 (q2oth1 - 50) 

 (q2oth2 - 50) 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q2dummy: IS/IT Managers vs. Non IS/IT managers (other) 

(q2dummy:1) IS/IT Managers 

(q2dummy:2) Non IS/IT managers (other) 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q3: How long have you been in this position? 

(q3:1) Less than 1 year 

(q3:2) 1-4 years 

(q3:3) 5-9 years 

(q3:4) 10 years or more  

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Question: q4: What is the primary industry in which your organization competes? 

(q4:01) Advertising (SIC 7310) 

(q4:02) Agriculture, natural resources and construction (SIC 1-17) 

(q4:03) Amusement and recreation services (SIC79) 

(q4:04) Automotive repair, services, and parking (SIC 75) 

(q4:05) Business/Management consulting and public relations services (SIC 874)          

(q4:06) Computer programming, data processing, software development and other computer 

related services (SIC 737) 



 

530 

 

(q4:07) Educational services (SIC 82) 

(q4:08) Engineering, accounting, research, and related services (SIC 87) 

(q4:09) Finance, insurance, real estate (SIC 60-67) 

(q4:10) Health services (SIC 80) 

(q4:11) Hospitality services (SIC 70) 

(q4:12) Legal services (SIC 81) 

(q4:13) Manufacturing (SIC 20-39) 

(q4:14) Membership organizations (e.g., business associations, labor unions) (SIC 86) 

(q4:15) Museums, art galleries, botanical and zoological gardens (SIC84) 

(q4:16) Personal services (SIC72) 

(q4:17) Printing, publishing, and related industries (SIC 27) 

(q4:18) Public administration (SIC 91-99) 

(q4:19) Social services (SIC 83) 

(q4:20) Transportation and public utilities (SIC 40-49) 

(q4:21) Wholesale and retail trade (SIC 50-59) 

(q4:22) Other 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q5:For about how many years has your organization been operating? 

(q5:1) Less than 5 years 

(q5:2) 5-9 years 

(q5:3) 10-19 years 

(q5:4) 20-29 years 

(q5:5) 30 years or more 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q6: About how many full time equivalent (FTE) employees does your 

organization have? 

(q6:1) Less than 50  

(q6:2) 50-99 

(q6:3) 100-199 

(q6:4) 200-299 

(q6:5) 300-399 

(q6:6) 400-499 

(q6:7) 500 or more 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q7 - q48 

On a scale of 1 to 7 where 1 is strongly disagree , 4 is neither agree nor disagree and 7 is 

strongly agree, how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

 

Punches: 

(1) Strongly Disagree 

(2) Disagree 

(3) Somewhat Disagree 

(4) Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
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(5) Somewhat Agree 

(6) Agree 

(7) Strongly Agree 

(99) Not Applicable/I Don't Know 

 

Our organization/unit: 

(q7 - 2) Is a leading innovator in information systems and technologies (IS/IT) in our industry. 

 INNOVSTRAT1 

(q8 - 2) Believes in adopting IS/IT innovations early. INNOVSTRAT2 

(q9 - 2) Believes in being first in the industry in developing new IS/IT initiatives, even if not all 

of these efforts prove to be highly profitable. INNOVSTRAT3 

(q10 - 2) Has a high degree of systems inter-connectivity. ITFLEX_NW1 

(q11 - 2) Has the most available IT systems and connectivity, compared to rivals within our 

industry. ITFLEX_NW4 

 

In our organization/unit:   

(q12 - 2) Our systems are sufficiently flexible to incorporate electronic links to external parties.

 ITFLEX_NW2 

(q13 - 2) Remote users can seamlessly access software applications. ITFLEX_NW3 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q13a: Are you comfortable with this questionnaire so far? 

(q13a:1) Yes 

(q13a:2) No 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q13aa: Would you prefer switching to the other questionnaire, that is more 

business focused? 

(q13aa:1) Yes 

(q13aa:2) No 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

 

(q14 - 2) We generally deal with unanticipated strategic events on the spot.  STRATIMPROV1 

(q15 - 2) We frequently think on our feet when making unanticipated strategic decisions. 

 STRATIMPROV2 

(q16 - 2) We often respond in the moment to unexpected strategic challenges. STRATIMPROV3 

(q17 - 2) We generally take a creative approach when faced with unexpected strategic challenges.  

 STRATIMPROV4 

(q18 - 2) We spontaneously reconfigure resources to develop new strategic ideas. 

STRATIMPROV5 

(q19 - 2) We often use resources in new ways to address unanticipated strategic events.

 STRATIMPROV6 

(q20 - 2) We follow standard procedures about customer management.  MEM_PROC1 

(q21 - 2) We follow standard procedures to record past projects.  MEM_PROC2 

(q22 - 2) We have standard procedures to manage customer data. MEM_PROC3 



 

532 

 

(q23 - 2) We have standard procedures to keep our customer files updated. MEM_PROC4 

(q24 - 2) Software applications can be easily transported and used across multiple platforms.

 ITFLEX_HW1 

(q25 - 2) It is easy to access all platforms and applications. ITFLEX_HW2 

(q26 - 2) We use middleware to integrate key enterprise applications. ITFLEX_HW3 

 

Our organization/unit:   

(q27 - 2) Does not have definitive long-term information systems and technology (IS/IT) goals.  

 UNDEFSTRAT1 

(q28 - 2) Does not have a consistent approach regarding the management of IS/IT. 

UNDEFSTRAT2 

(q29 - 2) Does not have an articulated IS/IT strategy. UNDEFSTRAT3 

(q30 - 2) Makes use of information technology to facilitate knowledge and information sharing.

 IMCAP_TAC1 

(q31 - 2) Has a culture intended to promote knowledge and information sharing.  IMCAP_TAC2 

(q32 - 2) Encourages experienced workers to share their knowledge and expertise with new or 

less  

 experienced workers. IMCAP_TAC3 

(q33 - 2) Encourages employees to attend training courses.  IMCAP_TAC4 

(q34 - 2) Adopts innovations in IS/IT only after they have been proven in our industry. 

CONSERVSTRAT1 

(q35 - 2) Carefully examines IS/IT before they are chosen. CONSERVSTRAT2 

(q36 - 2) Follows a conservative approach to developing new IS/IT strategic 

initiatives.CONSERVSTRAT3 

(q37 - 2) Has formal procedures to collect information and knowledge. IMCAP_EXP1 

(q38 - 2) Has formal procedures to share information and knowledge. IMCAP_EXP2 

(q39 - 2) Systematically identifies and obtains information and knowledge from outside sources 

(e.g.,  

 industry partners, governments, universities).  IMCAP_EXP3 

 

In our organization/unit:   

(q40 - 2) Knowledge and information are available and organized to make it easy to find what we 

need. IMCAP_EXP4 

(q41 - 2)Information about good work practices, lessons learned, and knowledgeable persons is 

easy to  

 find. IMCAP_EXP5 

(q42 - 2) Reusable software modules are widely used throughout our systems development unit. 

 ITFLEX_SW1 

(q43 - 2) Legacy systems do not hamper the development of new IT applications. ITFLEX_SW2 

(q44 - 2) Functionality can be quickly added to critical applications based on end-user requests.

 ITFLEX_SW3 

(q45 - 2) It is easy to reuse data and information from past projects. MEM_DECL1 

(q46 - 2) We retain information about our competitors' strengths and weaknesses. MEM_DECL2 

(q47 - 2) It is easy to reuse data and information about specific processes.  MEM_DECL3 

(q48 - 2) We retain specific information about our business environment. MEM_DECL4 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Question: q49 - q92 

On a scale of 1 to 7 where 1 is strongly disagree , 4 is neither agree nor disagree and 7 is 

strongly agree, how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

 

Punches: 

(1) Strongly Disagree 

(2) Disagree 

(3) Somewhat Disagree 

(4) Neither Agree Nor Disagree 

(5) Somewhat Agree 

(6) Agree 

(7) Strongly Agree 

(99) Not Applicable/I Don't Know 

 

In our organization/unit: 

(q49 - 2) We seem to adopt a rather conservative view when making strategic decisions on 

business opportunities.  BUSFLEX1 REV 

(q50 - 2) We emphasize very close coordination among key strategic activities. BUSFLEX2 REV 

(q51 - 2) Our business strategy is focused on a few key adaptable activities. BUSFLEX3 

(q52 - 2) We have the flexibility to adjust our business strategy if needed. BUSFLEX4 

 

In our market:    

(q53 - 2) Technological breakthroughs provide new opportunities very frequently. 

ENVDYN_TECH1 

(q54 - 2) Technology is changing very rapidly. ENVDYN_TECH2 

(q55 - 2) Technological developments are rather minor.  ENVDYN_TECH3 REV 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q55a: Are you comfortable with this questionnaire so far? 

 (q55a:1) Yes 

(q55a:2) No 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q55aa: Would you prefer switching to the other questionnaire, that is  more IS 

focused? 

(q55aa:1) Yes 

(q55aa:2) No 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

In our organization/unit:    

(q56 - 2) We feel supported when we try new things, even though it is likely that some will not  

succeed.  EXPCULTURE1 

(q57 - 2) We feel that we are given room for initiative in our daily activities. EXPCULTURE2 

(q58 - 2) There is freedom to experiment.  EXPCULTURE3 

(q59 - 2) We are encouraged to take calculated risks when trying new ideas. EXPCULTURE4 
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(q60 - 2) A large number of products/services are modified to the customer’s specifications.

 PRODUCTFLEX1 

(q61 - 2) The features of existing products/services are often modified. PRODUCTFLEX2 

(q62 - 2) A large number of our products/services are modified each year. PRODUCTFLEX3 

(q63 - 2) Existing product/service offerings are frequently modified. PRODUCTFLEX4 

(q64 - 2) Modified products/services are very different from each other. PRODUCTFLEX5 

(q65 - 2) Modified products/services are very different from existing products. 

PRODUCTFLEX6 

(q66 - 2) We generally deal with unanticipated strategic events on the spot. STRATIMPROV1 

(q67 - 2) We frequently think on our feet when making unanticipated strategic decisions. 

 STRATIMPROV2 

(q68 - 2) We often respond in the moment to unexpected strategic challenges. STRATIMPROV3 

(q69 - 2) We generally take a creative approach when faced with unexpected strategic challenges. 

 STRATIMPROV4 

(q70 - 2) We spontaneously reconfigure resources to develop new strategic ideas. 

STRATIMPROV5 

(q71 - 2) We often use resources in new ways to address unanticipated strategic events.

 STRATIMPROV6 

(q72 - 2) It is easy to reuse data and information from past projects. MEM_DECL1 

(q73 - 2) We retain information about our competitors' strengths and weaknesses. MEM_DECL2 

(q74 - 2) It is easy to reuse data and information about specific processes. MEM_DECL3 

(q75 - 2) We retain specific information about our business environment. MEM_DECL4 

 

In our market:    

(q76 - 2) Our business environment changes endlessly. ENVDYN_ALL1 

(q77 - 2) Environmental changes are incredibly difficult to forecast. ENVDYN_ALL2 

(q78 - 2) Our business environment is extremely turbulent. ENVDYN_ALL3 

 

In our organization/unit:    

(q79 - 2) We consistently invest in learning. OL_ALL1 

(q80 - 2) Learning is an important key to improvement. OL_ALL2 

(q81 - 2) To protect our future, we never quit learning. OL_ALL3 

(q82 - 2) We agree that our ability to learn is critical to organizational success. OL_ALL4 

 

In our market:    

(q83 - 2) Customers’ preferences change a great deal over time. ENVDYN_MKT1 

(q84 - 2) There are very frequent innovations. ENVDYN_MKT2 

(q85 - 2) Competitors change very frequently. ENVDYN_MKT3 

 

In our organization/unit:    

(q86 - 2) We follow standard procedures about customer management.  MEM_PROC1 

(q87 - 2) We follow standard procedures to record past projects.  MEM_PROC2 

(q88 - 2) We have standard procedures to manage customer data. MEM_PROC3 

(q89 - 2) We have standard procedures to keep our customer files updated. MEM_PROC4 

(q90 - 2) We easily change our business processes to customize our offerings. PROCESSFLEX1 

(q91 - 2) It is easy to adjust our processes to meet changes in customers' preferences.

 PROCESSFLEX2  

(q92 - 2) We have the flexibility to refine our business processes if needed. PROCESSFLEX3 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q93 

To strengthen this study's findings, it would be very helpful to gather responses from 

additional members of your organization. If you would like us to contact some of your 

colleagues in managerial positions, and give them the opportunity to fill out an online 

questionnaire, please provide their name, and contact information  (this information will 

not be stored or reused for other purposes)  
(q93_1) NAME: 

(q93_2) PHONE: 

(q93_3) EMAIL: 

(q93_4) POSITION: 

(q93_5) NAME2: 

(q93_6) PHONE2: 

(q93_7) EMAIL2: 

(q93_8) POSITION2: 

(q93_9) NAME3: 

(q93_10) PHONE3: 

(q93_11) EMAIL3: 

(q93_12) POSITION3: 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q94: To receive your $35 gift certificate or to donate the equivalent amount to a 

charity, please choose one of the following options: 

(q94:1) $35 Starbucks e-gift certificate (get email if not already collected) 

(q94:2) $35 Donation to the Canadian Cancer Society (get email if not already collected) 

(q94:3) $35 Donation to Make a Wish Canada Foundation (get email if not already collected) 

(q94:4) None of above/ Refused incentive [DNR] 

 (q94oth1 - 50) 

 (q94oth2 - 50) 

 (q94oth3 - 50) 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: qemail 

 (get email if not already collected) 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q95 

Once we have analyzed the results of this research, it is possible that we may find 

unexpected results that warrant further investigation. If this is the case, we would like your 

permission to contact you for a short follow-up phone interview.   Do you agree to 

participate in this follow-up interview if needed? 

(q95:1) Yes. Request email address if needed (i.e., not already provided) 

(q95:2) No, thanks. 

 (q95oth1 - 50) 
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-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Question: q96: Would you like to receive a summary report of the findings for this study? 

(q96:1) Yes. Request email address if needed (i.e., not already provided) 

(q96:2) No, thanks. 

 (q96oth1 - 50) 
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Chapter 10 - Appendix G: Online Questionnaires 

1. IS/IT Online Questionnaire 

Q155 Strategic Improvisation and the Role of Information Systems Study  (Please note that this 

questionnaire has not been optimized for smart phones.  It is recommended that a computer or 

tablet be used. Thank you)  

Thank you for your interest in participating in this research study on strategic improvisation and 

the role of information systems. This research is being conducted by Nadège Levallet, a doctoral 

student at the School of Business at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, under the 

supervision of Dr. Yolande Chan, a professor at the School of Business at Queen’s University.  

Before proceeding, please read the letter of information 

at: https://sites.google.com/site/strategicimprovisationqueens/loi        

To thank you for your participation, we will give you a $35 gift certificate or the ability to donate 

the equivalent amount to a Canadian charity. You can also choose to receive a summary of the 

research findings.              

 

Q156 Do you consent to participate in this study?  

 I consent to participate. (1) 

 I do NOT consent to participate. (2) 

If I do NOT consent to partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 

 

Q33 Once we have analyzed the results of this research, it is possible that we may find 

unexpected results that warrant further investigation. If this is the case, we would like your 

permission to contact you for a short follow-up phone interview. If you would like to participate 

in this follow-up interview, please check the box below. Your contact information will be stored 

separately from your responses to preserve anonymity.  

 If needed, you can contact me for a follow-up interview. (1) 

 No, thanks. (2) 

 

Answer If Once we have analyzed the results of this research, it is possible that we may find 

unexpected results that warrant further investigation. If this is the case, we would like your 

permission to cont... If needed, you can contact me for a follow-up interview. Is Selected 

Q34 Please provide your email address below so we can can contact you for a potential follow-up 

interview: 
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Q35 If you would like to receive a summary report of the findings for this study, please check the 

box below and provide your email address. Your contact information will be stored separately 

from your responses to preserve anonymity.  

 I would like to receive a summary report of the findings. (1) 

 No, thanks. (2) 

 

Answer If If you would like to receive a summary report of  the findings for this study, please 

check the box below and  provide your email address. Your contact information will be  stored 

separately from y... <span style="color:#000080;"><span style="font-family:comic sans 

ms,cursive;">I would like to receive a summary report of the findings.</span></span> Is 

Selected And Please provide your email address below so we can can contact you for 

a&nbsp;potential&nbsp;follow-up interview: Text Response Is Does Not Contain  @ 

Q36 Please provide your email address below so we can can send you a summary report: 

 

Q127 What is the name of the organization you work for?  

 

Q25 In what city or town is your organization located? 

 

Q128 What is your current position in the organization? 

 

Q129 How long how you been in this position?  

 Less than 1 year  (4) 

 1-4 years  (5) 

 5-9 years  (6) 

 10 years or more (7) 
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Q24 What is the primary industry in which your organization competes?  

 Advertising  (4) 

 Agriculture, natural resources and construction (5) 

 Amusement and recreation services  (6) 

 Automotive repair, services, and parking  (7) 

 Business/Management consulting services  (8) 

 Computer programming, data processing, software development and other computer 

related services (9) 

 Educational services (10) 

 Engineering, accounting, research, and related services (11) 

 Finance, insurance, real estate (12) 

 Health services (13) 

 Hospitality services  (14) 

 Legal services (15) 

 Manufacturing  (16) 

 Membership organizations (e.g., business associations, labor unions) (17) 

 Museums, art galleries, botanical and zoological gardens (18) 

 Personal services  (19) 

 Printing, publishing, and related industries (20) 

 Public administration (21) 

 Social services  (22) 

 Transportation and public utilities  (23) 

 Wholesale and retail trade (24) 

 Other (25) 

 

Q131 For about how many years has your organization been operating?  

 Less than 5 years  (4) 

 5-9 years (5) 

 10-19 years (6) 

 20-29 years (7) 

 30 years or more (8) 

 

Q132 About how many full time equivalent (FTE) employees does your organization have? 

 Less than 50  (4) 

 50-99 (5) 

 100-199 (6) 

 200-299 (7) 

 300-399 (8) 

 400-499 (9) 

 500 or more (10)
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Q113 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?        Our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicabl

e/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Is a leading innovator in information systems 

and technology (IS/IT) in our industry. (2) 
                

Believes in adopting IS/IT innovations early. 

(4) 
                

Believes in being first in the industry in 

developing new IS/IT initiatives, even if not 

all of these efforts prove to be highly 

profitable. (1) 

                

Has a high degree of systems inter-

connectivity. (5) 
                

Has the most available IT systems and 

connectivity, compared to rivals within our 

industry. (3) 
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Q114 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?        In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicabl

e/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Our systems are sufficiently flexible to 

incorporate electronic links to external parties. 

(10) 

                

Remote users can seamlessly access software 

applications. (1) 
                

We generally deal with unanticipated strategic 

events on the spot. (2) 
                

We frequently think on our feet when making 

unanticipated strategic decisions. (3) 
                

We often respond in the moment to 

unexpected strategic challenges. (14) 
                

We generally take a creative approach when 

faced with unexpected strategic challenges. 

(15) 

                

We spontaneously reconfigure resources to 

develop new strategic ideas. (16) 
                

We often use resources in new ways to 

address unanticipated strategic events. (17) 
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Q115 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?        In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable

/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

We follow standard procedures about 

customer management. (8) 
                

We follow standard procedures to record 

past projects. (10) 
                

We have standard procedures to manage 

customer data. (1) 
                

We have standard procedures to keep our 

customer files updated. (2) 
                

Software applications can be easily 

transported and used across multiple 

platforms. (3) 

                

It is easy to access all platforms and 

applications. (14) 
                

We use middleware to integrate key 

enterprise applications. (15) 
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Q116 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?        Our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable

/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Does not have definitive long-term 

information systems and technology (IS/IT) 

goals. (10) 

                

Does not have a consistent approach 

regarding the management of IS/IT. (9) 
                

Does not have an articulated IS/IT strategy. 

(1) 
                

Makes use of information technology to 

facilitate knowledge and information 

sharing. (16) 

                

Has a culture intended to promote 

knowledge and information sharing. (2) 
                

Encourages experienced workers to share 

their knowledge and expertise with new or 

less experienced workers. (17) 

                

Encourages employees to attend training 

courses. (18) 
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Q38 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?        Our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable

/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Adopts innovations in information systems 

and technology (IS/IT) only after  they have 

been proven  in our industry. (7) 

                

Carefully examines IS/IT before they are 

chosen. (8) 
                

Follows a conservative approach to 

developing new IS/IT strategic initiatives. 

(9) 

                

Has formal procedures to collect information 

and knowledge. (10) 
                

Has formal procedures to share information 

and knowledge. (11) 
                

Systematically identifies and obtains 

information and knowledge from outside 

sources (e.g., industry partners, 

governments, universities). (12) 
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Q23 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?        In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable

/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Knowledge and information are available 

and organized to make it easy to find what 

we need. (7) 

                

Information about good work practices, 

lessons learned, and knowledgeable persons 

is easy to find. (8) 

                

Reusable software modules are widely used 

throughout our systems development unit. 

(11) 

                

Legacy systems do not hamper the 

development of new IT applications. (9) 
                

Functionality can be quickly added to critical 

applications based on end-user requests. (10) 
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Q25 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?        In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable

/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

It is easy to reuse data and information from 

past projects. (7) 
                

We retain information about our competitors' 

strengths and weaknesses. (8) 
                

It is easy to reuse data and information about 

specific processes. (9) 
                

We retain specific information about our 

business environment. (12) 
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Q1 To strengthen this study's findings, it would be very helpful to gather responses from 

additional members of your organization. If you would like us to contact some of your colleagues 

in managerial positions and give them the opportunity to fill out this questionnaire, please 

indicate their name, email and position below (this information will not be stored or reused for 

other purposes).After they complete the survey, they will also receive a $35 gift certificate or 

have the opportunity to give the equivalent amount to a Canadian charity. 

Name (1st referral): (5) 

Title (1st referral): (6) 

Email address (1st referral): (7) 

Name (2nd referral): (8) 

Title (2nd referral): (9) 

Email address (2nd referral): (10) 

 

Q1 To receive your $35 gift certificate or to donate the equivalent amount to a charity, please 

choose one of the following options:  

 Please send me a $35 Starbucks gift certificate. (1) 

 Please donate the equivalent amount to the Canadian Cancer Society on my behalf and 

email me the confirmation. (2) 

 Please donate the equivalent amount to the Make a Wish Canada Foundation on my 

behalf and email me the confirmation. (3) 

 No, thanks. (4) 

 

Answer If To receive your $35 gift certificate or to donate the equivalent  amount to a charity, 

please choose one of the following  options:  Please send me a $35 Starbucks gift certificate. Is 

Selected Or To receive your $35 gift certificate or to donate the equivalent  amount to a charity, 

please choose one of the following  options:  Please donate the equivalent amount to the Canadian 

Cancer Society on my behalf and email me the confirmation. Is Selected Or To receive your $35 

gift certificate or to donate the equivalent  amount to a charity, please choose one of the following  

options:  Please donate the equivalent amount to the Make a Wish Canada Foundation on my 

behalf and email me the confirmation. Is Selected 

Q2 To receive your gift card or your donation confirmation, please provide your email address 

below: 
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2. Business Questionnaire  

 

Q1   Strategic Improvisation and the Role of Information Systems Study   (Please note that this 

questionnaire has not been optimized for smart phones. It is recommended that a computer or 

tablet be used. Thank you.)         Thank you for your interest in participating in this research study 

on strategic improvisation and the role of information systems. This research is being conducted 

by Nadège Levallet, a doctoral student at the School of Business at Queen’s University in 

Kingston, Ontario, under the supervision of Dr. Yolande Chan, a professor at the School of 

Business at Queen’s University.      Before proceeding, please read the letter of information at 

: https://sites.google.com/site/strategicimprovisationqueens/loi        To thank you for your 

participation, we will give you a $35 gift certificate or the ability to donate the equivalent amount 

to a Canadian charity. You can also choose to receive a summary of the research findings.  

 

Q2 Do you consent to participate in this study?  

 I consent to participate. (1) 

 I do NOT consent to participate. (2) 

If I do NOT consent to partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 

 

Q33 Once we have analyzed the results of this research, it is possible that we may find 

unexpected results that warrant further investigation. If this is the case, we would like your 

permission to contact you for a short follow-up phone interview. If you would like to participate 

in this follow-up interview, please check the box below. Your contact information will be stored 

separately from your responses to preserve anonymity.  

 If needed, you can contact me for a follow-up interview. (1) 

 No, thanks. (2) 

 

Answer If Once we have analyzed the results of this research, it is possible that we may find 

unexpected results that warrant further investigation. If this is the case, we would like your 

permission to cont... If needed, you can contact me for a follow-up interview. Is Selected 

Q34 Please provide your email address below so we can can contact you for a potential follow-up 

interview: 
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Q35 If you would like to receive a summary report of the findings for this study, please check the 

box below and provide your email address. Your contact information will be stored separately 

from your responses to preserve anonymity.  

 I would like to receive a summary report of the findings. (1) 

 No, thanks. (2) 

 

Answer If If you would like to receive a summary report of  the findings for this study, please 

check the box below and  provide your email address. Your contact information will be  stored 

separately from y... <span style="color:#000080;"><span style="font-family:comic sans 

ms,cursive;">I would like to receive a summary report of the findings.</span></span> Is 

Selected And Please provide your email address below so we can can contact you for 

a&nbsp;potential&nbsp;follow-up interview: Text Response Is Does Not Contain  @ 

Q36 Please provide your email address below so we can can send you a summary report: 

 

Q1 What is the name of the organization you work for?  

 

Q27 In what city or town is your organization located? 

 

Q2 What is your current position in the organization? 

 

Q3 How long how you been in this position?  

 Less than 1 year  (4) 

 1-4 years  (5) 

 5-9 years  (6) 

 10 years or more (7) 
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Q29 What is the primary industry in which your organization competes?     

 Advertising (4) 

 Agriculture, natural resources and construction (5) 

 Amusement and recreation services (6) 

 Automotive repair, services, and parking (7) 

 Business/Management consulting and public relations services (8) 

 Computer programming, data processing, software development and other computer 

related services (9) 

 Educational services (10) 

 Engineering, accounting, research, and related services (11) 

 Finance, insurance, real estate (12) 

 Health services (13) 

 Hospitality services (14) 

 Legal services (15) 

 Manufacturing (16) 

 Membership organizations (e.g., business associations, labor unions) (17) 

 Museums, art galleries, botanical and zoological gardens (18) 

 Personal services (19) 

 Printing, publishing, and related industries (20) 

 Public administration (21) 

 Social services (22) 

 Transportation and public utilities (23) 

 Wholesale and retail trade (24) 

 Other (25) 

 

Q5 For about how many years has your organization been operating?  

 Less than 5 years  (4) 

 5-9 years (5) 

 10-19 years (6) 

 20-29 years (7) 

 30 years or more (8) 

 

Q6 About how many full time equivalent (FTE) employees does your organization have? 

 Less than 50  (4) 

 50-99 (5) 

 100-199 (6) 

 200-299 (7) 

 300-399 (8) 

 400-499 (9) 

 500 or more (10) 
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Q117 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?     In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable 

/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

We seem to adopt a rather conservative 

view when making major decisions on 

business opportunities.  (3) 

                

We emphasize very close coordination 

among key strategic activities. (4) 
                

Our business strategy is focused on a few 

key adaptable activities. (5) 
                

We have the flexibility to adjust our 

business strategy if needed. (6) 
                

 

Q118 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our market: 

 Not 

applicable

/I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Technological breakthroughs provide new 

opportunities very frequently. (2) 
                

Technology is changing very rapidly. (3)                 

Technological developments are rather 

minor. (5) 
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Q119 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable/ 

I don't 

know (28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewhat 

Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

We feel supported when we try new 

things, even though it is likely that some 

will not succeed. (4) 

                

We feel that we are given room for 

initiative in our daily activities. (5) 
                

There is freedom to experiment. (6)                 

We are encouraged to take calculated risks 

when trying new ideas. (7) 
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Q120 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable/ 

I don't 

know (28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewhat 

Agree (24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree (26) 

A large number of 

products/services are modified to 

the customer’s specifications. (1) 

                

The features of existing 

products/services are often 

modified. (2) 

                

A large number of our 

products/services are modified 

each year. (3) 

                

Existing product/service offerings 

are frequently modified. (4) 
                

Modified products/services are 

very different from each other. (5) 
                

Modified products/services are 

very different from existing 

products. (6) 
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Q121 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicabl

e/ I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

We generally deal with unanticipated 

strategic events on the spot. (15) 
                

We frequently think on our feet when 

making unanticipated strategic decisions. (1) 
                

We often respond in the moment to 

unexpected strategic challenges. (2) 
                

We generally take a creative approach when 

faced with unexpected strategic challenges. 

(9) 

                

We spontaneously reconfigure resources to 

develop new strategic ideas. (19) 
                

We often use resources in new ways to 

address unanticipated strategic events. (20) 
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Q123 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable/I 

don't know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewhat 

Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

It is easy to reuse data and information 

from past projects. (27) 
                

We retain information about our 

competitors' strengths and weaknesses. 

(19) 

                

It is easy to reuse data and information 

about specific processes. (20) 
                

We retain specific information about our 

business environment. (13) 
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Q40 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our market: 

 Not 

applicable/I 

don't know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewhat 

Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Our business environment changes 

endlessly. (27) 
                

Environmental changes are incredibly 

difficult to forecast. (19) 
                

Our business environment is extremely 

turbulent. (20) 
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Q42 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicabl

e/I don't 

know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewha

t 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewha

t Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

We consistently invest in learning. (27)                 

Learning is an important key to 

improvement. (19) 
                

To protect our future, we never quit 

learning. (20) 
                

We agree that our ability to learn is critical 

to organizational success. (31) 
                

 

Q44 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our market: 

 Not 

applicable/I 

don't know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewhat 

Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

Customers’ preferences change a great 

deal over time. (19) 
                

There are very frequent innovations. (20)                 

Competitors change very frequently. (13)                 
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Q40 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable/I 

don't know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewhat 

Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

We follow standard procedures 

about customer management. (19) 
                

We follow standard procedures to 

record past projects. (20) 
                

We have standard procedures to 

manage customer data. (13) 
                

We have standard procedures to 

keep our customer files updated. (22) 
                

 

Q41 To what extent do you agree with the following statements?    In our organization/unit: 

 Not 

applicable/I 

don't know 

(28) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(20) 

Disagree 

(21) 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

(22) 

Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

(23) 

Somewhat 

Agree 

(24) 

Agree 

(25) 

Strongly 

Agree 

(26) 

We easily change our business 

processes to customize our offerings. (19) 
                

It is easy to adjust our processes 

to meet changes in customers' 

preferences. (20) 

                

We have the flexibility to refine 

our business processes if needed. (13) 
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Q1 To strengthen this study's findings, it would be very helpful to gather responses from 

additional members of your organization. If you would like us to contact some of your colleagues 

in managerial positions and give them the opportunity to fill out this questionnaire, please 

indicate their name, email and position below (this information will not be stored or reused for 

other purposes).After they complete the survey, they will also receive a $35 gift certificate or 

have the opportunity to give the equivalent amount to a Canadian charity. 

Name (1st referral): (5) 

Title (1st referral): (6) 

Email address (1st referral): (7) 

Name (2nd referral): (8) 

Title (2nd referral): (9) 

Email address (2nd referral): (10) 

 

Q1 To receive your $35 gift certificate or to donate the equivalent amount to a charity, please 

choose one of the following options:  

 Please send me a $35 Starbucks gift certificate. (1) 

 Please donate the equivalent amount to the Canadian Cancer Society on my behalf and 

email me the confirmation. (2) 

 Please donate the equivalent amount to the Make a Wish Canada Foundation on my 

behalf and email me the confirmation. (3) 

 No, thanks. (4) 

 

Answer If To receive your $35 gift certificate or to donate the equivalent  amount to a charity, 

please choose one of the following  options:  Please send me a $35 Starbucks gift certificate. Is 

Selected Or To receive your $35 gift certificate or to donate the equivalent  amount to a charity, 

please choose one of the following  options:  Please donate the equivalent amount to the Canadian 

Cancer Society on my behalf and email me the confirmation. Is Selected Or To receive your $35 

gift certificate or to donate the equivalent  amount to a charity, please choose one of the following  

options:  Please donate the equivalent amount to the Make a Wish Canada Foundation on my 

behalf and email me the confirmation. Is Selected 

Q2 To receive your gift card or your donation confirmation, please provide your email address 

below: 

 

 

  



 

560 

 

Chapter 10 - Appendix J: Online Questionnaire Referrals Emails  

1. Recruitment Emails 

Referral’s 

Function 
Recruitment Email 

IS  

Subject: Queen’s University Study – win a $35 gift card or donation 

My name is Nadège Levallet and I am a Ph.D. student in the School of 

Business at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. For my thesis, I 

am conducting a survey on “strategic improvisation and the role of 

information systems (IS)” in small and medium Canadian organizations. 

One of your coworkers recently participated in this study and provided 

me with your contact information. 

I would like to invite you to fill out an online questionnaire which will 

take you about 10 min to complete. For instance, you will be asked to 

rate the level of dynamism in your industry and the ability of your 

organization to make rapid strategic decisions based on unexpected 

events.  

To thank you for your participation, you will receive a $35 gift 

certificate or have the opportunity to give the equivalent amount to a 

Canadian charity. You will also receive a summary of the research 

findings. 

You have been selected to answer information systems related questions. 

To continue, please click on this link to start the survey: IS Survey. 

If you would prefer to answer non-IS, general business questions, please 

click on this link to start the survey: General Business Survey 

(Please note that the questionnaires have not been optimized for smart 

phones. It is recommended that a computer or tablet be used. Thank you) 

If you have any questions about the study, please don’t hesitate to 

contact me. 

Thank you very much for your interest in the study and for your support! 

Nadège Levallet 

Ph.D candidate 

Queen’s School of Business 

Queen’s University 

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca 

Non- IS, business 

Subject: Queen’s University Study – win a $35 gift card or donation  

Dear XXX: 

My name is Nadège Levallet and I am a Ph.D. student in the School of 

Business at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. For my thesis, I 

am conducting a survey on “strategic improvisation and the role of 

information systems (IS)” in small and medium Canadian organizations. 

One of your coworkers recently participated in this study and provided 

me with your contact information. 

 I would like to invite you to fill out an online questionnaire which will 

take you about 10 min to complete. For instance, you will be asked to 

rate the level of dynamism in your industry and the ability of your 

organization to make rapid strategic decisions based on unexpected 

http://queensbusiness.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_5tklPfR2zhqwwTz
http://queensbusiness.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07fVumG0ekJyzsx
mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca
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events. 

 To thank you for your participation, you will receive a $35 gift 

certificate or have the opportunity to give the equivalent amount to a 

Canadian charity. You will also receive a summary of the research 

findings. 

 You have been selected to answer general business questions. To 

continue, please click on this link to start the survey: General Business 

Survey 

If you would prefer to answer information systems related questions, 

please click on this link to start the survey: IS Survey. 

 (Please note that the questionnaires have not been optimized for smart 

phones. It is recommended that a computer or tablet be used. Thank you) 

If you have any questions about the study, please don’t hesitate to 

contact me. 

Thank you very much for your interest in the study and for your support! 

Nadège Levallet 

Ph.D candidate 

Queen’s School of Business 

Queen’s University 

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca 

2. Reminder Email  

(includes the original recruitment email) 

Subject: Queen’s University Study – win a $35 gift card or donation (Reminder) 

 

Dear XXX:  

This is a friendly reminder to fill out the online questionnaire below.  By taking a few minutes to 

do so, you will greatly enhance the results of my study. You will also receive a gift certificate or 

have the opportunity to donate to a charity. 

If you have any questions about the study, please don’t hesitate to contact me.  

Thank you very much for your support!  

 

Nadège Levallet  

Ph.D candidate 

Queen’s School of Business  

Queen’s University  

nlevallet@business.queensu.ca  

 

  

http://queensbusiness.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07fVumG0ekJyzsx
http://queensbusiness.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07fVumG0ekJyzsx
http://queensbusiness.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_5tklPfR2zhqwwTz
mailto:nlevallet@business.queensu.ca


 

562 

 

Chapter 10 - Appendix K: Follow-up Interview Email  

Subject: Queen’s study: follow-up questions 

 

Dear survey participant,  

 

A couple of months ago, you answered survey questions on the role that information systems (IS) 

may play in facilitating the ability of organizational leaders to take fast and creative actions in the 

face of unexpected business opportunities or threats.   

 

In addition to participating in the study, I was delighted to see that you also agreed to be re-

contacted, should we find unexpected results.  This email is to invite you to participate in a 

follow-up interview.  Please see attached a letter of information and consent form for this portion 

of the study.  

 

Should you agree to participate, two options are available to you: you may choose to do the 

interview by phone at your earliest convenience or to answer the interview questions below by e-

mail.  

 

Below is the list of questions that I would like you to briefly answer in the context of your 

organization and your own experience:  

 

1. Preliminary results indicate that corporate memory does not affect organizational 

leaders’ ability to take fast and creative strategic actions. Why do you think that might be 

the case?  

 

2. Preliminary results indicate that in organizations with an IS strategy focused on 

exploring and implementing technology innovations, the ability to manage information 

and knowledge is key to being able to take fast and creative strategic actions. This is 

NOT the case in organizations with a more conservative approach to IS strategy. Why do 

you think that might be the case? 

 

3. Preliminary results indicate that organizations with an ability to take fast and creative 

strategic actions are more flexible from a process and product/service perspective and are 

better able to learn, NO MATTER how turbulent their external environment may be. 

Why do you think that might be the case? 

 

Optional questions:  

4. Preliminary results indicate that the flexibility of an organization’s IT infrastructure 

and its ability to manage information and knowledge influence the ability of 

organizational leaders to take fast and creative strategic actions, NO MATTER the level 

of experimental culture present in the organization.  Why do you think that might be the 

case? 

 

5. Preliminary results indicate that the flexibility of an organization’s IT infrastructure 

and its ability to manage information and knowledge influence the ability of 

organizational leaders to take fast and creative strategic actions, NO MATTER the level 
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of flexibility of the organization’s business strategy.  Why do you think that might be the 

case?  

 

If you would like to answer these questions via email, I would be grateful if you could do so by 

August 8
th

 and preferably by August 1
st
.  

 

If you would prefer to be interviewed by phone, could you please provide me with a convenient 

day and time for your interview over the next 2 weeks, as well as a phone number where I can 

reach you?  The phone interview should last between 10 and 15 minutes.  

 

Again, I would like to thank very much for your continued interest in this study. After the 

research has been concluded, I will be happy to provide you with a summary of the key findings. 

If you did not request that a summary report be sent to you during the initial study and would like 

to receive it now, please let me know. I look forward to receiving your reply.  

 

Sincerely,  
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Chapter 11 - Appendix A: Descriptive Results   

1. Tests of Normality 

1.1. Skewness and Kurtosis   

 

Constructs/

Statistics 

Items 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 4

N Valid 139 141 142 142 142 136 141 142 87 87 86 87 87 87 84 87 87 82 83 85 87 86 80 88 88 88 85

N Missing 4 2 1 1 1 7 2 1 56 56 57 56 56 56 59 56 56 61 60 58 56 57 63 55 55 55 58

Mean 5.49 5.10 5.85 5.87 4.96 3.91 4.79 5.41 5.06 5.07 5.62 5.08 5.03 4.98 4.94 4.90 4.69 4.55 4.07 4.37 4.41 5.04 3.96 5.06 4.84 5.22 4.86

Median 6 5 6 6 5 4 5 6 5 5 6 5 5 5 5 5 5 4 4 5 5 5 4 5 5 6 5

Std. Deviation 1.30 1.39 1.30 1.25 1.55 1.68 1.40 1.40 1.29 1.42 1.34 1.52 1.40 1.34 1.44 1.17 1.32 1.39 1.56 1.63 1.59 1.41 1.88 1.38 1.57 1.82 1.29

Variance 1.69 1.92 1.68 1.57 2.40 2.84 1.97 1.96 1.66 2.02 1.79 2.31 1.96 1.79 2.08 1.37 1.75 1.93 2.43 2.66 2.52 1.99 3.53 1.92 2.46 3.32 1.67

Minimum 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1

Maximum 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Skewness -0.99 -0.82 -1.59 -1.55 -0.77 -0.21 -0.62 -1.03 -0.34 -0.60 -1.25 -0.87 -0.22 -0.29 -0.39 -0.19 -0.61 -0.02 0.06 -0.44 -0.27 -0.42 -0.20 -0.61 -0.79 -1.04 -0.34

Std. Error of Skewness 0.21 0.20 0.20 0.20 0.20 0.21 0.20 0.20 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.27 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.27 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26

Z skewness -4.82 -4.01 -7.85 -7.65 -3.78 -1.00 -3.04 -5.07 -1.33 -2.31 -4.80 -3.38 -0.84 -1.10 -1.47 -0.75 -2.35 -0.07 0.21 -1.70 -1.03 -1.63 -0.75 -2.37 -3.09 -4.05 -1.31

Significance SIG SIG SIG SIG SIG ns SIG SIG ns SIG SIG SIG ns ns ns ns SIG ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG SIG SIG ns

Kurtosis 0.86 0.39 2.78 2.79 0.10 -0.74 0.00 0.91 -0.29 0.21 1.82 0.34 -0.68 -0.43 -0.30 -0.62 0.44 -0.17 -0.49 -0.87 -0.67 -0.53 -0.96 -0.08 0.36 0.18 0.17

Std. Error of Kurtosis 0.41 0.41 0.40 0.40 0.40 0.41 0.41 0.40 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.52 0.51 0.51 0.53 0.52 0.52 0.51 0.51 0.53 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.52

Z kurtosis 2.10 0.96 6.88 6.90 0.24 -1.79 0.01 2.26 -0.57 0.41 3.55 0.67 -1.33 -0.84 -0.58 -1.21 0.86 -0.33 -0.93 -1.67 -1.31 -1.04 -1.81 -0.15 0.70 0.35 0.32

Significance SIG ns SIG SIG ns ns ns SIG ns ns SIG ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns

IM/KM capability - Tacit IM/KM capability - Explicit

IT infrastructure 

flexibility - 

Software

Organizational memory - 

declarative

IT infrastructure flexibility - 

Network

Organizational memory - 

Procedural

IT infrastructure 

flexibility - 

Hardware
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Constructs/

Statistics 

Items 

N Valid

N Missing

Mean

Median

Std. Deviation

Variance

Minimum

Maximum

Skewness

Std. Error of Skewness

Z skewness

Significance

Kurtosis

Std. Error of Kurtosis

Z kurtosis

Significance

1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 5 6

87 87 87 86 87 87 87 87 87 55 55 55 55 55 54 55 54 142 141 143 143 143 142

56 56 56 57 56 56 56 56 56 88 88 88 88 88 89 88 89 1 2 0 0 0 1

4.43 4.46 3.82 3.34 3.25 3.40 5.13 5.75 5.25 3.51 2.64 5.47 5.58 5.40 5.74 5.42 5.19 4.75 5.04 4.94 5.39 4.77 4.71

5 5 4 3 3 3 5 6 5 3 2 6 6 6 6 5 5 5 5 5 6 5 5

1.80 1.66 1.72 1.83 1.65 1.62 1.42 1.16 1.32 1.48 1.54 1.29 1.51 1.34 0.99 1.08 1.17 1.48 1.28 1.42 1.20 1.37 1.22

3.25 2.76 2.94 3.36 2.73 2.62 2.02 1.35 1.75 2.18 2.38 1.66 2.29 1.80 0.99 1.17 1.36 2.20 1.64 2.00 1.44 1.87 1.48

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 3 3 2 1 1 1 1 1 2

7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

-0.33 -0.25 0.05 0.43 0.24 0.23 -0.80 -1.35 -0.48 0.30 0.86 -0.96 -1.28 -1.12 -0.53 -0.19 -0.75 -0.37 -0.62 -0.48 -0.97 -0.55 -0.19

0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.26 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.33 0.32 0.33 0.20 0.20 0.20 0.20 0.20 0.20

-1.29 -0.98 0.20 1.64 0.91 0.89 -3.10 -5.22 -1.86 0.94 2.68 -2.98 -3.98 -3.46 -1.62 -0.59 -2.29 -1.84 -3.03 -2.35 -4.78 -2.69 -0.95

ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG SIG ns ns SIG SIG SIG SIG ns ns SIG ns SIG SIG SIG SIG ns

-0.68 -0.56 -0.70 -0.74 -0.97 -0.65 0.43 2.47 -0.37 -0.47 0.05 1.25 1.25 1.32 -0.16 -0.62 0.61 -0.50 0.24 -0.29 1.57 0.03 -0.36

0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.64 0.63 0.64 0.40 0.41 0.40 0.40 0.40 0.40

-1.32 -1.10 -1.37 -1.45 -1.90 -1.26 0.84 4.84 -0.72 -0.74 0.08 1.96 1.98 2.08 -0.25 -0.98 0.95 -1.23 0.59 -0.72 3.89 0.07 -0.90

ns ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG ns ns ns SIG SIG SIG ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG ns ns

Business strategy 

flexibility Experimental culture

IS/IT conservative 

strategy 

IS/IT innovative 

strategy Strategic improvisation

IS/IT undefined 

strategy 
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Constructs/

Statistics 

Items 

N Valid

N Missing

Mean

Median

Std. Deviation

Variance

Minimum

Maximum

Skewness

Std. Error of Skewness

Z skewness

Significance

Kurtosis

Std. Error of Kurtosis

Z kurtosis

Significance

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3

53 54 52 54 54 54 55 55 55 54 55 55 52 55 55 55 55 55 55 55 55 55

90 89 91 89 89 89 88 88 88 89 88 88 91 88 88 88 88 88 88 88 88 88

5.19 4.59 4.27 4.17 3.98 3.56 4.93 4.95 5.58 5.61 6.06 6.24 6.08 4.84 4.47 3.62 4.40 4.26 3.22 4.58 5.95 4.71

6 5 4 4 4 4 5 5 6 6 7 7 7 5 4 4 4 4 3 5 6 5

1.70 1.46 1.73 1.68 1.54 1.41 1.15 1.18 1.24 1.37 1.46 1.22 1.52 1.80 1.62 1.72 1.56 1.24 1.60 1.56 1.28 1.57

2.89 2.13 2.99 2.82 2.36 1.99 1.33 1.39 1.54 1.87 2.13 1.48 2.31 3.25 2.62 2.94 2.43 1.53 2.54 2.43 1.65 2.47

2 2 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 1

7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 7 7

-0.67 0.04 -0.03 0.07 0.23 0.26 -0.46 -0.39 -1.61 -1.00 -2.18 -2.46 -2.05 -0.63 -0.03 0.33 0.03 -0.39 0.20 -0.45 -1.43 -0.24

0.33 0.33 0.33 0.33 0.33 0.33 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.33 0.32 0.32 0.33 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32 0.32

-2.06 0.11 -0.10 0.23 0.70 0.80 -1.42 -1.20 -4.99 -3.09 -6.77 -7.64 -6.22 -1.96 -0.10 1.02 0.08 -1.20 0.61 -1.39 -4.43 -0.74

SIG ns ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG SIG SIG SIG SIG SIG ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG ns

-0.71 -0.37 -1.01 -0.96 -0.41 -0.57 0.06 -0.26 3.38 1.08 4.72 7.46 4.05 -0.52 -1.20 -0.76 -0.63 -0.65 -0.67 -0.71 1.45 -0.73

0.64 0.64 0.65 0.64 0.64 0.64 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.64 0.63 0.63 0.65 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63 0.63

-1.11 -0.57 -1.56 -1.51 -0.64 -0.89 0.09 -0.41 5.34 1.69 7.45 11.77 6.23 -0.82 -1.89 -1.20 -1.00 -1.03 -1.05 -1.11 2.29 -1.14

ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG ns SIG SIG SIG ns ns ns ns ns ns ns SIG ns

Environmental 

dynamism - 

TechnologyProduct/Service flexibility

Environmental 

dynamism - Overall

Environmental 

dynamism - MarketOrganizational learningProcess flexibility 
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1.2. K-S and Shapiro-Wilk Tests   

Items 
Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

ISINNOVSTRAT1 0.142 87 0.0000 0.926 87 0 

ISINNOVSTRAT2 0.145 87 0 0.941 87 0.001 

ISINNOVSTRAT3 0.152 87 0 0.941 87 0.001 

ITFLEX_NW1 0.184 88 0 0.92 88 0 

ITFLEX_NW4 0.147 85 0 0.93 85 0 

ITFLEX_NW2 0.2 88 0 0.902 88 0 

ITFLEX_NW3 0.212 88 0 0.84 88 0 

STRATIMPROV1 0.165 142 0 0.928 142 0 

STRATIMPROV2 0.177 141 0 0.917 141 0 

STRATIMPROV3 0.175 143 0 0.929 143 0 

STRATIMPROV4 0.212 143 0 0.884 143 0 

STRATIMPROV5 0.224 143 0 0.924 143 0 

STRATIMPROV6 0.185 142 0 0.934 142 0 

MEM_PROC1 0.236 139 0 0.875 139 0 

MEM_PROC2 0.203 141 0 0.898 141 0 

MEM_PROC3 0.28 142 0 0.789 142 0 

MEM_PROC4 0.273 142 0 0.795 142 0 

ITFLEX_HW1 0.161 87 0 0.943 87 0.001 

ITFLEX_HW2 0.165 86 0 0.921 86 0 

ITFLEX_HW3 0.145 80 0 0.922 80 0 

ISUNDEFSTRAT1 0.163 86 0 0.915 86 0 

ISUNDEFSTRAT2 0.19 87 0 0.92 87 0 

ISUNDEFSTRAT3 0.127 87 0.001 0.941 87 0.001 

IMCAP_TAC1 0.195 87 0 0.923 87 0 

IMCAP_TAC2 0.158 87 0 0.919 87 0 

IMCAP_TAC3 0.252 86 0 0.845 86 0 

IMCAP_TAC4 0.203 87 0 0.895 87 0 

ISCONSERVSTRAT1 0.213 87 0 0.9 87 0 

ISCONSERVSTRAT2 0.299 87 0 0.826 87 0 

ISCONSERVSTRAT3 0.185 87 0 0.913 87 0 

IMCAP_EXP1 0.138 87 0 0.922 87 0 

IMCAP_EXP2 0.174 87 0 0.928 87 0 

IMCAP_EXP3 0.159 84 0 0.932 84 0 

IMCAP_EXP4 0.179 87 0 0.925 87 0 

IMCAP_EXP5 0.236 87 0 0.918 87 0 

ITFLEX_SW1 0.202 82 0 0.925 82 0 

ITFLEX_SW2 0.157 83 0 0.947 83 0.002 
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ITFLEX_SW3 0.216 85 0 0.914 85 0 

MEM_DECL1 0.193 142 0 0.905 142 0 

MEM_DECL2 0.175 136 0 0.935 136 0 

MEM_DECL3 0.181 141 0 0.918 141 0 

MEM_DECL4 0.234 142 0 0.874 142 0 

BUSFLEX1_REV 0.152 55 0.003 0.941 55 0.009 

BUSFLEX2_REV 0.242 55 0 0.875 55 0 

BUSFLEX3 0.241 55 0 0.877 55 0 

BUSFLEX4 0.227 55 0 0.826 55 0 

ENVDYN_TECH1 0.169 55 0 0.922 55 0.002 

ENVDYN_TECH2 0.281 55 0 0.773 55 0 

ENVDYN_TECH3_REV 0.158 55 0.002 0.936 55 0.006 

EXPCULTURE1 0.254 55 0 0.87 55 0 

EXPCULTURE2 0.233 54 0 0.883 54 0 

EXPCULTURE3 0.178 55 0 0.908 55 0 

EXPCULTURE4 0.202 54 0 0.898 54 0 

PRODUCTFLEX1 0.212 53 0 0.861 53 0 

PRODUCTFLEX2 0.205 54 0 0.898 54 0 

PRODUCTFLEX3 0.13 52 0.028 0.939 52 0.01 

PRODUCTFLEX4 0.151 54 0.004 0.938 54 0.008 

PRODUCTFLEX5 0.199 54 0 0.939 54 0.008 

PRODUCTFLEX6 0.161 54 0.001 0.933 54 0.005 

ENVDYN_ALL1 0.209 55 0 0.895 55 0 

ENVDYN_ALL2 0.173 55 0 0.914 55 0.001 

ENVDYN_ALL3 0.154 55 0.002 0.935 55 0.005 

OL_ALL1 0.186 54 0 0.863 54 0 

OL_ALL2 0.303 55 0 0.668 55 0 

OL_ALL3 0.299 55 0 0.656 55 0 

OL_ALL4 0.324 52 0 0.659 52 0 

ENVDYN_MKT1 0.147 55 0.005 0.943 55 0.012 

ENVDYN_MKT2 0.182 55 0 0.898 55 0 

ENVDYN_MKT3 0.161 55 0.001 0.926 55 0.002 

PROCESSFLEX1 0.18 55 0 0.917 55 0.001 

PROCESSFLEX2 0.228 55 0 0.917 55 0.001 

PROCESSFLEX3 0.286 55 0 0.808 55 0 

a Lilliefors Significance Correction 
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2. Levene’s Test of Homogeneity 

Items  Levene Statistic df1 df2 Sig. Homogeneity of variance at 0.05 level 

STRATIMPROV1 8.124 1 140 0.005 VIOLATION 

STRATIMPROV2 2.07 1 139 0.152 HOMOGENEITY 

STRATIMPROV3 5.76 1 141 0.018 VIOLATION 

STRATIMPROV4 0.197 1 141 0.658 HOMOGENEITY 

STRATIMPROV5 0.14 1 141 0.709 HOMOGENEITY 

STRATIMPROV6 0.379 1 140 0.539 HOMOGENEITY 

MEM_PROC1 0.526 1 137 0.469 HOMOGENEITY 

MEM_PROC2 1.242 1 139 0.267 HOMOGENEITY 

MEM_PROC3 2.461 1 140 0.119 HOMOGENEITY 

MEM_PROC4 3.461 1 140 0.065 HOMOGENEITY 

MEM_DECL1 0.775 1 140 0.38 HOMOGENEITY 

MEM_DECL2 3.93 1 134 0.049 VIOLATION 

MEM_DECL3 3.079 1 139 0.082 HOMOGENEITY 

MEM_DECL4 0.168 1 140 0.682 HOMOGENEITY 
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3. Measures of Sampling Adequacy 

3.1. KMO measure for IS items  

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. 0.61 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 1861 

df 861 

Sig. 0.000 

 

3.2. KMO measure for Business items  

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. 0.62 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity 

Approx. Chi-Square 896 

df 435 

Sig. 0.000 

 

4. Comparison of Path Significance with Control Variables
91

  

4.1. Industry 

Main paths and R
2
 Path weight and significance 

Without control 

variable 

With control 

variable 

Organizational memory  -> Strategic 

improvisation (SI) 
b=.13 (n.s.) 

b=.14 (n.s.) 

IT infrastructure flexibility -> SI b=.32 (Sig at .01)  b=.32(Sig at .01) 

IM/KM capability -> SI b=.21 (Sig. at .1) 

 

b=.19(Sig. at .1) 

SI -> Product/service flexibility b=.30(Sig. at .05) b=.30 (Sig. at .05) 

SI -> Process flexibility b=.42 (Sig. at .01) b=.42 (Sig. at .01) 

SI -> Organizational learning b=.59 (Sig. at .001) b=.59 (Sig. at .001) 

Industry -> SI  n/a  b=.04 (n.s.) 

Variance explained 

R
2
 (SI) .313 .320 

R
2
 (product/service flexibility) 126 .126 

R
2
 (process flexibility) .207 .207 

R
2
 (organizational learning)  .399 .398 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

91
 Analyses were conducted on the final refined IS and business models (direct effects only) 
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4.2. Organizational Maturity  

Main paths and R
2
 Path weight and significance 

Without control 

variable 

With control 

variable 

Organizational memory  -> Strategic 

improvisation (SI) 
b=.13 (n.s.) 

b=.14(n.s.) 

IT infrastructure flexibility -> SI b=.32 (Sig at .01)  b=.32(Sig at .01) 

IM/KM capability -> SI b=.21 (Sig. at .1) b=.19 (Sig. at .1) 

SI -> Product/service flexibility b=.30(Sig. at .05) b=.30 (Sig. at .05) 

SI -> Process flexibility b=.42 (Sig. at .01) b=.42 (Sig. at .01) 

SI -> Organizational learning b=.59 (Sig. at .001) b=.59 (Sig. at .001) 

Maturity -> SI  n/a  b=.12 (n.s.) 

Variance explained 

R
2
 (SI) .313 .320 

R
2
 (product/service flexibility) .126 .126 

R
2
 (process flexibility) .207 .209 

R
2
 (organizational learning)  .399 .401 

4.3. Organizational Size  

Main paths and R
2
 Path weight and significance  

Without control 

variable  

With control 

variable 

Organizational memory  -> Strategic 

improvisation (SI) 
b=.13 (n.s.) 

b=.18 (n.s.) 

IT infrastructure flexibility -> SI b=.32 (Sig at .01)  b=.29 (Sig at .01) 

IM/KM capability -> SI b=.21 (Sig. at .1) b=.20 (Sig. at .1) 

SI -> Product/service flexibility b=.30(Sig. at .05) b=.30 (Sig. at .05) 

SI -> Process flexibility b=.42 (Sig. at .01) b=.42 (Sig. at .01) 

SI -> Organizational learning b=.59 (Sig. at .001) b=.59 (Sig. at .001) 

Organizational size -> SI  n/a  -.002 (n.s.) 

Variance explained 

R
2
 (SI) .313 .354 

R
2
 (product/service flexibility) .126 .126 

R
2
 (process flexibility) .207 .207 

R
2
 (organizational learning)  .399 .399 
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Chapter 11 - Appendix B: Final List of Items  

1. Final List of Items – IS only  

Item Label Abbreviation 

IM/KM Capability 

Makes use of information technology to facilitate 

knowledge and information sharing. 
IMCAP_TAC1 TAC1 

Has a culture intended to promote knowledge and 

information sharing. 
IMCAP_TAC2 TAC2 

Has formal procedures to collect information and 

knowledge. 
IMCAP_EXP1 EXP1 

Has formal procedures to share information and 

knowledge. 
IMCAP_EXP2 EXP2 

Knowledge and information are available and 

organized to make it easy to find what we need. 
IMCAP_EXP4 EXP4 

Information about good work practices, lessons 

learned, and knowledgeable persons is easy to find. 
IMCAP_EXP5 EXP5 

Organizational memory 

We follow standard procedures about customer 

management. 
MEM_PROC1 PRO1 

We have standard procedures to manage customer 

data. 
MEM_PROC3 PRO3 

We have standard procedures to keep our customer 

files updated. 
MEM_PROC4 PRO4 

It is easy to reuse data and information about specific 

processes. 
MEM_DECL3 DEC3 

We retain specific information about our business 

environment. 
MEM_DECL4 DEC4 

IT infrastructure flexibility 

Legacy systems do not hamper the development of 

new IT applications. 
ITFLEX_SW2 SW2 

Functionality can be quickly added to critical 

applications based on end-user requests. 
ITFLEX_SW3 SW3 

Remote users can seamlessly access software 

applications. 
ITFLEX_NW3 NW3 

Has the most available IT systems and connectivity, 

compared to rivals within our industry. 
ITFLEX_NW4 NW4 

Software applications can be easily transported and 

used across multiple platforms. 
ITFLEX_HW1 HW1 

It is easy to access all platforms and applications. ITFLEX_HW2 HW2 

IS/IT strategy 

Adopts innovations in information systems and 

technology (IS/IT) only after they have been 

proven  in our industry. 

CONSERVSTRAT1 CON1 
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Follows a conservative approach to developing new 

IS/IT strategic initiatives. 
CONSERVSTRAT3 CON3 

Is a leading innovator in information systems and 

technologies (IS/IT) in our industry. 
INNOVSTRAT1 INN1 

Believes in adopting IS/IT innovations early. INNOVSTRAT2 INN2 

Believes in being first in the industry in developing 

new IS/IT initiatives, even if not all of these efforts 

prove to be highly profitable. 

INNOVSTRAT3 INN3 

Does not have definitive long-term information 

systems and technology (IS/IT) goals. 
UNDEFSTRAT1 UND1 

Does not have a consistent approach regarding the 

management of IS/IT. 
UNDEFSTRAT2 UND2 

Does not have an articulated IS/IT strategy. UNDEFSTRAT3 UND3 

Strategic improvisation 

We generally take a creative approach when faced 

with unexpected strategic challenges. 
STRATIMPROV4 SI4 

We spontaneously reconfigure resources to develop 

new strategic ideas. 
STRATIMPROV5 SI5 

We often use resources in new ways to address 

unanticipated strategic events. 
STRATIMPROV6 SI6 

 

Removed items:  

Questions Label Abbreviation 

We use middleware to integrate key enterprise 

applications. 
ITFLEX_HW3 HW3 

Carefully examines IS/IT before they are chosen. CONSERVSTRAT2 CON2 

Encourages experienced workers to share their 

knowledge and expertise with new or less 

experienced workers. 

IMCAP_TAC3 TAC3 

Encourages employees to attend training courses. IMCAP_TAC4 TAC4 

Systematically identifies and obtains information 

and knowledge from outside sources (e.g., industry 

partners, governments, universities). 

IMCAP_EXP3 EXP3 

Reusable software modules are widely used 

throughout our systems development unit. 
ITFLEX_SW1 SW1 

We follow standard procedures to record past 

projects. 
MEM_PROC2 PRO2 

It is easy to reuse data and information from past 

projects. 
MEM_DECL1 DEC1 

We retain information about our competitors' 

strengths and weaknesses. 
MEM_DECL2 DEC2 

Has a high degree of systems inter-connectivity. ITFLEX_NW1 NW1 

Our systems are sufficiently flexible to incorporate 

electronic links to external parties. 
ITFLEX_NW2 NW2 

We generally deal with unanticipated strategic 

events on the spot. 
STRATIMPROV1 SI1 
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We frequently think on our feet when making 

unanticipated strategic decisions. 
STRATIMPROV2 SI2 

We often respond in the moment to unexpected 

strategic challenges. 
STRATIMPROV3 SI3 

 

2. Final List of Items – Business only  

 

Questions Label Abbreviation 

Strategic improvisation 

We generally take a creative approach when faced 

with unexpected strategic challenges.  
STRATIMPROV4 SI4 

We spontaneously reconfigure resources to develop 

new strategic ideas. 
STRATIMPROV5 SI5 

We often use resources in new ways to address 

unanticipated strategic events. 
STRATIMPROV6 SI6 

Product/Service flexibility 

The features of existing products/services are often 

modified. 
PRODUCTFLEX2 PROD2 

A large number of our products/services are 

modified each year. 
PRODUCTFLEX3 PROD3 

Existing product/service offerings are frequently 

modified. 
PRODUCTFLEX4 PROD4 

Organizational learning  

Learning is an important key to improvement.  OL_ALL2 OL2 

To protect our future, we never quit learning. OL_ALL3 OL3 

We agree that our ability to learn is critical to 

organizational success. 
OL_ALL4 OL4 

Process flexibility  

It is easy to adjust our processes to meet changes in 

customers' preferences. 
PROCESSFLEX2  PROC2 

We have the flexibility to refine our business 

processes if needed.  
PROCESSFLEX3 PROC3 

Environmental dynamism  

Our business environment changes endlessly. ENVDYN_ALL1 ALL1 

Environmental changes are incredibly difficult to 

forecast.  
ENVDYN_ALL2 ALL2 

Our business environment is extremely turbulent. ENVDYN_ALL3 ALL3 

Technology is changing very rapidly.  ENVDYN_TECH2 TECH2 

Technological developments are rather minor.  
ENVDYN_TECH3 

REV 
TECH3 

Customers’ preferences change a great deal over 

time.   
ENVDYN_MKT1 MKT1 

There are very frequent innovations. ENVDYN_MKT2 MKT2 
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Removed items  

Questions Label Abbreviation 

We generally deal with unanticipated strategic 

events on the spot.  
STRATIMPROV1 SI1 

We frequently think on our feet when making 

unanticipated strategic decisions.  
STRATIMPROV2 SI2 

We often respond in the moment to unexpected 

strategic challenges.  
STRATIMPROV3 SI3 

A large number of products/services are modified to 

the customer’s specifications. 
PRODUCTFLEX1 PROD1 

Modified products/services are very different from 

each other. 
PRODUCTFLEX5 PROD5 

Modified products/services are very different from 

existing products. 
PRODUCTFLEX6 PROD6 

We easily change our business processes to 

customize our offerings.  
PROCESSFLEX1 PROC1 

We consistently invest in learning. OL_ALL1 OL1 

Competitors change very frequently. ENVDYN_MKT3 MKT3 

Technological breakthroughs provide new 

opportunities very frequently.  
ENVDYN_TECH1 TECH1 

3. Final List of Items: IS/Business   

Questions Label Abbreviation 

Experimental culture   

We feel that we are given room for initiative in our 

daily activities.   
EXPCULTURE2 CULT2 

There is freedom to experiment.  EXPCULTURE3 CULT3 

Business strategy flexibility  

We seem to adopt a rather conservative view when 

making strategic decisions on business opportunities.  
BUSFLEX1 REV BSF1 

We emphasize very close coordination among key 

strategic activities.  
BUSFLEX2 REV BSF2 

 

Removed items 

Questions Label Abbreviation 

We feel supported when we try new things, even 

though it is likely that some will not succeed.   
EXPCULTURE1 CULT1 

We are encouraged to take calculated risks when 

trying new ideas. 
EXPCULTURE4 CULT4 

Our business strategy is focused on a few key 

adaptable activities. 
BUSFLEX3 BSF3 

We have the flexibility to adjust our business strategy 

if needed.  
BUSFLEX4 BSF4 
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Chapter 11 - Appendix C: Comparison of Path Significance between the 

Original and Refined Measurement Models  

1. IS Model 

 Original model Refined model 

Main paths  

Organizational memory –> Strategic improvisation .158 .130 

IT infrastructure flexibility –> Strategic improvisation 
.241  

(Sig. at p=.1) 

.319  

(Sig. at p=.1) 

IM/KM capability –> Strategic improvisation 
.251  

(Sig at p=.05) 

.206  

(Sig. at p=.05) 

Explained variance  

R
2
 (strategic improvisation) .321 .313 

 

2. Business Model 

Path Original model Refined model 

Main paths 

Strategic improvisation -> Product/service flexibility .29 (n.s.) .30 (Sig at .1) 

Strategic improvisation -> Process flexibility .51 (Sig at .001) .42 (Sig at.01) 

Strategic improvisation -> Organizational learning .46 (Sig at .05) .59 (Sig at .001) 

Explained variance  

R
2
 (product/service flexibility) .141 .126 

R
2
 (process flexibility) .321 .207 

R
2
 (organizational learning) .306 .399 
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Chapter 11 - Appendix D: Factor Analysis Results    

1. Summary of Factor Analysis Results – IS Model  

Construct Item EXP TAC CON INN UND HW NW SW DEC PRO SI 

IM/KM capability – 

Explicit (EXP) 

EXP1 0.792 0.373 0.170 0.196 -0.279 0.230 0.370 0.259 0.429 0.400 0.306 

EXP2 0.806 0.365 -0.006 0.197 -0.283 0.282 0.282 0.218 0.359 0.510 0.291 

EXP4 0.833 0.388 0.279 0.125 -0.105 0.347 0.436 0.199 0.507 0.329 0.295 

EXP5 0.820 0.496 0.114 0.295 -0.275 0.457 0.512 0.179 0.547 0.366 0.299 

IM/KM capability – 

Tacit (TAC) 

TAC1 0.437 0.896 0.082 0.350 -0.238 0.290 0.244 0.326 0.407 0.165 0.395 

TAC2 0.464 0.904 -0.013 0.398 -0.284 0.322 0.290 0.289 0.390 0.278 0.463 

IS/IT strategy – 

conservative (CON) 

CON1 0.220 0.091 0.871 -0.173 0.040 0.049 0.039 -0.040 0.127 0.086 -0.001 

CON3 0.077 -0.027 0.863 -0.091 0.109 0.150 0.049 0.063 0.164 0.037 -0.165 

IS/IT strategy – 

innovative (INN) 

INN1 0.136 0.362 -0.142 0.883 -0.361 0.295 0.132 0.464 0.329 -0.098 0.386 

INN2 0.245 0.303 -0.199 0.840 -0.333 0.392 0.348 0.416 0.204 0.038 0.350 

INN3 0.277 0.418 -0.055 0.878 -0.311 0.233 0.188 0.351 0.224 0.000 0.338 

IS/IT strategy – 

undefined (UND) 

UND1 -0.261 -0.225 0.092 -0.310 0.860 -0.192 -0.136 -0.337 -0.094 -0.207 -0.170 

UND2 -0.302 -0.204 0.109 -0.260 0.875 -0.256 -0.271 -0.167 -0.148 -0.315 -0.153 

UND3 -0.204 -0.325 0.030 -0.432 0.891 -0.256 -0.170 -0.276 -0.120 -0.216 -0.211 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility – hardware 

(HW) 

HW1 0.281 0.366 0.012 0.362 -0.265 0.902 0.347 0.384 0.410 0.180 0.321 

HW2 0.455 0.258 0.189 0.285 -0.225 0.918 0.469 0.409 0.536 0.269 0.316 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility – software 

(Software) 

SW2 0.368 0.326 -0.065 0.238 -0.188 0.360 0.854 0.171 0.418 0.403 0.354 

SW3 0.484 0.191 0.146 0.204 -0.188 0.418 0.873 0.181 0.389 0.238 0.347 

IT infrastructure 

flexibility – network 

(Network) 

NW3 0.250 0.335 -0.010 0.432 -0.298 0.323 0.195 0.846 0.348 -0.004 0.347 

NW4 0.201 0.253 0.030 0.383 -0.216 0.421 0.155 0.868 0.449 0.185 0.362 
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Construct Item EXP TAC CON INN UND HW NW SW DEC PRO SI 

Organizational 

memory – declarative 

(DEC) 

DEC3 0.548 0.356 0.208 0.228 -0.035 0.493 0.439 0.368 0.910 0.341 0.454 

DEC4 0.492 0.450 0.100 0.305 -0.213 0.461 0.412 0.483 0.915 0.372 0.439 

Organizational 

memory – procedural 

(PRO) 

PROC

1 
0.259 0.197 0.045 -0.051 -0.206 0.298 0.229 0.164 0.374 0.721 0.176 

PROC

3 
0.512 0.227 0.113 -0.005 -0.217 0.154 0.383 0.081 0.372 0.895 0.261 

PROC

4 
0.424 0.181 0.008 -0.007 -0.268 0.170 0.282 0.025 0.208 0.839 0.187 

Strategic 

improvisation (SI) 

SI4 0.402 0.432 -0.081 0.343 -0.214 0.309 0.359 0.384 0.525 0.311 0.847 

SI5 0.256 0.326 -0.064 0.364 -0.108 0.297 0.264 0.260 0.323 0.108 0.844 

SI6 0.251 0.440 -0.092 0.351 -0.181 0.284 0.395 0.387 0.365 0.202 0.857 
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2. Summary of Factor Analysis Results – Business Model  

Construct Item   ALL MKT TECH OL PROC PROD SI 

Environmental dynamism – 

overall (ALL) 

ALL1 0.837 0.464 0.240 0.325 0.272 0.367 0.471 

ALL2 0.810 0.479 0.394 0.191 0.126 0.098 0.270 

ALL3 0.870 0.565 0.252 0.301 0.031 0.199 0.388 

Environmental dynamism – 

market (MKT) 

MKT1 0.509 0.904 0.174 0.271 0.351 0.247 0.468 

MKT2 0.584 0.921 0.294 0.243 0.296 0.186 0.372 

Environmental dynamism – 

technology (TECH) 

TECH2 0.362 0.278 0.914 0.205 0.120 -0.169 0.104 

TECH3 0.187 0.122 0.735 0.219 -0.098 0.014 -0.096 

Organizational learning (OL) OL2 0.270 0.212 0.174 0.952 0.262 0.187 0.630 

OL3 0.281 0.281 0.314 0.937 0.326 0.079 0.571 

OL4 0.367 0.302 0.215 0.928 0.254 0.212 0.564 

Process flexibility (PROC) PROC2 0.104 0.207 -0.032 0.236 0.865 0.422 0.396 

PROC3 0.185 0.403 0.107 0.282 0.877 0.178 0.390 

Product/Service flexibility 

(PROD) 

PROD2 0.091 -0.078 -0.235 0.017 0.300 0.783 0.220 

PROD3 0.286 0.248 -0.020 0.129 0.295 0.934 0.301 

PROD4 0.266 0.320 -0.124 0.241 0.328 0.942 0.365 

Strategic improvisation (SI) SI4 0.430 0.459 0.174 0.651 0.525 0.327 0.850 

SI5 0.332 0.339 -0.152 0.478 0.274 0.309 0.871 

SI6 0.366 0.341 0.000 0.415 0.286 0.226 0.844 
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3. Summary of Factor Analysis Results – IS/Business Model
92

 

Construct Item BSF CULT 

Business strategy flexibility 

(BSF) 

BSF1 0.821 -0.107 

BSF2 0.899 -0.401 

Experimental culture (CULT) 
CULT2 -0.350 0.944 

CULT3 -0.247 0.945 

 

4. Second Order Adequacy Coefficients  

Second order construct R
2

a 

Organizational memory  .70 

IT infrastructure flexibility  .58 

IM/KM capability .74 

Environmental dynamism .60 

 

  

                                                      

92
 A complete factor analysis was conducted on the IS/non-IS data set but only results for the two constructs 

not analyzed with the other data sets are presented. No significant cross-loading on the other factors was 

noted. 
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