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ABSTRACT

Information Systems Research is being attributed of having no substantial philosophical foundation. A review of contemporary literature
reveals not only positivism as the dominating paradigm of human inquiry, but also an increasing criticism and the rise of alternative
paradigms. Referring to postmodern organization theory allows a different perspective on IS research, which is based on an epistemo-
logical foundation we call Sociopragmatic Constructivism. Presupposing that human inquiry relies on social contextualization, common
practice and cultural history, several consequences for the design and use of IS as well as for IS research in general are resulting.

INTRODUCTION
General management and industrial engineering can be regarded

the �mother disciplines� of IS research, since they provide use cases
for practical application of IS research findings. This history has led to
an unreflected transfer of their methodologies and methods to the
field of IS research. An analysis of contemporary literature reveals
that underlying epistemological presuppositions are rarely explicated,
and that positivism is the dominating position (Klein and Hirschheim
1987, Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991, Ridley and Keen 1998). Recurring
failures in IS development as well as the �productivity paradoxon�
(Brynjolfsson 1993, Attewell 1994) give rise to the questioning of the
appropriateness of today�s presuppositions in IS research and provide
a practical motivation for engaging in philosophical reflections. But,
as McFarlan (1984) states, �many IS researchers, although they pos-
sess strong technological skills, lack the tools and perspectives neces-
sary for cross-disciplinary work. Further, even if they have such skills,
IS scholars are often not intellectually inclined to undertake these
complex studies�. It is therefore not surprising that IS research is still
lacking a philosophical foundation (Keen 1980, Klein and Hirschheim
1987, Fitzgerald and Howcroft 1998).

Most findings in IS research are based on presuppositions of hu-
man inquiry already being criticised in disciplines like organization
theory and sociology. The field of organization theory has consider-
able impact on theories of design, development, and use of informa-
tion systems, since organizations provide the context for information
systems in the business domain. The postmodern movement in organi-
zation theory has led to the development of interpretive approaches
towards human inquiry. Based on relativistic ontological and subjectiv-
istic epistemological positions, interpretive approaches do not regard
organizations as given facts, but as subjective constructions of the
inquirer. Viewing information systems as systems of mediated inquiry,
this means that these systems do not provide their users with an
objective description of reality � it is the user who creates the �real-
ity�. Radical-constructivistic approaches explain this process of �real-
ity construction� on the basis of a sole individual. It is our conviction
that in trying to understand �reality construction� we have to take the
social environment of the individual into consideration.

Consequently, we develop a paradigm of inquiry called
Sociopragmatic Constructivism which provides a methodological means
for design and use of information systems. Emphasizing the social and
pragmatic aspects of reality construction, we see information systems

as constituents of socio-technical systems. Design and use of informa-
tion systems are subsequently determined by the meaning human ac-
tors attribute to them. But meaning is not a matter of a single indi-
vidual. Rather, it is a result of socially contextualized interactions
within a given community, sharing not only a common language, but
engaging in a common practice.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
ABOUT HUMAN INQUIRY

The function of information systems in the process of human
inquiry can only be understood on the basis of a sound conceptualisation
of presuppositions, underlying the concept of inquiry. In reference to
Kuhn (1962), these concepts are considered as inquiry paradigms and
often characterized by their ontological, epistemological, anthropo-
logical, and methodological presuppositions (Morgan and Smircich
1980, Guba 1990, Fitzgerald and Howcroft 1998).

The paradigm of positivism, dominating the field of IS resarch, is
depicted in Figure 2.

The paradigm of radical constrictivism, as depicted in Figure 3,
provides the foundation for most of the interpretive approaches to-
wards human inquiry.

According to Lincoln (1990) �the adoption of a paradigm literally
permeates every act even tangentially associated with inquiry, such that
any consideration even remotely attached to inquiry processes demands
rethinking to bring decisions into line with the world view embodied in the
paradigm itself�. Likewise, the adoption of a paradigm has severe conse-
quences for the interpretation of information systems.

Ontology What is the nature of the �knowable�? What is the nature of 
�reality�? Is reality external to the individual and imposing 
itself on the individual consciousness or a product of 
individual cognition? 

Epistemology What is the nature of the relationship between the knower (the 
inquirer) and the known (the knowable)? What are the 
grounds of knowledge? What is truth? 

Anthropology What is the nature of the relationship between human beings 
and their environment? 

Methodology How should the inquirer go about finding out knowledge?  

 

Figure 1: Conceptualisation of epistemological paradigms
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Ontology realist ontology; reality exists independent 
of human mind; reality driven by natural 
laws and mechanisms 

Epistemology objectivist; inquirer has direct access to 
nature; inquirer performs a noninteractive 
inquiry process, biasing factors are thereby 
excluded from influencing the findings 
(outcome); correspondence theory of truth 

Anthropology 
(human nature) 

mechanistic view; human as stimulus-
response mechanism; behaviorism; 
computational theory of mind 

Methodology empirical experimentalism; 
questions/hypotheses are stated in advance 
in prepositional form and subjected to 
empirical tests (falsification) under 
carefully controlled conditions; nomothetic 

Figure 2: Paradigm of positivism

Ontology relativist; realities exist in the form of multiple 
mental constructions; dependent for their form and 
content on the person who holds them 

Epistemology subjectivist; inquirer and subject inquired into are 
fused into a single (monistic) entity; findings are 
literally the creation of the process of interaction 
between the two; the concept of truth is substituted 
by the concept of viability 

Anthropology human as creator of realities 

Methodology hermeneutic; individual constructions are elicited 
and refined hermeneutically, with the aim of 
generating constructions on which there is 
substantial consensus; ideographic 

 

Figure 3: Paradigm of radical constructivism

HUMAN INQUIRY AND INFORMATION
SYSTEMS

Information systems can be regarded as instruments of human
inquiry. Within the process of inquiry they have the role of a medium,
which provides the user with information on matters of interest. The
instrumental view on information systems puts them close to other
instruments like microscopes, observatories, and the like. From the
viewpoint of positivism, these instruments do not have any effect on
the way we perceive the reality, thus the objective status of the in-
quirer is not affected by the use of tools. From the viewpoint of
interpretive approaches, the use of tools is bound to theories the
inquirer holds about them. Thus, human inquiry is guided by theories.

Since theories can be viewed as models for the purpose of descrip-
tion, explanation or prediction of a subject under consideration, we use
the term �model� in this broader sense. Models are simplified repre-
sentations of something. But as with different paradigms of inquiry,
there are different interpretations of the notion of model. These are
depending on ontological and epistemological positions, since they
determine the interpretation of �representation� � one of the essen-
tial features of models, as we will see in the following paragraphs.

On the Notion of Model in Positivism
and Radical Constructivism

From the viewpoint of positivism, a model is regarded as a repre-
sentation (mapping) of the �true� reality. This representational no-
tion of model presupposes a direct relationship between the model

(the representation) and the model source (the original). A model is
�good� or �true� if it is in correspondence with reality. The simplifica-
tion (abstraction) of the representation is realized by the intentional
neglect of �objective� properties of the part of reality under investiga-
tion. Applied to information systems, the positivistic notion of model
implies that what we perceive through the use of information systems
is an �objective� representation of reality. Subsequently, the use of
information systems does not make a difference to the direct percep-
tion of reality.

Constructivists, on the contrary, question the direct relationship
between model and reality. For them, models do not have an existence
independent of humans using them as models. Since constructivists
assume that realities are subjective, models are subjective too. Re-
search findings as well as models are the result of the interaction
between the inquirer and inquiry situation, and are influenced by the
knowledge, attitudes, and values of the inquirer. Applied to informa-
tion systems, the constructivistic notion of model requires a very
different interpretation of the function of information systems within
the inquiry process: they are no longer considered to be an objective
phenomenon and to provide an objective representation of reality,
rather they are subject to individual constructions performed by �us-
ers�. From the epistemological point of view users do not only con-
struct information systems, but they also construct the information
�provided� by the information system. In an organizational setting,
organization theories � assumptions a user holds about organiziations
� provide a framework for the creation of organizations.

On the Notion of Information in Positivism
and Radical Constructivism

The positivistic understanding of information systems views in-
formation in a model of sender-receiver-correlations. Information
exchange is regarded as a transactional process. Janich (1996), who
distinguishes between a narrow and a broad form of �informationism�,
criticises this understanding with the comment that with this notion of
information we are no longer capable to distinguish between ingestion
and digestion of nutrition: �Brain and intestine as equivalent organs �
this is what informationism finally boils down to.�

The (postmodern) radical-constructivistic understanding of in-
formation systems and the perception of information in general would
have to conceive of information, in contradiction to the positivistic
paradigm, as creation ex nihilo or something �absolute�, because any
stated basis would refer to world and reality; for this reason, these were
even no more fictional, because any fiction would already refer to
something.

Methodological Implications
Referring to our conceptualization of paradigms of inquiry, an

organization theory can thus be viewed as an ontology, constituting
and describing the nature of an organization. Adoption of an organiza-
tion theory can therefore be regarded as a selection of an ontological
position. Since ontological, epistemological, anthropological, and
methodological positions are not independent from each other, we
claim that the adoption of an organization theory is highly influential
on the adoption of a certain paradigm of inquiry (and vice versa), and
subsequently has a major impact on the way individuals perceive and
interpret information, �provided� by an information system, about an
organization. With an epistemologically bound ontology, the adop-
tion of an organization theory not only determines what has to be
considered as information, but also the relation between information,
the organization (the information is about), and the user of the infor-
mation system. Since models and information are fundamental to the
conception, development, and use of information systems, all aspects
of the notion of model and the notion of information discussed above
apply to information systems as well. Thus, the adopted notions of
model, information, organization theory, and paradigm of inquiry have
to be taken into consideration when engaging in the interpretation of
the role of information systems within the process of human inquiry.



834  Issues and Trends of IT Management in Contemporary Organizations

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

Copyright Idea Group Inc.

SOCIOPRAGMATIC CONSTRUCTIVISM
The aim of the sociopragmatic approach is the investigation of

the cultural, historical and social construction of the relations between
world, things and individuals. Following the same conceptualisation of
paradigms of inquiry used above, we describe our concept of
Sociopragmatic Constructivism in the following paragraphs.

A sociopragmatic ontology is a relativistic one, since �facts are
not given, but constructed by the questions we ask of events. All
researchers are constructing their object of inquiry out of the materials
their culture and their research paradigm provides; additionally, values
play a central role in this linguistically, ideologically, and historically
embedded project that we call science� (Lather 1990). Since the
sociopragmatic-constructivistic ontology is epistemologically bound,
the processes of reality construction (ontology) and cognition of real-
ity (epistemology) have to be considered as one and the same. Reality
and cognition of reality therefore have to be regarded as a result of
interaction between socially contextualized humans and their environ-
ment. We do not assume an isolated subject perceiving or constructing
objects, but a common, socially shared construction of world, objects
and subjects. In our view, collaborative action takes place on the basis
of symbolically constituted worlds of meaning which, being rooted in
practical needs of human life, are constructed not always with the
individual�s conscience. Interactive communication by symbolization
modifies both individual and common worlds of meaning.

Human nature, the very essence of our existence, can only be
understood if we try to understand dynamic cultural systems � in the
sense of a �second human nature�. It is not very likely that there is a
single anthropological basis: mono-causal explanations will therefore
not be sufficient when explaining the complexity of culture is the
issue. The dialectics of general and specific knowledge, theory and
practice, individual and society have to be explored with their mutual
dynamic relations in mind. It should become obvious that this project
requires the effort of researchers from many different strands.

The very idea of construction within Sociopragmatic
Constructivism has to be understood in the sense of a socially, prag-
matically oriented description of intersubjective processes, within which
humans create, stabilize, share, and modify their knowledge. Paying
regard to these practices of cultural involvement and knowledge acqui-
sition one will realize that they are no solipsistic acts of a sole indi-
vidual, but common structures of purposes and needs, guiding all hu-
man activity. The constitution of human knowledge is thus only to be
explained on the basis of their cultural history.

Sociopragmatic Constructivism separates from both positivistic
and radical constructivistic understanding of model and information.
Information is neither purely creative nor purely material, it is shape-
less, but operationalizable, can be formed. Information is a wildcard or
placeholder for intellectual objectivations of man. Thus, it works simi-
lar to symbols (Cassirer 1929, Schwemmer 1997). For models, the
assumption of an �external world� (a �false paradigm� in Heidegger�s
words), is rejected because �the world� is not constructed by a single
individual. It is rather embedded in a social context with social prac-
tices that eventually determine the individual actions. Thus, social
practices not only determine the form of representation of a model,
but also what is to be represented, since the �what� is neither an
objective fact in the positivistic sense nor something created ex nihilo
in the sense of radical constructivism.

The aim of Sociopragmatic Constructivism is to provide a holis-
tic analysis of reductive approaches and to offer possible syntheses.
With a wider scope of analysis, Sociopragmatic Constructivism avoids
the traps of reductionism. Understanding and explaining the process
of human inquiry requires the analysis of paradigms of inquiry with
regard to their social and cultural history. In Sociopragmatic
Constructivism the cultural genealogy of phenomena (e.g. world, things,
individuals) is at issue. These are being analysed from different per-
spectives (regional ontologies; Husserl 1986) with a focus on their
mutual relations. Here, the Sociopragmatic Constructivism stands in
the tradition of early efforts on cultural philosophy, going back to 50ies

of the 18. century.

Applying the paradigm of Sociopragmatic Constructivism to in-
formation systems research, the function of information systems within
the process of human inquiry has to be analysed from the perspective
of common human practice. �In action research, the emphasis is more
on what practitioners do than on what they say they do� (Avison et al.
1999): Action research seems to be a reasonable starting point for
conception and development of an appropriate methodology. Inter-
disciplinary analysis of culture, being the most general conception of
methodology in Sociopragmatic Constructivism, gives way to over-
come the shortcomings of reductive approaches.

Summarizing all we have said, we propose Sociopragmatic
Constructivism as a paradigm for IS research, as depicted in figure 4.

Ontology relativist; realities are developed by shared language and common 
practice, embedded in their cultural history; reality is a result of 
interaction between the social contextualized humans and their 
environment 

Epistemology constitution of knowledge � what humans want to know and why 
� is to be explained on the basis of their cultural history; 
consensus theory of truth 

Anthropology human nature is a result of human practice, embedded in their 
cultural history 

Methodology transdisciplinary analysis of culture in the sense of an analysis of 
human practice 

 

Figure 4: Paradigm of sociopragmatic constructivism

Sociopragmatic Constructivism thus goes beyond positivistic and
radical constructivistic epistemology, beyond the discussion about
modern and postmodern � without simply ignoring it. On the contrary,
an analysis of these approaches exposes theoretical and practical con-
sequences very clearly. Sociopragmatic Constructivism does neither
aim to follow a blind optimism towards progress, nor be pessimistic
towards culture; it neither regards everything possible nor arbitrary;
the world is neither a fixed, monolithic, material entity nor all-resolv-
ing fragmentary fiction. It therefore is not only a position �in the
middle�, but also a lifeworld�s paradigm.

CONCLUSION
Persistent problems in IS research and practice give rise to a

reconsideration of the prevailing presuppositions of human inquiry.
The lack of a philosophical foundation of IS research and its negli-
gence of methodological advances in disciplines like organization theory
and sociology can be regarded as a major cause for the recurrent prob-
lems in the development and subsequent use of information systems.
An analysis of contemporary literature in the fields of organization
theory and IS research as well as philosophy of science provides a host
of relevant material to be considered as highly influential for the
conceptualisation of new paradigms of inquiry, appropriate in the
current state of IS research.

We have criticized positivism, the still dominating paradigm in IS
research, as being ignorant towards the subjectivity of human efforts �
therefore also towards the subjectivity of human inquiry, e.g. IS re-
search, development and subsequent use. Radical constructivism, as
the emerging paradigm in IS research, has been criticized because of its
explanation of reality construction on the basis of the cognitive per-
formance of the sole individual. Since all human inquiry relies on social
contextualisation, shared language, and common practice, we believe
that these aspects have to be taken into consideration when pursuing a
conceptualisation of a new paradigm of human inquiry.

The proposed paradigm of Sociopragmatic Constructivism is about
to overcome the deficiencies of the criticized paradigms of positivism
and radical constructivism. With its focus on social contextualisation,
shared language, and common practice as constituents of human in-
quiry, Sociopragmatic Constructivism can be regarded as an appropri-
ate response towards some problems in IS research and practice. It
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provides a different view on information, information systems, orga-
nizations, and the impact of information systems on human inquiry.
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