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Abstract  

In many organisations the work of delivering IT services in order to maintain and improve the IT 
portfolio is a complex task. Different models for IT service management have been developed and they 
are widely in use. An ITSM model is a way of institutionalising processes, activities and roles of IT 
service delivery. This research studies the use of an ITSM model (an adaptation of ITIL) in a 
municipal IT department. A qualitative case study has been conducted. The adapted ITSM model has 
been investigated and compared with several instances of IT service deliveries. Six cases of IT service 
deliveries (of both failure and success character) have been studied. This inquiry uses a storytelling 
approach and a combination of different data sources (workshop discussions, interviews, documents, 
records and the functionality of used IT artefacts). The analysis of these cases is conducted in a 
theory-informed way. A conceptual model has been developed describing an ITSM model as an 
organisational institution manifested in different institutional carriers. Based on rich empirical data 
we have clarified positive and negative effects of both ITSM model compliance and deviation through 
improvisation. A dialectical model is developed showing a possible synthesis of ITSM model 
compliance and improvisation.  

Keywords: IT service management, ITIL, institution, institutional carrier, compliance, improvisation, 
situational adaptation, storytelling, dialectics. 

 

1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Information technology (IT) permeates most organisations of today. This entails that the delivery of 
services related to IT and its use needs to be done with efficiency and quality. Organisations are 
deeply reliant on constantly functioning IT; and also that the IT systems are continually developed 
according to new demands of the workpractices of the organisations. There is nowadays more focus on 
IT service delivery. From this follows a development, deployment and use of governance models for 
IT service delivery. From being practices that were deeply reliant on individual competencies and 
efforts, IT service delivery and management have now been increasingly professionalised. IT service 
management (ITSM) are described and prescribed by a large number of different models and methods. 
There are models with a focus on work processes and how to create service quality. One example is 
ITIL (e.g. Van Bon et al, 2008). ITIL (Information Technology Infrastructure Library) is a model for 
ITSM that has diffused to many organisations (Cater-Steel et al, 2010) and has thus contributed with 
increased professionalization of IT service management. ITIL describes the most important processes, 
procedures, activities, objects and artefacts within ITSM. It is characterised as a set of “best practices”. 
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This notion of best practice is however problematic. Is it really possible to define best practices 
without taking into account the specific properties of a certain organisation? 

1.2 Purpose and structure 

This research is based on a fundamental knowledge interest of how workable ITSM models are. Are 
such models easy to follow? What happens if there are deviations in practice? Are deviations always 
bad? This means a knowledge interest that goes beyond ITSM models as idealized prescriptions of 
presumed best practices. We are interested in the use of such models; how they are applied in practice. 
This includes an interest for how prescriptions of the models work when applied.  

Based on this general knowledge interest we state the following specific research purpose for this 
paper: To investigate the compliance with and the deviation from an ITSM model (ITSMM). This 
means a study of the workpractices of IT service delivery when a model for ITSM is prescribed. We 
have been governed by an important assumption concerning ITSM models: We do not take for granted 
that an ITSMM is good or bad for practice. We rather want to inquire in what ways an ITSMM can be 
good for practice and in what ways it might be bad for practice.  

Our research approach is qualitative and conducted as an in-depth case study. This will be further 
described in section 3 below. In order to address the above mentioned research questions, we needed 
to go deep into what people do while conducting IT service delivery and applying an ITSMM. We 
have chosen to study an IT service organisation that has applied the specific ITSM model of ITIL 
(mentioned above). ITIL is a well-established ITSM model. We find it as a typical example of ITSM, 
which means that it is possible to theorize our findings to a general discussion on ITSM. Our primary 
knowledge interest has not been to evaluate ITIL as such. Our inquiry brings an evaluative case study 
of ITIL as a by-product.  

The contents and structure of the paper is as follows: The next section describes prior knowledge for 
this study. ITSM literature is reviewed, especially in relation to its emerging professionalising. We 
continue our literature review with an inquiry of the notions of institutions and institutionalisation. 
This forms a general background for our investigation of ITSM models as institutionalised routines 
and deviations from them as improvisations. This section is concluded with the formulation of a 
conceptual analysis model. Section 3 describes the research approach for this study. The empirics of 
the case study are described in section 4. Based on this empirical description, we theorize our findings 
in section 5. The paper is ended in section 6 with conclusions.  

2 Knowledge base 

2.1 Professionalising IT service management 

The roots of ITSM can be traced back to two main disciplines; IT Management (ITM) and services 
science in general. ITM consist a set of sub disciplines as for example; technical management, system 
management and network management. There is also an IT system view in ITM consisting of 
application management and development management (Hoving & van Bon, 2012). ITM is about how 
to handle well known IT sub-disciplines in a proper way together. We can thus trace the process view 
in ITSM back to the concept ITM and like other process frameworks ITSM can be used to 
professionalize through similar ways of handling day-to-day situations as stated in early business 
process management frameworks (Davenport, 1993; Hammer & Champy, 1993). The strength of 
ITSM, from the process view, is also the possibilities to bridging the key person dependence, which 
often is associated with ITM. 

The S in ITSM has its roots in service science. The service perspective in ITSM should therefore be 
seen from a more general view of a service orientation in society (Galup et al, 2009). Services stress 
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the interaction between the customer and the supplier (Grönroos, 1992). Spohrer & Riecken (2006) 
criticize computer scientists to use the service concept in a limited technical way (web-services, 
service oriented architecture). The service domain gives so many more opportunities to realize 
business and social value with technology as an important tool to handle information. When merging 
the ITM concept with service science, ITSM appears and has e.g. been given the following definition 
“a set of processes that cooperate to ensure the quality of live IT services, according to the levels of 
service agreement by the customer” (Young, 2004). Conger et al (2008) emphasise the business/IT 
alignment by adding “focuses on defining, managing and delivering IT services to support business 
goals and customer needs”. We interpret the S in ITSM to be the glue between the sub-disciplines in 
ITSM, a conclusion that is supported by Hoving & van Bon (2012). Zarnekow et al (2005) mean that 
ITSM can be seen as a philosophy for orientation towards services, markets and customers. ITSM 
seems to primarily focus on that part of ITM that handle infrastructure and operations (Galup et al, 
2009), which also can be traced in literature (Marrone, 2011). There are different concepts of ITSM 
frameworks, but the overall most used and cited is the ITIL framework (Marrone, 2011; Iden & 
Langeland, 2010). ITIL, the 3rd version was published for the 2nd time in 2011, covers a service 
lifecycle by phasing them into: Service Strategy, Service Design, Service Transition, Service 
Operation and Continual Service Improvement. In this paper we primarily focus on Service Operation 
(incident and problem management) by studying its implementation in practice (section 4).   

In a wider scope ITSM often is placed in an IT Governance (ITG) context. Many researchers 
emphasise however the strategic scope of ITG compared to the more day-to-day work with ITSM 
(Weill, 2004; De Haes &Van Grembergen, 2004). Wilbanks (2008) argues that they should be handled 
as equal activities because they exist side by side in an organisation and are dependent on each other. 
Other frameworks often mentioned in the ITG context are CoBit, ISO 20 000 and Six Sigma 
(Marrone, 2011). 

To be usable in practice ITIL has to go through a deployment process in which the processes are 
adapted to the actual organisational setting. A deployment effort results in ITIL applied processes, 
which means the IT services processes have been re-institutionalised in new ways. For this reason an 
organisation has ITIL (as an ITSMM) on three levels according to figure 1; ITIL as a standardised and 
external model, ITIL as adapted model and finally ITIL as applied model (i.e. model in use). This 
figure will be further developed below. First, in figure 2 as part of conceptualising ITSMM as an 
organisational institution; second in figure 3 where these figures/models are taken further when 
meeting the empirical material.  

External 
standardised 
ITSM model

Adapted 
ITSM model

IT service deliveries 
(ITSM model in use)

 
Figure 1. ITSM model at three levels. 

Implementing ITIL means also adoption and development of a partially new workpractice language. 
This may be a challenge in many organizations (Winniford et al, 2009). In our study e.g. the use of 
RFC (request for change) was a new concept and the meaning of this term varied between different 
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persons in the organisation. Problems with a new workpractice language can be an obstacle for process 
improvement and increased professionalization.   

2.2 An ITSM model as an organisational institution 

The implementation of an ITSM model in an organisation means that the IT service work should be 
performed in an established way based on a shared understanding. The adapted ITSM model should be 
an organisational institution. The ITSM model shows the typified processes according to which the 
service tasks should be conducted. The ITSMM defines the IT service workpractice to consist of 
certain types of processes, activities, roles and objects. It contributes with a way of talking about 
ITSM, i.e. a specific vocabulary. Inherent in the model is also certain values; how to conceive what a 
good practice and its results are.  

The notion of an organisational institution is important here. We will dig into this concept in relation 
to ITSMM. Scott (1995) describes institutions to consist of different aspects: “Institutions consists of 
cognitive, normative and regulative structures and activities that provide stability and meaning to 
social behaviour” (ibid p 33). These three aspects have been expanded by Goldkuhl (2011) who 
characterises an institution as a practice manner comprising “different inter-related and over-lapping 
aspects as such behavioural (‘how to do things’), cognitive-interpretive (‘how to conceive things’), 
normative (‘which values to be pursued’), regulative (‘which rules to follow’) and linguistic (‘how to 
talk about things’)” (bid p 11). To address and study institutions it is necessary to know where to look 
for them. Jepperson (1991) and Scott (1995) use the concept of an institutional carrier, which seems 
to be a promising concept in this respect. However, their examples of carriers e.g. “culture”, “social 
structure” are vague and can rather be seen as synonyms or basic constituents of institutions. Goldkuhl 
(2003) has used the concept of an institutional carrier and given it more specific meanings. An 
institutional carrier is seen to be the place where an institution is manifested. Goldkuhl (ibid p 6) 
describes it in the following way: “An institution is manifested in different carriers; i.e. in inter-
subjective knowledge of organisational actors, in documented descriptions, instructions and 
assignments, and in material artefacts with capabilities of performing or supporting actions”.  

We follow this idea here and state that an organisational institution is manifested internally in human 
inter-subjective knowledge, and potentially also externally in linguistic descriptions and material 
instruments. An ITSMM is expressed in descriptions; below it is labelled prescriptions, since the 
model should have a prescriptive force. If it just exist as an external model, it will not be an institution. 
It must be a part of humans’ intersubjective knowledge and competence (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). 
Such knowledge must reside in what Giddens (1984) calls “practical consciousness”. Members of the 
IT service practice must have knowledge about different types of activities, roles and objects in order 
to act according to the institution/ITSMM. Different linguistic descriptions that are part of the 
institution will have the function of instructing and reminding people in the organisation about the 
institution. When members of the workpractice are uncertain about their expected conduct they can 
inspect manuals and other documents in order to obtain guidance. Documents can be found in IT 
artefacts, but such an artefact can also be a carrier of an institution besides its capacity to be a 
repository of institutional descriptions. To provide the workpractice with IT artefacts (instruments) can 
be a way of enforcing intended procedures on the organisation. Rules are programmed into the 
artefact. The rules are followed when the artefact is executed and used. However, it needs to be said 
that the use of the artefact can be done through appropriation implying some deviation from prescribed 
and inscribed rules (Orlikowski, 1992).  

The existence of several institutional carriers is a strength for sustaining the institution. Different 
carriers are mutually supportive. However, there might be tensions between different carriers, since 
they may hold different institutional contents. This means that the institution is not seen as one 
coherent entity, but rather a dispersion of different potential contradicting elements. There may exist 
variations within a practice institution (Lounsbury, 2008).  
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Institutionalising is here described as a process of forcing the institution on the organisation through 
prescriptions and instruments. This is however not the only way an institution can emerge. Berger & 
Luckmann (1967) describes the institutionalisation process mainly as a process of habitualisation. 
Individual actions that are performed recurrently will form individual habits which can develop into 
collective habits. The subjective and inter-subjective knowledge of conducting work in a practice will 
gradually develop and thereby continually change the institution (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Giddens, 
1984; Goldkuhl, 2003). This is a source of incongruencies between different institutional carriers. 
Descriptions and instruments do not change by themselves. They need to be modified in order to 
follow the evolution of the inter-subjective competence.  

A description of different institutional carriers and different types of institutionalisation processes is 
found in figure 2. An organisational institution is described as consisting of three types of carriers 
following the discussion above (intersubjective knowledge, linguistically expressed prescriptions and 
external artefacts/instruments). To furnish prescriptions to an organisation from outside (e.g. trying to 
implement ITIL as an ITSMM) is seen as a way to constitute a new institution to this organisation. 
Instruments (e.g. supportive IT artefacts) can be a way to arrange and direct the workpractice in ways 
according to the prescribed institution. The members of the workpractice need to learn the new 
institution, i.e. to learn how to perform and how to talk about the revised practice.  

After an ITSMM has been instated in an organisation, different problems associated with the new 
institution might occur and be discovered. This may imply needs for changes in the implemented 
ITSMM. To further develop a workpractice and its institution is labelled re-constituting and re-
arranging in figure 2. This is a process of explicit re-institutionalising that differs from the tacit 
process of gradually changing its inter-subjective content through an evolutionary re-habitualisation.  

 

Instruments 
(externally 
furnished)

Prescriptions 
(externally 
furnished)

Instruments Prescriptions 

Arranging Constituting

Knowledge & 
skills

Human 
conduct

Imitating
Habitualisation

Institution

Re-constituting
Re-arranging

 
Figure 2. Organisational institution (carriers/constituents) and processes of institutionalisation 
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3 Research approach 

3.1 Selection of the ITSM case 

The complexity of ITSM requires a research approach that renders deep knowledge. We need to take 
the work context into account in a proper way. We have conducted a case study in order to generate 
deep and valid empirical basis for theorizing the use and non-use of an ITSM model. Following our 
research interests and purposes, we need to understand both the ITSM model (process type) and how it 
can be instantiated in real IT service delivery cases (instances). We have chosen to work with one 
organisation and study its ITSM model and its use in different service cases. The organisation is a 
municipality and specifically its internal IT department. Some years ago this department introduced 
and started to use ITIL as its ITSM model. We characterise their ITIL use as fairly mature. The IT 
department has been ITIL certified. There were however problems in the IT service practice. Several 
members of the management team of the IT department complained that there was too much deviation 
from the ITIL model in service deliveries. This was the main reason to contact us researchers; to get 
our help to understand why the ITSM model was not used more and the consequences of non-use. The 
municipality (and its IT department) was considered a suitable site for our research interest on how 
ITSM models are used. They had a great interest in having their practices investigated. We got very 
good access to rich data. Within this case of the municipal IT department, we have studied several 
cases of IT service deliveries (see section 3.3 below). This means a “cases in case” approach.  

3.2 Practice research 

This research has been conducted in close collaboration with practitioners in the municipality. It 
should not be seen as action research since we have not participated in changes of ITSM work. We 
have conducted an in-depth evaluation and also delivered some recommendations as conclusions from 
our evaluation. The research is characterised as practice research (Mathiassen, 2002; Goldkuhl, 2011; 
Uggerhøj, 2011). This means that we have had a continual interplay between a situational inquiry and 
theorizing. The research has been driven by problems in the studied practice (Schein, 2001) and 
pursued with an intent to generate clarifying knowledge that is empirically grounded, situationally 
relevant and also abstracted in ways that makes it transferrable and useful for wider audiences 
(Goldkuhl, 2011). Theorizing plays several roles in this research: 1) It furnishes relevant theoretical 
knowledge (as instruments) for conducting the empirically oriented situational inquiry. 2) Through 
theoretical reflection it contributes with emerging and useful abstractions to the inquiry process. 3) It 
takes care of empirical data from the situational inquiry and creates abstract knowledge as a theoretical 
output from the research process.  

An important challenge in this research was to obtain a proper understanding of both the intended 
type-process of IT service deliveries and actual instantiations of IT service deliveries. We needed deep 
knowledge of both the typical process (as an organisational institution) and its different instances. See 
figure 3 below for a clarification of type-process vs. process instances.  

3.3 Situational inquiry through storytelling and process unfolding 

To understand ITSM work in the organisation it was not sufficient interview the ITSM model 
champions. We started our inquiry with such interviews, but experienced a clear risk of obtaining an 
idealised description; to only get a picture of how the ITSM model should be applied (as a kind of 
wishful thinking). We needed to go beyond conceptions of how the model should be applied to get a 
deep knowledge about how it was actually used and also how work was deviating from the model. 
Interviewing knowledgeable persons about the ITSM model was important, but only our starting point 
in data collection.  
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The situational inquiry was arranged around a series of workshops with the management of the IT 
department. In between these workshops we conducted more detailed data collection and analysis. We 
studied six cases of service deliveries. The management team was asked to select cases where 
difficulties were encountered in delivering IT service results of expected value to users in the 
municipality. In total we studied six cases of service deliveries. Five of them were in some respect 
seen as failures. It was important for us to get a breadth of problematic cases. One case, of the six, was 
intentionally selected to be a clear success case. As a contrast to the failures it was important to see 
how an IT service case could work well.  

In studying these different IT service cases we used a storytelling approach (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990). Different members of the management team gave their views of a selected case at a workshop. 
The researchers stimulated the team members to give a comprehensive view of what had occurred. 
The discussion was both audio-recorded and documented through field notes. After the workshop we 
pursued an investigation in order to fill out the gaps in the story. We interviewed persons who had 
been active in the service case. We studied documentation from the IT systems and in some cases also 
e-mail conversation between actors in the process. Our aim was to get a clear and true picture of what 
had happened and to reach a validated view of what had caused the failures. The aim was to unfold 
each process to sufficient detail. Triangulation of data (Denzin, 1978) and a source-critical approach 
(Miller & Alvarado, 2005) was important in this investigation. We used the metaphor of acting as an 
“accident investigation team”. After completed investigation we met the management team in a 
workshop and presented our results and conclusions. The discussion in the workshop functioned both 
as our analysis feedback and further validation of the reconstructed story. It was important to present 
the case as coherent story in order to give a comprehensive understanding of what actually had 
occurred. In total, we have got rich and nuanced data as a basis for developing an understanding about 
problems with the use of an ITSM model such as ITIL.  

We also studied the ITSM model (the ITIL implementation/adaptation) in the municipality, i.e. trying 
to clarify the prescribed type-processes and its appurtenant ingredients (role structure, artefacts, 
activities). The study of the ITSM model was conducted through interviews, reading documents and 
studying the supporting IT systems.  

4 An IT service management case study: Prescribed process and its 
instantiations  

In this section we will give an account of the case study in the municipality. We studied six cases of IT 
service deliveries. Five of them were characterised as failures in some respect. One was considered a 
clear success. However, in all six cases there were difficulties and challenges that needed to be 
handled. The five cases that were considered as failures should not be seen as such totally. There were 
errors and delays, but eventually several of them were completed in satisfactory way. This means that 
we have learned about problems and progress from all cases. 

Besides studying these different service cases, we also studied the prescribed type-process. After we 
had studied the type and the instances, we obtained a possibility to compare them, i.e. to see how the 
instantiated processes complied with the type-process and in what parts there were deviations. This 
made it possible to diagnose the success and failure in relation compliance and deviation. This will be 
further analysed in section 5 below.  

4.1 The ITSM model as an institution of IT service operations  

The adapted ITIL model was described in several documents. There was a manual and also several 
process descriptions of different detail. We also studied examples of service cases documentation. 
Different documentation templates existed (e.g. for writing an RFC) and we learned more about such 
an institutional object through inspecting several examples. There were two complementary IT 
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systems; one off-the-shelf case management system (adapted to the ITSMM use) and a wiki-system 
that was arranged by the IT department. The case management system did not have sufficient 
functionality for supporting the ITSM processes; therefore the IT department had complemented this 
system with the wiki-system (more of a content management system). Parts of the service 
documentation were contained in the wiki-system. The introduction of ITIL was supported by training 
courses. The IT service staff had learned about how to work according to ITIL through such courses 
and by using the IT system and reading the ITIL documentation. Their knowledge and experiences 
grew through continual use of the ITIL model in their daily work. Different problems in using the 
ITSM model influenced the IT service staff and how they followed the prescribed process. 
Competencies and habits grew of how to make shortcuts in order to avoid a cumbersome process. Old 
habits of conducting IT service work may also hold back the new institutions. In figure 3, there is 
description of the ITSM model as an organisational institution and how it interacts with instances of IT 
service deliveries. This description is based on the empirical investigation and our prior conceptual 
analysis; see figure 1 and 2 above as theory-informing bases.  

External 
standardised 
ITSM model

Implement, 
adapt, train

Description of 
processes, roles, 
service repertoire. 

Vocabulary

Actors’ 
developed 

competencies

IT-systems as 
documentation 

support

Assigned 
organisational 

roles

ITSM model as institution

IT service delivery (case) User

Developed 
IT 

environment

Needs/
requests

Currrent IT 
environment

New external 
IT components

IT service delivery (case)

IT service delivery (case)

 
Figure 3. IT service management as an interplay between institutionalised ITSM model and IT service 

deliveries 

We discovered several problems in our investigation of the adapted ITIL model. The different ITSM 
processes were very complex and they were hard to understand. The documentation was complex, 
extensive and fragmented. The terminology was sometimes ambiguous and there were also other 
linguistic obscurities. We found also that inconsistencies existed between different descriptions. Our 
conclusion was that the codified descriptions were hard to grasp. It was hard to see that The ITSM 
documentation could function as a quality assurance of ITSM work. It was necessary for the IT service 
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officers to already have a good pre-understanding of this subject in order to use the documentation. 
The two separate IT-systems did also have a fragmenting function for the work. To summarise: The 
linguistic prescriptions and the IT artefacts as carriers of the ITSM institution did not facilitate its 
compliance. In the shadow of these challenges, it is easy to understand that there could evolve 
collective habits and skills among the staff to make shortcuts through the complex prescribed ITSM 
processes. There seemed to exist tensions between different institutional elements and also between 
different institutional carriers.  

4.2 The case of the erroneous script 

We make a deeper description of one of the failed IT service deliveries here as it illustrates in a rich 
way encountered problems. This case was about changes resulting from an upgrade of the operating 
systems (Windows). As a consequence, it was necessary to make changes in a log-in script so that 
users could log in after the change of the operating system. This change was made in an erroneous 
way, which had serious consequences for many in the municipality staff. Many employees could not 
log in to their computers at all, which of course had serious consequences for the daily operations. The 
customer support at the IT department had no information about the conducted script changes, which 
made it hard for them to help the frustrated IT users. It took some time to find out and troubleshoot the 
problem. 

We as researchers made a thorough post-investigation (according to the procedure described above in 
section 3) about what had caused these problems. In the workshop, when this service failure was 
described initially for us, one member of the management team clearly pointed out one service 
operator as the scapegoat. “If he had kept strictly to the prescribed process this would not have 
happened”. However, this explanation was found by us to be simplistic. We interviewed those directly 
involved in the change process and studied the documentation in the supporting IT systems and we 
also studied the e-mail conversation.  

In this investigation we both looked into the type-process and the actual instantiated service process. 
This service effort was categorised as a minor change and it followed such a prescribed type-process. 
Such a process is depicted in figure 4. Different roles, activities and objects are depicted in this 
process model. A key object is the request for change (RFC) that is an assignment specifying the IT 
service change. There is one role (assigner) formulating the RFC and there is one role (operator) 
conducting the work specified in the RFC. Often there can be same person who occupies both roles. 

Need for 
change

IT 
environ-

ment

Prepare RFC 
(test, judge, 

decide) [Assigner]

Request 
for change 

(RFC) 

IT 
change 

objct

Transfer & 
validate RFC 
[Assigner→ 

operator]

Implement & 
ensure 
change 

[Operator] Changed 
IT 

environ-
ment

Report 
[Operator]

Report 
on 

change

User

Use in daily 
operations

Assigner

Check & 
approve 
change

 
Figure 4. The change process to be applied for the script change  

(according to prescribed type-process) 

In the script change process, there were two persons involved. After our investigation we could 
identify several causes for the failure. It was a combination of several unfortunate circumstances that 
caused this failure. The process description (figure 4) have been complemented in figure 5 below with 
identified fallacies which together explain the erroneous script. The identified fallacies are connected 
with process stages (activities) or objects in the figure. First, the formulation of the RFC was not 
totally clear. It had a misleading naming of the type of script. After the assigner had tested the solution 
(a script change), he assigned the RFC to a colleague who had more time to conduct the actual change 
work. The assigned operator studied the RFC and created a test case. Via e-mail he asked for 
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validation of his solution to the assigner who affirmed this solution. However, a wrong script was 
chosen for the intervention and the assigner did not discover this in the e-mail conversation.  
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change
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transfer
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ensuring of 

implemented 
change

Divide ”test and implement change” on different persons
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implemented 
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No continual 
report on 
changes

 
Figure 5. Identified problems in different parts of the script change process 

The operator conducted the script change for a sub-set of accounts and then he went home for the day 
with the intention to continue work the next day. The next morning several of the municipal 
employees could not log in to their computers due to an erroneous script as described above. Since this 
service effort was classified as a minor change, there was no proper post-testing and no report of the 
conducted sub-set of work and no validation made by the assigner.  

The two IT service officers followed most parts of the prescribed type-process; however, not so well 
in the final parts. Their compliance with the prescribed process was rather superficial. Different 
activities in the prescribed workflow have been followed and conducted according to the defined role 
repertoire. By complying with the prescribed type-process, the actors presumed that the result would 
be correct. However, they seem to have been lulled into a false security by following the workflow. 
The task was seen as a minor and simple one. The work was conducted in a fast, inattentive and rather 
perfunctory way. The actors were not sufficiently attentive to situational circumstances; instead they 
let the institutionalised work pattern be in the forefront. It became more important to do things the 
correct way than to provide a correct result.  

4.3 Non-compliance and efficacy 

In this section we do not describe a single case as in the section above. We have collected different 
observations related to a specific theme: When service officers have deviated from the type-process 
but succeeded to delivery some service result of sufficient value.  

The type-process looks slightly different for major, medium and minor changes. There exist certain 
simplifications in the type-process for minor changes. However, the type-process (even for minor 
changes) is conceived to be unwieldy and intricate. The IT users expect the service department to 
work fast and deliver demanded services quickly. It is natural for the service officers to try to work 
smart and thus to find shortcuts in the complex processes. Certain work steps might be excluded if 
there is no value is associated with their performance. The ITSM model consists of many different 
roles. In some situations, service officers have stopped to bother about the sophisticated role model 
and different shifts between role types. Instead they focus to get the job done, independently if they 
have been assigned to a specific role in the service case. Some of the cases that were considered as 
failures (due to delays) have been “rescued” by someone who have stepped forward and endeavoured 
to get the job done even when this was outside the assigned role. This kind of efficacious behaviour 
has also involved a sensitivity and awareness to specific circumstances in the case. Such a situational 
awareness was an important success factor in several cases. In these cases there were improvisations 
instead of strict compliance to the process and role structure. Such improvisations were important for 
the service deliveries.  
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5 Theorizing IT service management as tensions between routine and 
improvisation 

The existence and use of an ITSM model builds on the premise that the model will contribute to 
quality and effectiveness in an IT service practice. The basic maxims are that compliance to the model 
will lead to success and deviation to possible failures (figure 6a). Is it possible that it could be the 
other way around? That compliance with the model leads to failure and deviation leads to success 
(figure 6b)? The presented empirics above in section 4 indicate actually these opposite unexpected 
causal relations. In the erroneous script case (section 4.2) the officers followed mainly the prescribed 
process, but the false security of this compliance led to a serious failure. In section 4.3 we summarised 
some empirics indicating that deviation can lead to success in some situations. We have actually data 
from this study that indicates that all four causal relations (figure 6a and 6b) may occur. 

Compliance

Deviation

Success

Failure 

Compliance

Deviation

Success

Failure  
Figure 6a. Presumed causal relations                Figure 6b. Unexpected causal relations 

We can see that the use of an ITSM model may render positive effects such as: 
• Order and clarity  
• A predictable service delivery process 
• Clear assignments of roles and tasks 
• Traceability from assignment through process to results 
• A planning of how to obtain service quality 

On the other side, compliance with an ITSM model may render negative effects such as: 
• Unwieldy and sluggish procedures 
• A false security (inattentiveness)  

Deviation from an ITSM model may lead to negative effects such as:  
• A haphazard and unpredictable conduct 
• Assigned tasks are not executed 
• Assigned tasks are not executed correctly 
• High dependence on individuals 

On the other side, deviation from an ITSM model may render positive effects such as: 
• Brings progress to the process and may rescue an assignment from failure 
• Flexibility and efficiency in the process performance 
• Sensitivity and awareness to situational circumstances 
• Creation of actual quality in the situation 

We pursue here with a dialectical analysis of compliance vs. improvisation. The dialectical concepts of 
thesis, antithesis and synthesis are used (Popper, 1940). Compliance to prescribed process is seen 
thesis and its antithesis is improvisation and deviation from prescribed process (figure 7). 
Improvisation is not guided by the process prescription; instead the specific properties of the case are 
in foreground. There are certain properties of both positive and negative character associated with the 
thesis and the antithesis, which can be seen from figure 7.  

11 
 



Compliance
in process

Improvisation  
in process

Prescribed 
process

Specific 
properties

of case

THESIS ANTITHESIS

+ Order & clarity 
+ Predictability
+ Traceability
+ Planned quality

+ Flexibility
+ Resource efficiency
+ Situational awareness
+ Quality in situation

- Unwieldy procedures
- False security

- Haphazard conduct
- Unpredictable conduct
- Dependant on individuals  

Figure 7. Dialectical tensions between compliance and improvisation 

A dialectical analysis starts with disclosing the contradictions and tensions between thesis and 
antithesis, but it does not end there. It tries to create a synthesis based on the thesis and antithesis. This 
is done by exploiting the advantages and trying to avoid the disadvantages of both the thesis and the 
antithesis. In creating the synthesis, one tries to rise over the tensions and furnishes new properties to 
synthesis (Popper, 1940).  

In figure 8, a synthesis has been created based on the dialectical tensions from figure 7. The synthesis 
is labelled “structure and situational adaptation in process”. It is a synthesis influenced by both 
compliance and improvisation in service processes. This implies both being compliant with the 
prescribed type-process and being sensitive to the specific properties of the case with the potential of 
improvising in the process. There may exist variation and deviation in the process, but such 
differences are always well-thought and motivated. The actors follow the type-process, but based on a 
high degree of personal commitment and responsibility there is a strong result orientation in the 
performance. The resulting synthesis has emerged from this dialectical analysis of data from the cases. 
There are some data in the cases that give evidence to the synthesis.  
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Compliance
in process

Improvisation  
in process

Prescribed 
process

Specific 
properties

of case

THESIS ANTITHESIS

SYNTHESIS

Structure & situational 
adaptation in process

+ Motivated variation
+ Process dependant result orientation
+ Personal responsibility
+ Case commitment 

+ Order & clarity 
+ Predictability
+ Traceability
+ Planned quality
- Unwieldy procedures
- False security

+ Flexibility
+ Resource efficiency
+ Situational awareness
+ Quality in situation
- Haphazard conduct
- Unpredictable conduct
- Dependant on individuals

 
Figure 8. Structure and situational adaptation as synthesis based on compliance and improvisation 

6 Conclusions 

This study has contributed with answers to the stated research questions (section 1.2). We have 
investigated “how workable are ITSM models?”, and our summary answer can be: An ITSM model 
may be a good help in IT service delivery, but it may be experienced as unwieldy and it may render a 
false security implying deficiencies in service deliveries. The answer to “are such models easy to 
follow?” is: The prescribed process may be complex in description and thus hard to understand and it 
may be burdensome to follow due complexities in role structure and activity structure. We also posed 
the question “what happens if there are deviations in practice?”. We have answered in a nuanced way 
giving both negative features (e.g. haphazard and unpredictable conduct) and positive features (e.g. 
flexibility and efficiency in the process performance). To say this means that deviations and 
improvisations are not always bad as a response to our last stated question “are deviations always 
bad?”. 

This research has through in-depth case studies revealed how IT service practices can be conducted. 
ITSM models may play important roles by making such work more structured and controllable. 
However, institutionalised ITSM models do not always work the way intended. There seems to exist 
counter-institutions of habitualised deviations and shortcuts. An ITSM model is a standardised way of 
performing IT service work building on the idea of “best practice”. There are, however so many 
situational circumstances that it seems hard to define and prescribe something as best practice. It is 
understandable that IT service officers in-situ give priority to efficiency and fast deliveries instead of 
complying with rigid prescribed workflows. This is not to deny the importance of using an ITSM 
model as a way to give necessary structure to complexity of IT service management. This study has 
helped to reveal positive and negative effects of both ITSMM compliance and improvisation in IT 
service work. Based on empirical data from this in-depth case study we have elaborated a dialectical 
model with positive features of both compliance and improvisation and synthesis combining these 
positions giving more positive features.  
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There are several challenges in IT service management. Some challenges can be met by introducing 
ITSM models. However, instating ITSMM as an organisational institution will give new challenges; 
how to combine efficiency and flexibility among other things. This study has contributed with more 
knowledge on this topic and further research can continue based on conceptualisations introduced in 
this paper. Future research can start with the presented dialectical model as a framework and continue 
to study positive and negative effects of ITSM model compliance and improvisation. We also 
recommend future research to use a storytelling and unfolding inquiry (presented in this paper) since 
this has proven to be very useful to create valid and generative data.  
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