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ABSTRACT

The idea that ontological theories could be used to provide a theoretical basis for evaluating
conceptual-modelinggrammarsandscriptswasinitiatedsomethirtyyearsago.Theauthorsprovide
somebriefhistoryabouttheearlyresearchthatdiscussedhowontologicaltheoriesmightbeusedto
studyconceptual-modelinggrammarsandscripts.Theythengiveanoverviewoftheprogressthat
hasbeenmadeusingvariouselementsofthisearlyresearch.Next,theyoutlinesomeofthemajor
critiquesthathavebeenmadeofconceptual-modelingworkthatusesontologicalfoundations.Finally,
theauthorssuggestsomeareasthattheybelieveholdsubstantialpromiseinusingontologytobetter
understandandpredictconceptual-modelingphenomena.
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INTRODUCTION

WearedelightedtoseethepublicationofthisSpecialIssueoftheJournal of Database Management
onthetopicofontologicalanalysisinconceptualmodeling.Moreover,wearehonoredthatinpart
themotivationfor theSpecialIssuearisesfromworkweundertookinthelate1980sabouthow
ontologicaltheoriesmightunderpinthestudyofconceptual-modelinggrammarsandscripts.We
thanktheEditor-in-ChiefandtheEditorsoftheSpecialIssueforinitiatingitandtheirhardworkin
bringingittofruition.Also,wethankalltheauthorswhosubmittedpaperstotheSpecialIssue.We
congratulatethosewhosepapersultimatelywereacceptedandencouragethosewhosepaperswere
rejected(anexperienceweknowonlytoowell!)toperseverewiththeirwork.

Intheinformationsystemsdiscipline,scholarswhoworkonthetopicofconceptualmodeling
andontologyarerelativelyfewinnumber.Wesuspectthereasonsareseveral.First,manyinformation
systems scholars have been trained primarily in organizational science areas, and thus they see
management-related issues as more interesting than technology-related issues (which rightly or
wronglyaregenerallythoughttoincludeconceptualmodeling).Second,formanyinformationsystems
scholars,thetopicofconceptualmodelinglackstheappealofresearchonemergingtechnologies
(because it is deemed tobe anold-technologyproblem).Third,historically, paperson the topic
ofconceptualmodelinghavebeendifficult topublish in themajor informationsystems journals
(althoughthissituationischanging).Thus,youngscholars,inparticular,haveshiedawayfromthe
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topic.AsoneoutcomeofthisSpecialIssue,therefore,wehopemorescholarsmightbeenticedto
workorremainworkingonthetopic.

Sinceour initialworkonconceptualmodelingandontology,wehavebeenencouragedand
inspiredbythesmallgroupofresearcherswhocontinuetoworkassiduouslyonthetopic(many
havepublishedinthisjournal).Inourconversationswithmanyofthem,theyclearlyseeconceptual
modelingaslyingatthecoreoftheinformationsystemsdiscipline.Theyhavenotbeendeterredby
acommonlyheldviewthattheyareworkingonthemarginsofthediscipline(andperhapsonan
outdatedproblem).Instead,theyareoptimisticthatinduecoursethemeritsoftheirworkwillbe
recognizedmorewidely.Wesharetheiroptimism.

Indeed,currentlyweseeanirony.Ontheonehand,representationtheory,whichencompassesthe
topicofconceptualmodelingandontology,hasbeennamedasoneofthefewtheoriesthatmightbe
consideredasnativetotheinformationsystemsdiscipline(Gregor,2006;Straub,2012).Ontheother
hand,asweindicatedabove,historically,representationtheory,conceptualmodeling,andontology
haveattractedlittleattention.Perhapsinduecoursethetensioneducedbythisironywillbemitigated.

Importantly,weseesignsofasea-change.Morepapersonrepresentationtheory,conceptual
modeling,andontologyareappearinginmajorinformationsystemsjournals(e.g.,Bera,Burton-Jones,
&Wand,2011;Bowen,O’Farrell,&Rohde,2009;Burton-Jones&Grange,2013;A.Burton-Jones
&P.N.Meso,2006;Lukyanenko,Parsons,&Wiersma,2014;Parsons,2011;Parsons&Wand,
2008;Recker,Rosemann,Green,&Indulska,2011;Shanks,Tansley,Nuredini,Tobin,&Weber,
2008;Sia&Soh,2007;Strong&Volkoff,2010).Inourview,theresearchonthesetopicsisalso
becomingincreasinglycreativeandinnovative(inwaysweneverimagined!),anditisbeingapplied
tomoretypesofinformationsystemsphenomena.Forscholarswhoworkonrepresentationtheory,
conceptualmodeling,andontology,therefore,therearegoodreasonstobeoptimistic,tobeexcited,
andtopersevere.

TheEditorshavekindlyaskedustowriteanintroductionfortheSpecialIssue.Afterdiscussions
withthem,wedeterminedweshouldwritesomereflectionsonhistory,progress,critiques,current
trends,andpossiblefuturesforthetopicofontologyandconceptualmodeling.Perhapswiththe
exceptionofearlyhistory,westresswehavenospecialinsightsaboutprogress,currenttrends,and
possiblefutures,andourcommentsaboutcritiqueswillreflectourownviewsaboutthemeritsofthese
critiques.Nonetheless,wehopeatleastsomeofourreflectionsmightbehelpfulforandresonatewith
colleaguesaswellasmotivatingandencouragingthemtobeginortocontinueworkonthistopic.

Ourreflectionsproceedasfollows.First,weprovidesomebriefhistoryaboutourinitialwork
inwhichweproposedalinkbetweenontologyandconceptualmodeling.Wehopethishistorydoes
notappeartobeself-indulgentorself-centeredbecauseourintentistohelpyoungercolleaguessee
thatserendipityandadversitysometimesplayanimportantpartintheformationofnewideasthat
eventuallygainatleastsometractionwithinadiscipline.Second,wegiveourperspectivesonthe
stateofprogressonthetopicofontologyandconceptualmodeling.Third,weoutlinesomeofthe
majorcritiquesmadeofthetopicandprovideabriefresponsetothem.Fourth,wereflectoncurrent
trends.Fifth,weindicatesomeareaswherewebelievepromisingfutureslie.Finally,wegivesome
briefconclusions.

SOMe HISTORY

InDecember1985,oneofus(Weber)lefttheUniversityofQueenslandtogoonsabbaticalleaveto
theUniversityofBritishColumbia.Shortlythereafter,heattendedtheInternationalConferenceon
InformationSystemsinAnnArbor,Michigan.OnthereturnflightfromChicagotoVancouvervia
UnitedAirlines,hesatnexttotheotherofus(Wand).Togetherwesharedourconcernsaboutthe
stateoftheoryintheinformationsystemsdiscipline.Oneofuswasconcernedthatthediscipline
constantlyborrowed theories fromotherdisciplines rather thandeveloping itsowncore theories
(Weber,1987).Theotherwasseekingtheoriesthatmightbeusedtobringordertothedisparate,
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