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Abstract 

Public sector information systems (IS) may produce unintended negative consequences 
that are very challenging to predict in advance. In this paper we seek to answer the 
following critical research questions: How does a democratic society identify and deal 
with ethically and morally problematic effects of public sector IS? What does it mean for 
public sector IS to be ethically and morally justified? What principles and norms should 
govern the discourse in a society to ensure resolution (and prevention) of these ethically 
and morally problematic effects? We answer these questions by providing empirical 
and theoretical argument, based on our investigation of My School – an Australian 
Government portal providing performance data about more than 9500 schools. By 
drawing from Habermas’ discourse ethics we identify problems in the current discourse 
on My School and propose principles for conducting public discourse to ensure 
resolution of pragmatic, ethical and moral concerns through a democratic process.  
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Introduction  

The relentless march of Information Technologies (IT) in all spheres of human action and social 
endeavors is typically considered from a pragmatic perspective: Does an Information System (IS) work 
and fulfill its requirements? Is it efficient in achieving its objectives and producing desired effects? The 
importance of these questions is undeniable and it is not surprising that they are central to the assessment 
of IS in organizations and society (e.g. Fincham 2002; Doherty et al. 2011). Problems however arise when 
IS, while fulfilling their requirements, often produce unintended negative and undesirable consequences 
(see e.g. Kappos et al. 2005; Robey and Boudreau 1999; Overby et al. 2010; Fichman et al. 2015; Tarafdar 
et al. 2015a, 2015b). This becomes particularly critical in public sector IS that serve broader community 
(in education, health, social services and others). Their open nature and complexity make it difficult (if 
not impossible) to predict in advance all their uses and assess the consequences for all those affected 
(Brey 2000). Thus, it is not sufficient to comprehend and assess IS from a pragmatic perspective only. In 
many circumstances, especially when an IS serves broader public and affects users in unpredicted 
negative and unintended ways, the ethical and the moral questions come to the fore, without obvious and 
clear answers (Walsham 1996; van der Hoven and Wickert 2008).  

An ethical issue arises when an IS implemented by one party in pursuit of its goals materially affects 
another party’s ability to pursue its goals (Mason 1995).  When the effect is harmful or in any way 
detrimental to the affected party the goodness or virtue of an IS is questioned. This is an ethical question 
that differs from the pragmatic one as it emphasizes broader implications of IS for “the good life within 
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one’s community” (Mingers and Walsham 2010, p. 841).  Both questions, the pragmatic and the ethical, 
however, refer to self-interests of the parties concerned: is the IS effective and good for me? When on the 
other hand we are concerned with the equal goodness of IS for all (affected) and when we transcend the 
interests of individual parties, we move to the domain of moral questions (Mingers and Walsham 2010; 
Habermas 1992, 1996).  Together with the pragmatic, the ethical and the moral questions of IS are 
becoming increasingly critical in contemporary society undergoing rapid and unbridled digitization with 
rising complexity, opaqueness, vulnerability and risks (Brey 2000; Introna 2002; Mason 1995; Walsham 
1996; van der Hoven and Wickert 2008; Mingers and Walsham 2010; Fichman et al. 2015). 

Public sector IS that provide legitimized data about the functioning and performance in a sector – e.g. in 
health care, education, social services – present exemplary cases of society digitization.  These systems are 
particularly interesting as they are developed, implemented and regulated by government or public sector 
agencies with the aim to serve larger community: typically a very broad range of individuals, groups and 
institutions (Denzinger et al. 2002; West 2004; Dunleavy et al. 2006).  While the IS sponsors and 
developers are guided by the objectives of economic efficiency, accountability and transparency and also 
the provision of equitable services and clear benefits to citizens and stakeholders, these systems often 
differentially affect various segments of society. For instance, the provision of data about payments to 
individual doctors and other providers introduced in the US (by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services - CMS) which was motivated by healthcare transparency (Blum 2014) was criticized for 
disregarding the interests of individual doctors who may be wrongly targeted and publicly shamed (see 
e.g. Salzberg 2014; Weaver et al. 2014). Similarly, public availability of school performance data and so-
called school league tables in the UK education system created unintended and unpredicted negative 
consequences (Smith 1995). When IS serving the public produce negative unintended consequences for 
some sections of a community, the society faces critical ethical and moral questions (Smith 1995; Mingers 
and Walsham 2010).  

Despite the importance of ethical and moral questions for both IS practice and society more broadly, they 
have not as yet received appropriate attention in the main stream IS literature. Notwithstanding notable 
exceptions (such as Smith and Hasnas 1999; Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2008; Stahl 2008; Davison et al. 
2009; Mingers and Walsham 2010; Ross and Chiasson 2011) the discourse on ethics and morality does 
not feature prominently in the IS literature. The purpose of this paper is to contribute to better 
understanding of ethical and moral questions in public sector IS serving the public and to propose a 
theoretically grounded dialogical process to address them in practice. In particular we seek to answer the 
following critical research questions: How does a democratic society identify and deal with ethically and 
morally problematic effects of public sector IS? What does it mean for public sector IS to be ethically and 
morally justified? What principles and norms should govern the discourse in a society to ensure 
resolution (and prevention) of these ethically and morally problematic effects?  

We answer these questions by providing empirical and theoretical argument. Based on the investigation 
of My School – an Australian Government portal that provides data on the performance of and resources 
available to more than 9,500 Australian schools – we reveal negative and harmful implications of the data 
use and discuss their ethical and moral nature. By drawing from Habermas’ discourse ethics (1992; 1993; 
1997) we identify problems in the current discourse on My School and propose principles and norms for 
conducting public discourse as a democratic process, to ensure open dialogue and robust critical testing of 
competing arguments regarding pragmatic, ethical and moral concerns about My School. The democratic 
process, proposed here, not only addresses the issues of appropriateness of stated ends of transparency 
and effectiveness and the means for achieving them (data and analytical tools provided via My School), it 
contributes to the social intelligibility of complex social interactions mediated by the IS (My School). It 
thus enables development of a broader understanding in a community as to why and how the use of 
‘objective’, ‘accurate’ and ‘legitimate’ data may produce negative and harmful implications for some 
individuals and groups. Through a democratic process instituted in a society the emerging and 
unpredictable negative effects of public sector IS serving community can be identified and publicly 
debated in terms of empirical truth, ethical goodness and moral rightness, leading to what Habermas calls 
a ‘reasonable society-wide discursive consensus’ regarding legitimation of data and services provided by 
public sector IS as well as their legitimate usages.  

In the following section we first briefly review relevant literature on unintended negative consequences of 
IS with particular emphasis on public sector IS serving the broader public, and also the debates in IS on 
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ethics and morality.  This is followed by an overview of Habermas’ discourse ethics (1992; 1993; 1997) that 
forms a theoretical foundation for exploring the current debate on My School implications and answering 
our research questions. The methodology and the case study of My School are presented next, leading to 
the findings section on the implications of My School since its launch in 2010. By interpreting Habermas’ 
discourse ethics we discuss how the current debate identified and addressed My School implications (in 
particular those ethically and morally problematic) and propose principles, norms and rules to govern the 
discourse to ensure resolution (and prevention) of such ethically and morally problematic effects. We 
conclude by summarizing the theoretical and practical contributions and implications of the paper. 

Background 

As IT applications continue to permeate all aspects of work and social lives, a growing number of IS 
researchers are starting to investigate the so-called “dark side” of IT use. In general terms, the dark side of 
IT focuses on “the complex and often alarming ways in which use of IT affects organizational and social 
lives” (Tarafdar et al. 2015a). Prior examples of prominent research include work in the areas of 
“technostress” (Ayyagart et al. 2011; Tarafdar et al. 2015b), IT-generated interruptions of work (Gupta et 
al. 2013; Spira, et al. 2005), negative consequences of information overload (Gupta, Li and Sharda 2013) 
as well as the widely-recognized challenges of technology addiction and misuse (Steeiman et al. 2012; 
Turei et al. 2011). So far, these negative consequences have been mostly investigated at the individual 
level, while “the area of dark side outcomes at the societal level remains largely unexplored” (Tarafdar et 
al. 2015a, p.165). In this context, of particular interest are negative unintended consequences of IS serving 
the public. In particular, IT-enabled collection, processing and publications of performance-related data 
in the public sector are propagated throughout society in unforeseen ways, causing serious unintended 
consequences. These issues have been studied by two different research streams: open data and public 
performance data.  

The rapidly growing open-data movement refers to “the practices of making data reusable by citizens 
and/or consumers” (O’Hara, 2012, p.1). While the concept of open data includes many different sources of 
data, such as for example data created by academic research, it is often related to government data (i.e. 
also termed ‘Open Government’) through which a vast amount of data is made publicly available by 
governments around the world. The main objectives of open data are improved transparency, 
accountability and citizen participation (Davies et al. 2013). The worldwide proliferation of the open data 
movement has attracted the attention of a growing community of researchers from different disciplines, 
including IS. For instance, based on a comprehensive literature review, Davies et al. (2013) identify three 
broad categories of prior research: (i) open data readiness assessments, such as studies of conditions for 
effective open data initiatives (Grawel et al. 2011); (ii) open data implementation studies focusing for 
example on quality and availability of data sets (Braunschweig et al. 2012; Craveiro et al. 2013); and (iii) 
impact studies seeking to gain a better understanding of whether open data has brought the expected 
benefits as promised by its advocates (Davies et al. 2013), such as economic growth, democratic 
empowerment or citizen engagement (Ballingall 2011; Rath 2012). These studies warn that open data 
could also result in negative impacts that are neither intended nor anticipated (see e.g. Raman 2012). 
Social impacts of open data is an important domain which, as highlighted by Davies et al. (2012), is 
under-researched and poorly understood.  

Particularly critical are the so-called performance data due to their large-scale impact and often hard-to-
predict unintended consequence. The area of public performance data has been investigated by many 
researchers in public administration, political science, social sciences, accounting, and to a lesser extent in 
IS. For example, Smith (1995) describes a case of the UK education system to illustrate the unintended 
and very serious consequences resulting from the publishing of school performance data, especially when 
misused for comparisons of different schools and publishing of the so-called school league tables. In this 
context a new kind of IS termed School Performance Feedback Systems (SPFS) emerged. The main 
objective of SPFS is to enable complex cross-organizational feedback loops in school environments 
(Visscher and Coe 2003; Earl and Katz 2006; Vanderlinde et al. 2010). These are “information systems 
external to schools that provide them with confidential information on their performance and functioning 
as a basis for school self-evaluation” (Visscher and Coe, 2003, p.321). Development and implementation 
of SPFSs are very complex endeavors with many open research challenges. “A thorough and rigorous 
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evaluation of the effects of varying SPFSs is urgently needed … It is also of great importance to evaluate 
the extent to which unintended effects occur” (Vanderlinde et al. 2010).  

Furthermore, focusing on performance management practices in the pharmaceutical industry, Dambrin 
and Robson (2011) seek to explore performance measurement not as the implementation of “an optimized 
system of measurement and control”, as it is commonly done in accounting, but as “constructed chains of 
transformation” between objects, actions, technologies and, inevitably imperfect, performance numbers. 
The authors show how interruptions and distortion of the chain of sales performance measures cause the 
network to “begin to lie” with measures becoming flawed (Dambrin and Robson, 2011). Similarly Bevan 
and Hood (2006) investigate the effects of performance targets on the English public healthcare system 
and find evidence of gaming created by “targets and terror”, ultimately resulting in what is measured 
becoming what matters. In another notable example Selwood (2002) investigates the politics of gathering, 
analyzing and using data about the subsidized cultural sector in England. Kraemer et al. (1987) investigate 
politics of government data and modeling practices and confirm the primacy of political over 
technological factors when defining and measuring success of these practices. Focusing on perceived value 
of government information, Weiss et al. (1986), show that when information is used by policy makers it 
becomes “predictably and profoundly shaped by the patterns of control” in which federal information 
systems are embedded (Weiss et.al. 1986, p.504).  

In summary we can conclude that research in IS and related disciplines has identified and begun to 
address several important aspects of unexpected and unpredictable negative societal consequences of 
complex IS.  However, their broader social implications and significant negative unintended 
consequences in the public sector create new ethical and moral challenges for modern democratic 
societies; challenges for which there exists no adequate democratic mechanisms to deal with (Smith 1995; 
Mingers and Walsham 2010). This paper thus explores the following research questions: How does a 
democratic society identify and deal with ethically and morally problematic effects of public sector IS? 
What does it mean for public sector IS to be ethically and morally justified? What principles and norms 
should govern the discourse in a society to ensure resolution (or prevention) of ethically and morally 
problematic and unacceptable effects?  

Research on ethics and morality in IS (e.g. Smith and Hasnas 1999; Stahl 2008; Davison et al. 2009; 
Mingers and Walsham 2010) provides a valuable foundation for considering these questions. Particularly 
interesting is a paper by Mingers and Walsham (2010) which provides a comprehensive exploration of 
ethical and moral theories relevant for understanding and addressing social implications of modern IT. 
They discuss three major approaches to ethics and morality–consequentialism (Benthem 1948/1789; Mill 
2002/1861), deontology (Kant 1991/1785; Rowls 1971; McNaughton and Rawling 2007), and virtue ethics 
and communitarianism (MacIntyre 1985; Hursthouse 2007)–their focus, assumptions and claims as well 
as their applications in business and IS. While these approaches provide a wide range of potential ethical 
and moral considerations of the social implications of IT, Mingers and Walsham (2010) argue that 
Habermas’ discourse ethics, as a procedural approach to ethical and moral theory with distinctive 
practical intent, is of particular interest and high relevance to the IS field. Following their argument we 
seek to answer our research questions by drawing from and re-interpreting Habermas’ discourse ethics in 
the context of public discourse addressing ethical and moral concerns raised by IS serving the public. 

Discourse Ethics 

Habermas’ discourse theory of deliberative democracy (1993, 1996) provides fundamental principles of 
practical discourse to guide public discussions on major questions confronting modern societies. The 
challenge for us is to interpret and achieve broader acceptance of this rather abstract theory so that it can 
be applied to better understand controversies and consequences of IS serving the public and govern 
democratic public debates that would enable resolution of the controversies and seek just and fair 
solutions. The foundation of Habermas’ discourse theory of deliberative democracy is his discourse theory 
of morality – referred to as ‘discourse ethics’ – that is grounded in and intimately linked to his Theory of 
Communicative Action (TCA) and the concept of communicative rationality (1984, 1987). While it is 
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beyond the scope of this paper to discuss TCA1 we only briefly draw attention to the distinctive nature of 
communicative rationality as it is necessary for understanding Habermas’ discourse theory.  

In addition to purposeful rationality that governs self-interested individuals to achieve their goals, 
Habermas (1984, 1987) proposes communicative rationality as an alternative organizing principle of 
social life. Communicative rationality governs actors in social interactions by mobilizing their ‘potential 
for rationality’ to mutually coordinate their actions, each aimed at achieving, in principle, their different 
ends (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2002). While purposeful rationality assumes actors solely oriented to 
achieving their ends by influencing others, communicative rationality assumes actors’ orientation to 
mutual understanding and achieving aims by coordinating their actions. To do so, communicatively 
rational actors use language to develop intersubjective understanding of problematic situations that 
provides a basis for a rationally motivated agreement and coordination of their actions. Importantly 
communicative rationality assumes an argumentation process free from any force or coercion. This 
implies that participants in communication understand that their validity claims (to truth, moral 
rightness, ethical goodness and truthfulness) are open for criticism and justification and that all 
participants have an obligation to provide arguments for their validity claims and be receptive to 
arguments by others. In other words, validity claims can only be clarified and justified through 
argumentation in social discourse. This also implies that the validity claims are not limited to claims to 
truth (what is the case in the world) but also refer to the social world of values and norms (claims to moral 
rightness and ethical goodness), as well as to the subjective world of individual experiences, desires and 
feelings (claims to truthfulness and sincerity) (Habermas 1984). Social discourse that is governed by 
communicative rationality is thus a consensual form of social coordination in which participants seek to 
achieve rationally motivated agreement about a publicly recognized problem, an agreement that is 
justified as good, just, sincere and free from empirical error.  

Habermas (2008) defines four conditions for a public discourse to be governed by communicative 
rationality and ensure robust testing of competing arguments (validity claims and counterclaims): i) no 
one interested or affected and capable of making a contribution is excluded, ii) all participants have equal 
voice, iii) participants are free to express their views without deception or self-deception, and iv) there are 
no sources of coercion built into the procedure of discourse (p. 89). These conditions determine an 
idealized form of practical discourse – inclusiveness, equality of participation and non-coercion – that is 
not likely to be fully achieved in practice. Nevertheless, these conditions function as operative standards 
that can be used to govern and scrutinize actual discourses and check whether their outcomes are 
reasonably justified as consensual.   

As there were objections to his discourse theory as unrealistic and idealized, Habermas responded by 
articulating more specific principles for actual practical discourse.  His discourse principle (D) articulates 
a dialogical approach to practical reason:  

“Only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with the approval of all affected in their 
capacity as participants in a practical discourse” (Habermas 1992, p. 66, emphasis in the original).  

Discourse principle D is an overarching principle of impartial justification that applies to all types of 
discourses, including for instance discourses about technical-pragmatic questions regarding effective 
means to achieve given ends, ethical questions regarding the interest and wellbeing of individual parties 
affected by an action, and moral questions that need to be resolved in the interest of all.  

Habermas’ conception of moral discourse and discursive testing of moral obligations is formulated in his 
principle of universalization (U):  

“a [moral] norm is valid if and only if the foreseeable consequences and side effects of it general observance for 
the interests and value-orientations of each individual could be freely accepted jointly by all concerned” 
(Habermas 1996, p. 354; emphasis in the original).  

In other words for a moral norm to be valid it should hold up in a fully inclusive and reasonable discourse. 
As Bohman and Rehg (2014) explain: 

                                                   

1 For a broader discussion of TCA and its relevance for IS see e.g. Mingers and Walsham (2010) and Ross and 
Chiasson (2011). 
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“(U) explicates a moral epistemology: what it means for moral statements to count as justified. … Habermas 
proposes (U) not merely as articulating a consensus model of moral justification, but as an explication of the 
meaning of rightness itself. Unlike truth, the rightness of a moral norm does not consist in reference to an 
independently existing realm of objects, but rather in the worthiness of the norm for intersubjective recognition.” 
(p. 18) 

Both the discourse principle D and universalization principle U require development of a shared 
understanding and the taking of a mutual perspective. Not only is it necessary that all interested and 
affected individuals freely participate and have a voice, all participants are required to mutually respect 
and attend to each other’s values and interests while seeking mutual understanding. Through a rational 
discourse governed by D and U participants themselves change and condition their views and judgments 
about the rightness and moral norms on what all participants freely accept. As Mingers and Walsham 
(2010) emphasize “Habermas does not see this as just an analytical procedure or thought experiment; he 
intends that such debates, especially within society as a whole, should actually occur” (p. 841). 

It is important to note here that Habermas differentiates between ethical and moral questions. Ethical 
questions regarding for instance an IS focus on ‘what is good for me or for us’, that are typically concerned 
with different interests and values of individuals and groups in pluralist societies. Moral questions on the 
other hand are concerned with ‘what is equally good for all’.  This suggests that achieving morally justified 
agreement on an IS in an actual public discourse may be very difficult due to plurality of interests and 
values that prevent finding solutions that are equally good for all. In cases where universal agreement on 
what is good for all and thus morally justified cannot be reached there is an opportunity to seek solutions 
that do not harm anybody and are acceptable (while not equally good) for all affected parties. Such 
solutions agreed upon through a public discourse governed by the principal D (but not U) would not be 
morally justified but could be ethically justified.  There is a risk however that such discourse may 
deteriorate into bargaining and strategically motivated behavior by the parties involved (see discussion in 
Mingers and Walsham 2010, p. 843).  

Habermas’ discourse ethics exemplifies a dialogical approach to practical reason and as Mingers and 
Walsham (2010) argue is more comprehensive and more practical than other ethical theories. It is more 
practical in a sense that it recognizes plurality of interests and perspectives involved in ethical judgments 
in modern societies. However, as Habermas often stated himself, discourse ethics has to be interpreted 
and meaningfully applied in any concrete case of public debate. Before we do that, in the following 
sections we first present our case study and the findings. 

Methodology  

An Interpretive Case Study  

In order to answer our research questions we draw from an interpretive case study of My School, a web-
based IS that provides public information about performance and resourcing of more than 9500 
Australian schools. This case is chosen as it exemplifies a public sector IS that serves a community and 
produces publicly available performance information in a sector (in our case education) causing 
unexpected and undesirable harmful effects. This is also a case of a Government IS that has created 
unprecedented public controversy and criticism so much so that it was subjected to two Senate inquiries. 
With ongoing public attention since its introduction in 2010 – articles and debates in media, submissions 
and hearings in the Senate inquiries, Australian Government reports, responses and My School website, 
and numerous published studies – this case provides ample material for studying how a democratic 
society attempts to understand and deal with ethically and morally problematic effects of a public sector 
IS.  This case also provides an example of a complex public debate (now in its sixth year) that has failed to 
resolve the major negative and publicly argued implications on children, parents, teachers and schools. By 
adopting Habermas’ discourse ethics we examined opportunities for improving the public debate so that it 
may be possible to resolve (and in future prevent) ethically and morally problematic effects (that answers 
our research questions). 

Our methodology is interpretive underpinned by hermeneutics as both a philosophy and a methodology 
for interpreting meaning (Gadamer 1960; Crotty 1998). Engaged with contemporary hermeneutics we 
assume that understanding is always practical, lived and temporal experience and that interpretation is 
inevitably provisional and progressive, never ‘finally correct’ (Heidegger 1962). Especially in the context of 
the case like My School that involves hundreds of documents, a huge number of actors (educational 
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institutions, media, children, parents, teachers, schools, educational experts and researchers), and events, 
our interpretation has emerged gradually through a dialogical engagement with evidence.  This process 
was iterative in a sense that understanding is constantly moving from the whole to the part and back to 
the whole – referred to as a hermeneutic circle (Gadamer 1960; Klein and Myers 1999). 

The hermeneutic circle as a methodological tool helped us in seeking understanding through ever-
widening circles. While  ‘the harmony of all the details’ as proposed by Gadamer (1960) may never be 
reached, the hermeneutic way of understanding helped us in creating a rich picture of the complex social 
ordering that has been going on following the implementation of My School. Importantly our hermeneutic 
analysis was also informed by Habermas’ discourse theory thus sensitizing our understanding of the 
multitude of interests, values, ideologies, and political views that all play a role in the emerging debate on 
controversial and negative implications.  

My School – Case Description 

Driven by the new education reform agenda to move towards ‘transparency in reporting and assessment’ 
the Australian Curriculum Assessment Report Authority (ACARA) launched the so-called My School web 
site/portal in January 2010 (ACARA, 2010). According to ACARA, My School ‘provides an important 
opportunity for everyone to learn more about Australian schools, and for Australian schools to learn more 
from each other’ (ACARA, 2014, p.1). My School is designed to provide detailed information about all 
schools in Australia (currently over 9500 schools) along with school’s results of the so-called NAPLAN 
test. This is an Australia-wide test in literacy and numeracy, administered in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 in all 
schools in Australia at the same time. When launched in January 2010, My School included two sets of 
NAPLAN results for 2008 and 2009. Currently in its sixth year of operation the portal provides seven 
years’ worth of data. According to the My School website: 

With 2014 data added, there are now seven years over which you can compare a particular school’s progress in 
its students’ levels of literacy and numeracy with those of schools serving students from similar social 
backgrounds or similar starting points in literacy and numeracy. The site also permits comparisons of the 
resources available to a school, both overall and per-student. The number of visitors to the site each year – over 
1.4 million user sessions in 2014 – reveal the continuing interest in it. 

As the site enters its fifth year, it is routinely used to help parents make informed decisions about their child’s 
schooling, and contributes to both policy discussions and public debates. We welcome discussion that paves the 
way to improve outcomes for our students – both now and in their future years. 

The data provided by My School are collected in several different ways. When enrolling a child, parents 
are asked to provide information about their own education and occupation. Additional sources of data 
are sourced from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), including for example, ABS census of 
population and housing data for different areas. Each school is also required to provide financial data, 
including recurrent income, capital expenditure (presented as a total figure and an average amount per 
student). Furthermore, a school profile page includes information about student enrolment, attendance 
rates as well as staff numbers used to determine school’s student/staff ratio. Each school is given an 
opportunity to provide very brief qualitative information about its values, ethos, programs and main 
achievements.   

The most important data on My School are collected from NAPLAN tests that are conducted in teacher-
supervised classrooms with students’ answer booklets collected and sent to ACARA. ACARA then analyses 
and records the results in a database. Within approximately 4-5 months students get individual reports on 
their performance while their school gets a comprehensive report showing the overall performance of its 
students. Most importantly, soon after, the results of all schools go online and are made publicly available 
on My School. 

In addition to data, My School also provides easy-to-use tools enabling any user (non-registered) to 
search and compare various aspects of school and students’ performance over time. The outcomes of 
these operations are shown in simple visual forms to facilitate better understanding. For example, users 
could see and re-order various lists (by clicking on the column titles), look at graphical comparisons (e.g. 
showing the whole school in relation to the national average), or geographical maps of up to “20 schools 
that are geographically closest to the selected school”. 
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In order to enable a more meaningful comparison of students in one school with students in another 
school, as well as the grouping of similar schools (of up to 60 schools), ACARA developed an Index of 
Community Socio-Educational Advantage, specifically for My School, called the ICSEA index. 
Development of this index was based on related research showing that family educational and 
professional background factors (i.e. parents’ education level and occupation) are closely related with 
student educational outcomes. Consequently, each school is given an ICSEA value on a scale which has a 
mean of 1000 and a standard deviation of 100. For example, a value around 500 represents extreme 
disadvantage and up to 1300 represents high advantage. Furthermore, ACARA has developed a financial 
methodology specifically for My School in order to provide useful and reliable financial information about 
schools and more importantly, enable meaningful comparison of financial data. The methodology is 
designed to take into account a wide set of variables including the location, type and size of each school, 
its programs and operations. 

The My School portal continues to create a controversy in Australian society due to numerous unintended 
consequences for all intended beneficiaries of this system (teachers, school principals, students and their 
parents), as well as wider society. So far, the My School environment and its use have been subjected to 
two Senate Inquires with the most recent government review announced in March 2015. Figure 1 presents 
the timeline of My School development and significant events that have occurred so far. 

 

Figure 1. MySchool and significant events timeline 

My School also makes data available to the public, via a third party (i.e. ACARA government agency). 
However, data sources are not provided in the original and machine-readable forms. Instead of providing 
“raw” data as collected from individual schools, ACARA pre-processes data and makes them available in 
an aggregated (summarized) form at the school level. In addition, in order to facilitate meaningful 
comparison among schools, data on financial performance are “adjusted” using the previously described 
financial methodology and new data are created to indicate each school’s socio-economic value.  



 On the Pragmatic, Ethical and Moral Questions of IS 
  

 Thirty Sixth International Conference on Information Systems, Fort Worth 2015 9 

Data collection and analysis 

Data collection for this project started with the initial launch of the My School website (in Jan 2010) and 
has been continuing ever since. Table 1 offers a selected sample of the most relevant documents used for 
the research presented in this paper. The sample reflects the ongoing progress of the public debate in 
Australia and includes the most authoritative documents made available on the Australian government 
web site.  

First Senate Inquiry Documents: 

- Public submissions to the Senate Inquiry- 268 written submissions, June 2010. 

- Interim report: “Effectiveness of the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy”, Aug. 2011. 

- Transcript of the public hearing (84 pages) – Friday 29 Oct 2010 Canberra: Official Committee Hansard Senate: Education, 

Employment and Workplace Relations References Committee - Reference: National Assessment Program-Literacy and 

Numeracy 

- Transcript of public hearing (49 pages) – Mon 1 Nov. 2010. Canberra: Official Committee Hansard Senate: Education, 

Employment and Workplace Relations References Committee – Reference: Primary Schools for the 21st Century program 

- Final report: Education, Employment and Workplace Relations References Committee: Administration and reporting of 

NAPLAN testing, Nov. 2010. 

- Australian Government Response to the Senate Education, Employment and Workplace Relations Reference Committee: 

Report on the Administration and Reporting of NAPLAN Testing, Aug 2011. 

Second Senate Inquiry Documents: 

- Public submissions to the Senate Inquiry- 93 written submissions June 2013. 

- Interim report: The effectiveness of the National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) – 27 June 2013 
- Transcript of the public hearing (53 pages) – 21 June 2013 Melbourne: Official Committee Hansard Senate: Education, 

Employment and Workplace Relations References Committee - Reference: National Assessment Program-Literacy and 

Numeracy 

- Final report: The Senate: Education and Employment Reference Committee: Effectiveness of the National Assessment 

Program – Literacy and Numeracy: Final Report, March 2014. 

Additional Documents: 

- Research Report: “The experience of Education: The impacts of high stakes testing on school students and their families: A 

qualitative Study” Whitlam Institute & University of Western Sydney, May 2014 (findings from the interviews with16 

Principals/School Leaders; 29 teachers, 26 parents and 70 students (22 Grade 5, 25 Year 7, 23 Year 9). 

- Research Report: “The Experience of Education: The impact of high stakes testing on school students and their families: An 

Educator’s Perspective”, Whitlam Institute Australia & University of Western Sydney, June 2012 (findings from online survey 

of 8353 participants) 

- Australian Primary Principal Association: My School- NAPLAN Discussion Paper, 8th Sept. 2014. 

Table 1. Data Sources 

Our data analysis involved a number of hermeneutic circles. We read the documents as we collected them 
and broadly classified them according to the origin (authority), purpose, topics, and special features. For 
the analysis in this paper we selected papers based on topics – arguments and counterarguments 
regarding the consequences of My School (or NAPLAN). Within each document, we coded sections of the 
text (such as specific claims, views, perspectives, events, statements, and recollections of events related to 
consequences of My School). These sections were then interpreted in the context of the document, which 
is in turn interpreted in the context of the related event (e.g. Senate inquiry) as well as the broader debate. 
At the same time, the overall debate (whole) was used to gain a deeper understanding of individual parts 
(documents and contributions to debate). In this way, interpretation of different “parts” and the context 
(whole) were continuously revised and mutually co-produced (Crotty 1998).  

Findings  

As the My School timeline (Figure 1) indicates there are two series of significant events associated with 
the First and Second Senate Inquiries. Both series illustrate serious unintended and unanticipated 
negative consequences caused by NAPLAN data made available to public. These consequences affected all 
intended beneficiaries (parents, students, schools, teachers and school principals) of the My School 
system. Moreover, as data and effects of data interpretation started to propagate throughout the wider 
society, more stakeholders got involved, with some being affected and others actively contributing to these 
negative effects. Guided by our research question, this section follows the process since My School was 
launched in January 2010 and provides a short overview of public debates including two Senate Inquiries. 
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The First Senate Inquiry was initiated on the 13th of March 2010 shortly after the My School website went 
online in January of the same year. “This inquiry was initiated following allegations of schools cheating 
and manipulating test results by excluding students when the literacy and numeracy tests were held” (The 
Australian Senate 2010). These practices were fueled by very crude league tables ranking schools based on 
their performance. These league tables were constructed and published by Australian media that 
welcomed My School for “leading education revolution” and “becoming the voice of the public”:  

..the fact is that news outlets love league tables because people want to hear about them (Canberra Times 
Editorial 2010) 

Leaving things up to the experts - keeping performance data secret within the bureaucracy as the critics of 
publication want - does not result in action (Sydney Morning Herald Editorial 2010a) 

...the test results should be part of wider transparency and accountability about schools and their principals and 
teachers. The teaching profession should accept that it cannot shield misfits and time-servers (Sydney Morning 
Herald Editorial 2010b) 

Serving the needs (and rights) of “consumers” to know how service providers are performing, My School 
is setting up the example for other “service providers” to follow: 

My School the NAPLAN tests on which it is based and media analysis will revolutionise education by making it 
possible to base decisions on data not the education establishment’s dogma. They establish a marvelous model 
for other public services from universities to hospitals where consumers have a right to know which service 
providers are performing. (The Australian Editorial, 2010)   

The use of My School to provide publicly available data on school performance was welcomed by many 
parents in the name of accountability and transparency. While previously parents had to make their 
choices on “anecdotes and gossip” (Canberra Times Editorial 2010a), with My School they now have 
critical information to make “one of the most important decisions of their lives: where to send their 
children to school” (Sun Herald Editorial 2010). 

Indeed, within days of My School web site going alive, informed by published school leagues, numerous 
parents made last-minute decisions putting lots of pressure on the school system in order to move 
children from “bad schools” to better performing schools. In addition to making those decisions 
”informed by objective data”, they also started to put pressure on ”non performing schools, principals and 
teachers” to improve quality of “service”. “Parents as consumers are being taught to read the abstract data 
to interrogate “good teaching” (Thomson and Cook 2013, p.137). 

However, parents have had difficulties dealing with serious consequences of data-reinforced perceptions. 
Some children were stigmatized as “coming from bad schools” and their parents for not being able to offer 
“better education” to their children (Wyn et al. 2014). Parents’ experiences with using My School were 
reported in the Senate submissions:  

“All it [My School] did was leave me with a bad taste in my mouth,” because given where she lives within the 
school boundaries her child could not go to another school and her child’s school was being compared against 
private schools that she could not afford. So she felt that the school was being stigmatised with this bad 
reputation and she could not do anything about that. When she went to the website it left her with this bad taste. 
(First Inquiry, Submission 86) 

A parent of a child attending a school with below average NAPLAN scores commented on what she saw as 
'labelling' students as low achievers, expressing a fear that her daughter and others like her would simply accept 
the label and stop trying to do better. (First Inquiry, Submission 83) 

Parents also reported other negative consequences on their children including stress, anxiety, low self-
esteem and discrimination (The Australian Senate 2010). For example, low-performing students were 
asked to stay at home so they do not impact on the overall NAPLAN score. 

Furthermore, the “fact sheet” provided on the My School website explains the role of performance data in 
supporting the improvement of teachers’ and schools’ professional practices: 

Effective teachers need quality information about how and what their students are learning in order to diagnose 
student learning needs, monitor progress and make sure their students are being taught the right things in the 
right ways. Effective schools collect quality information from student assessment to evaluate themselves and 
examine where they need to improve and how they can use experience of success and failure to generate that 
improvement. (ACARA 2010) 
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Yet, in practice the consequences of publishing performance data turned out to be very different: 

[T]eachers now had their reputations at stake and had been given an incentive to teach strong performers and 
gifted students, who are often clustered in classes, instead of being judged on the performance of lower 
achievers. (Fist Inquiry, Submission 75)  

Teachers expressed concerns with simple and “data-driven” assessment of complex education practices. 
These were however interpreted as acts of self-interest out of fear that their own inadequacies could be 
exposed through data (Mocker 2012). “By accumulating data (tests) and analyzing that data to produce 
patterns, the database produces information that has consequences for those whose names are associated 
with the captured data” (Thomson and Cook 2013, p.137). Even new terms are being created by the 
Australian teaching standards, such as ‘highly accomplished teacher’ or ‘lead teacher”, to distinguish 
different performance levels. 

The new reality of being evaluated on the basis of published data, but without any insights into teaching 
that “produced” these data, started to change in-class practices of teachers. In a survey completed by the 
Australian Secondary Principals’ Association, many teachers reported on “teaching to data” (ASPA 2010). 
Furthermore, while many, if not most, teachers will attempt to maintain their integrity in the face of the 
system that does not value integrity, “increasing numbers of teachers are responding by manipulating the 
data” (Thomson and Cook 2013 p.137). The reported examples of these practices included: preparing the 
classrooms (with posters, charts and other visual prompts), reviewing the answers with students before 
submission and changing the curriculum to focus on NAPLAN-like tests (Thomson and Cook 2013; ASPA, 
2010). Some even engaged in strategies of “preparing the population” by identifying students who are 
likely to have a negative effect on NAPLAN results and using different tactics to exclude them from the 
test. For example, they would suspend “troublemakers” (Cobbold 2010) or encourage students with 
learning difficulties or recent migrants to stay at home to protect them from negative results (Anderson 
2010; Barry 2011). To encourage positive impact, reported strategies include encouraging parents to buy 
preparation materials and enroll students in paid NAPLAN classes (Branley 2011), free breakfast during 
NAPLAN week and free transport to school for high-achieving students (Anderson 2010; Branley 2011). 

Similarly to teachers, school principals appear to share the same mistrust by the wider society, as they are 
also perceived to be driven by self-interest (Mocker 2012). “Bureaucrats and principals of poor performing 
schools will not be able to use the social or economic poverty of their school community as an excuse for 
failure. They will be forced to look at how they resource and teach their students and justify their efforts” 
(The Advertiser Editorial 2010). Influenced by public perception of their school’s performance data, 
schools also started to change their practices to influence data. For example, admission criteria are now 
influenced by NAPLAN results with schools making decisions to admit better students, in order to 
maintain or increase their performance (ASPA 2010; Mocker 2012).  

In summary the first senate inquiry confirmed the negative effect of publishing My School data on 
students, parents, teachers and schools. After examining all evidence, the committee put forward twelve 
recommendations including “reforms to the publication and representation of test data, … reforms to the 
My School web site and management of publications of league tables in media” (The Australian Senate 
2014). In response to these recommendations, the Australian government and ACARA implemented a 
number of improvements, with the following recommendations related to data collected and posted on 
My School. For example, Recommendation 8 called for improvements of the method used to develop 
comparisons of like-schools. In response ACARA revised the ICSEA index (used to reflect socio-
educational advantage in a school) to include direct student data and the addition of a language 
background other than English. 

Recommendation 9 called for examination and public reporting on ways to mitigate the harm caused by 
simplistic and often distorted information in league tables published by newspapers. In response, ACARA 
has strengthened legal and technical protections of data and the new version My School 2.0 has new logon 
requirements and terms and conditions to protect the integrity of data (Australian Government, 2011). 
ACARA will be supported to take steps to counter any inaccurate use of My School information, including 
pubic response with corrected data. 

Recommendation 11 focused on inclusion of more contextual information about schools on the My School 
website and acknowledgement to the users of the limitations of comparisons based on raw performance 
data due to extrinsic factors. In response the Australian government and ACARA offered the following 
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improvements and plans for the future: “In the future ACARA will add an option for principals to 
comment on their NAPLAN and senior secondary outcomes, information from students, teacher and 
parent satisfaction survey data, information about student destinations and information on students with 
disabilities”. In their response (2011), the Australian Government and ACARA also declared their 
commitment to enhance contextual information and improve understanding for the media and the public 
of the school data made available via My School.  

Recommendation 12 called for a comprehensive review of the type of information on My School to “shift 
the focus from raw school performance data to value-added measurement of school performance” (The 
Australian Senate 2010). In response, My School 2.0 is changed to show improvement between NAPLAN 
years, more precisely “the improvement that occurred over time for a specific group of students” 
(Australian Government 2011). 

The debate in media continued with voices critical of My School “data and services” (NAPLAN in 
particular) and others defending their usefulness. This led to the Second Senate Inquiry opened on the 15 
May 2013, this time focusing on the effectiveness of NAPLAN, including the impact of publishing 
NAPLAN results on the My School website. This inquiry attracted a smaller number of public submissions 
(93) and like the first one, also included a public hearing. 

Our analysis of the associated set of data confirms the ongoing controversy created by My School. Various 
submissions confirmed the same negative effects on students, parents, teachers, and schools:  

Elevating the status of NAPLAN results via the My School website diminishes the public’s trust in the teaching 
profession and portrays NAPLAN incorrectly as a definite and absolute measure. (Second Inquiry, Submission 
23). 

Teachers continued to change their practices in order to improve the test results. They were “required to 
respond to parent’s expectations by providing NAPLAN preparation… [Teachers thus] regularly feel quite 
disempowered as their professional knowledge is undermined by being forced to be so narrowly focused.” 
Compared to the first Senate Inquiry, and in spite of all recommendations, three years later NAPLAN 
becomes established as “high stake testing” with My School’s public data being one of the main 
contributing factors: 

[T]he publication of NAPLAN results on the My School website, with the associate publicity and impact on 
schools and students, means that NAPLAN may be defined as high-stake testing. (Second Inquiry, Submission 
30) 

As long as NAPLAN is the only measure used by My School website to measure achievement, many schools will 
teach the tests and parents will do all that they can (including tutoring and purchasing commercial products) to 
enable their child to do as well in the test as possible. (The Australian Senate 2013, p.34) 

In spite of previous recommendations and measures put in place to prevent publication of league tables by 
media the practice continued. For example, a supplement entitled “Your School” published by the leading 
national newspaper the Australian in its Weekend Australian issue (1-2 June, 2013), included pages headed “The 
nation’s top 100 primary schools” and “The nation’s top 100 secondary schools”. The same supplement was 
identified in a number of senate inquiry submissions as “a good example of misleading practice”. (Second 
Inquiry Submission 32) 

In relation to data-processing effectiveness, the Senate committee received very strong evidence that the 
delay in returning the results to teachers and their publication on My School four months after the test 
restricted the effectiveness of NAPLAN as a diagnostic tool.  

For teachers, any time lag beyond a few weeks considerably diminishes the diagnostic potential of the program 
for individual students. (Second Inquiry, Submission 9) 

The second Senate Inquiry resulted in four recommendations being put forward. The Senate committee 
recommended the quick turnaround of test results with the design and implementation of NAPLAN 
Online (Recommendation 1), that needs to take into account special needs of students with a disability 
(Recommendation 2) as well as the needs of students from non-English backgrounds (Recommendation 
3). Finally, ACARA is required to “closely monitor the use of NAPLAN results to ensure results are 
published to assist the Government to deliver extra targeted funding to students and schools who need 
more support, rather than development of league tables” (Recommendation 4) 
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Following these recommendations, ACARA announced the plans to introduce Online NAPLAN in 2017. At 
the time of writing, the My School controversy continues, with many prominent voices (including 
politicians) calling for My School to be “scrapped as ineffective” and “tools enabling school comparison to 
be removed”. New government investigation of My School was announced in March 2015. 

The public debate on My School continues without signs that any of the serious issues are being 
appropriately addressed. The debate itself has been critiqued: 

My School publication of results exposes schools to blunt, arguably inaccurate and damaging comparison and 
ranking. By raising the public profile and stimulating media commentary and league tables based on raw 
scores, it encourages uninformed and harmful debate. (APPA 2014, p.5) 

This report confirms what we observed – that the public debate as it is unfolding (in media, the Senate 
inquiries, My School website, research publications) is more harmful than helpful. We witness a stalemate 
situation: on the one hand we read that ACARA continues to claim that My School has produced 
overwhelmingly positive effects, and that some minor problems could be and will be fixed; on the other 
hand the key critical issues regarding the negative implications on children, teachers and schools raised 
during the first  and the second  Senate inquiry, in media, and in academic reports, remain unaddressed. 
In such a climate of opposing claims and counterclaims (and blames) the public debate does not seem to 
be leading to clarification or resolution of any critical issues. While negative implications are articulated 
by one side of this impasse, there is no explicit engagement with ethics or explanation as to why these 
implications are ethically or morally problematic. Furthermore, it is not clear how a democratic society 
should respond to such negative implications and what the obligations of the Government are to ensure 
democratic legitimacy of the IS (My School and its key component NAPLAN) that continue to affect the 
education sector quite significantly. In the following section we respond to these concerns and answer our 
research questions by drawing from Habermas’ discourse ethics.  

Discussion 

The key problem with the ad hoc and random nature of public discourse on My School (and NAPLAN) is 
the absence of norms regarding the obligations by all parties – the Government agency, schools, teachers 
and parents, various associations and researchers – to listen and respond to arguments in a rational 
manner. Freedom of expression and open public criticism in media and research publications are not 
sufficient for achieving a meaningful dialogue among those responsible for organizing and managing such 
a complex IT system and those affected by it. There are no opportunities to rationally address current 
conflicting positions, clarify contested claims and converge to a reasonable resolution of the negative and 
undesirable effects in the education sector and wider community. What are missing are clearly formulated 
and widely accepted norms and rules of rational discourse that govern the public debate. 

To answer the first research question as to how does a democratic society identify and deal with ethically 
and morally problematic effects of public sector IT applications we draw and learn from our case of My 
School debate. It is interesting first to find out how the problems are voiced, by whom, and with what 
evidence. That is, we need to understand the strength of the argument provided and how those affected as 
well as those investigating the effects (e.g. journalists, researchers) present the evidence. Second, we need 
to find out how the provided arguments (including valid evidence) are treated and scrutinized – debated, 
responded to by counter-arguments and counter-evidence and whether the process concluded with any 
broadly agreed resolution. It was only through such an investigation that we can reveal whether a process, 
such as My School debate in Australian society, identified or could identify the effects that are ethically or 
morally problematic and thus in need of public scrutiny and resolution.  

Our findings show that since the introduction of My School in the Australian education system the debate 
was very vigorous and at the times of both Senate enquiries quite intense. The debate was characterized 
by huge efforts by all interested parties in raising claims –on the one hand about numerous benefits to 
schools, teachers, parents, and children, and on the other, about numerous negative effects on teaching, 
teachers, schools, parents and children. In particular, the submissions to two Senate enquiries and public 
hearings show unprecedented efforts in providing evidence to support various claims. To anybody 
participating in, or following the debate (as we did), it was obvious that the efforts to respond to claims 
and agree or disagree, and perhaps provide reasoned counter-claims, were negligible. For instance, claims 
that teaching practices have changed (due to NAPLAN) and that “teachers are teaching to tests”, that 
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students are discriminated against due to anticipated or achieved low scores, that schools are labeled 
“bad” schools, and many more, have not been seriously considered or responded to by ACARA. For 
instance, the CEO of ACARA responded (in The Daily Telegraph April 22, 2015) to the complaints that 
sitting the test causes anxiety by saying that “It’s natural for children to feel a little anxious before tests”. 
Even when there were responses to claims, in particular objections to NAPLAN and the ways it is 
administered, the responses addressed only some pragmatic aspects. ACARA responded by promising to 
increase speed of providing information back to schools and to introduce computer-based testing instead 
of paper-based. Well-argued criticism by teachers and principals regarding negative pedagogical 
implications of My School or parents’ objection to labeling children as ‘failures’ due to low NAPLAN test 
results, have been dismissed as simply motivated by self-interest. Despite hundreds of claims about 
negative effects of My School the debate has not focused on identifying the key critical issues for all or for 
some sections of the community that have to be acknowledged, debated and resolved. Despite 
recommendations from the first Senate inquiry and Government responses (and numerous media articles 
and reports) there is no clear public understanding of the goodness or harmfulness of My School in the 
Australian education system. The debate without a rational dialogue has left opposing views and 
contradictory evidence unexplained and largely not understood. 

In answering the first question, we can conclude from the findings and analysis that our democratic 
society has so far failed in identifying and dealing with ethical and moral questions regarding the effects of 
My School. The debate has not engaged in understanding ethical let alone moral questions. This leads us 
to our second question: What does it mean for public sector IT applications to be ethically and morally 
justified? Ethical questions concern goodness or harmfulness of My School to individuals and groups – 
students, parents, teachers, schools, principals, teachers associations, educational institutions and the 
government agencies. The ethical questions refer to interests of the individual parties concerned (Mason 
1995; Mingers and Walsham 2010): Does My School fulfill the needs and interests of various individuals 
or groups in the education sector? Are there individuals/groups/sections of a community whose interests 
and well-being are not considered or are negatively affected and how? In identifying the ethical questions 
we are concerned with particular positions and interests of individuals, groups or sections of a community 
and how they are affected by an IT system. To raise and debate ethical questions individuals and groups 
have the right to participate and argue based on their positions and interests.  It is important to note that 
it is not enough that issues are openly raised and criticism expressed, however convincingly. Ethical 
problems have to be publicly recognized by accepting the rights of individuals and groups to object and 
critique public sector IT systems such as My School from their point of view, based on their interests and 
values. Something that may be good for one group may be harmful to the other. As long as an IT system is 
argued or shown to be harmful to any individuals or groups in a community the system is ethically 
problematic and therefore cannot be ethically justified in a democratic society.  

The discussion so far has been about ethical justification, but what about moral justification? From our 
observations and the analysis of My School debate we suggest that talking about what would be good and 
just for all has not been the subject of serious debate. While ACARA (on the website) claims that My 
School is benefiting everybody, no evidence has been provided for such a claim. On the contrary, the 
evidence of detrimental effects on some schools and children provided in the debate so far, without even 
the dialogue between the opposing parties, shows that My School is neither good, nor fair, nor just for all.  

So the question arises: What principles and norms should govern the discourse in a democratic society to 
ensure resolution (or prevention) of ethically and morally problematic effects? Habermas’ discourse ethics 
(1992; 1993; 1996) discussed above provides general conditions and principles for conducting public 
discourse that has the capacity to identify and address ethical and moral concerns related to My School 
and other IT applications serving the public. The challenge is to adapt these general conditions and 
principles to a particular context and establish new democratic mechanisms in a society to conduct public 
discourses that would ensure identification and consensual resolution of ethically and morally 
problematic effects of these applications, during both their design and use.  

Following Habermas, we propose that a public discourse can be considered democratic if it is conducted 
according to the discourse principle D in a reasonable manner. To the degree that the discourse principle 
D and the principle of universalization U are practiced the results of the public discourse would be 
ethically and morally justified. As an overarching principle of impartial justification discourse principle D 
applies to all types of questions such as pragmatic questions of IS design, implementation and use; ethical 
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questions concerning the interests and wellbeing of individual parties affected by IS, and moral questions 
concerning the goodness and fairness of IS for all. Through such discursive testing of pragmatic, ethical 
and moral concerns regarding an IS (that observes both D and U) the community would seek consensually 
achieved outcomes, that is, IS solutions that are considered just and moral. While they are essential to 
define a democratic discourse and what it means for public sector IS to be ethically and morally justified, 
the principles D and U are too abstract to be directly applicable in practice. 

We therefore propose reinterpretation of Habermas’ conditions and general principles for practical 
discourse, as a procedural framework for governing public discourse in the case of public sector IS serving 
the community (such as My School): 

1. Principle of inclusion: all affected and interested actors in relation to the design, use and effects of 
an IS should be included in a public debate. 

 As IS serving the public would have a very large number of potentially affected and interested actors 
the principle of inclusion poses practical difficulties. How to involve in a meaningful debate several 
thousand or million participants? The use of the Internet and Web 2.0 in particular has been shown 
to provide technological means to design and manage large-scale interaction of distributed groups of 
people (Bryson and Anderson 2000; White 2002; Palazzo and Scherer 2006).   

2. Principle of equal and cooperative participation includes norms and rules of participation that 
should be agreed in advance:  

2a. Rules that define free, equal and non-coercive expression of views, values, interests, concerns, 
experiences related to the IS. 

2b. Rules that define the form and length of individual contributions to the debate (to ensure that key 
points are succinctly expressed and comprehensible to a broad audience).  

2c. Rules regarding obligations by all participants to genuinely engage in discourse so as to take other’s 
views, positions and interest on board and seek achievement of shared understanding and reasonable 
consensus. 

2d. Rules regarding recognition and ways of resolving conflicting positions, values and interests. 

3. Principle of facilitation: public large-scale debates should be facilitated by independent 
professionals to ensure the public discourse emerges according to the accepted norms and rules, that all 
participants have equal voice and that the stronger arguments win. 

4. Principle of an independent observer: an independent observer (e.g. an ombudsman, a Senate 
committee) would be charged with responsibility to monitor and oversee public discourse and ensure that 
participants comply with the agreed norms and rules and that the dialogue is reasonably fair and just.  

These principles adapt Habermas’ conditions for practical public discourse and at the same time ensure 
the implementation of the discourse principle D and the principle of universalization U in a public debate 
about public sector IS serving the community as presented in Table 2. The adoption of the proposed 
principles would ensure that the IS concerned should hold up in a fully inclusive and reasonable discourse 
and thus become ethically and morally justified. 

The above procedural framework that defines conditions for democratic discourse about complex public 
sector IS and their social implications has to be legally regulated in a society.  Governments would then be 
responsible for following such a procedural framework when developing and implementing IS in a public 
sector (education, heath or social services). Institutions such as a Senate committee could play the role of 
an independent observer, engaged on an ongoing basis rather than just called upon in crisis. 

Conclusion  

We conclude by reiterating the criticality and importance of ethical and moral concerns, and not only 
pragmatic concerns, involved in the implementation of public sector IS serving the community. Unlike the 
pragmatic, the ethical and moral concerns have neither been well understood nor adequately addressed in 
democratic societies. Based on the exemplary case of the My School six year debate, we demonstrate the 
difficulties   involved  in  revealing,  publicly   recognizing  and  addressing   unexpected   and   unintended  
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Habermas’ 
conditions  for 
practical public 
discourse that 
leads to 
outcomes 
justified as 
good, just and 
free from 
empirical error 

Principles for governing public discourse about IS serving the community 

1. Principle of 
inclusion 

2. Principle of equal and 
cooperative 
participation 

3. Principle of 
facilitation 

4. Principle of 
an independent 
observer 

i) No one 
interested or 
affected and 
capable of making 
a contribution is 
excluded 

All affected and 
interested actors in 
relation to the 
design, use and 
effects of an IS 
should be included 
in a public debate. 

 Public large-
scale debates 
should be 
facilitated by 
independent 
professionals to 
ensure public 
discourse 
emerges 
according to the 
accepted norms 
and rules, that 
all participants 
have equal voice 
and that the 
stronger 
arguments win. 

An independent 
observer (e.g. an 
ombudsman, a 
Senate 
committee) would 
be charged with 
responsibility to 
monitor and 
oversee public 
discourse and 
ensure that 
participants 
comply with the 
agreed norms and 
rules and that the 
dialogue is 
reasonably fair 
and just. 

ii) All participants 
have equal voice 

 2a. Rules that define free, 
equal and non-coercive 
expression of views, values, 
interests, concerns, 
experiences related to the IS. 

2b. Rules that define the 
form and length of 
individual contributions to 
the debate (to ensure that 
key points are succinctly 
expressed and 
comprehensible to a broad 
audience).  

2c. Rules regarding 
obligations by all 
participants to genuinely 
engage in discourse so as to 
take other’s views, positions 
and interest on board and 
seek achievement of shared 
understanding and 
reasonable consensus. 

2d. Rules regarding 
recognition and ways of 
resolving conflicting 
positions, values and 
interests. 

iii) Participants are 
free to express 
their views without 
deception or self-
deception 

 

iv) There are no 
sources of coercion 
built into the 
procedure of 
discourse 

 

 

Discourse 
principle (D) 

Ensures approval of IS solutions by all affected in 
their capacity as participants in a practical 
discourse. 

Ensures 
observance of 
the agreed 
norms and rules. 

Ensures fully 
inclusive and 
reasonable 
discourse. 

Universalization 
principle (U) 

Enables the foreseeable consequences and side 
effects of IS to be expressed and scrutinized from 
the interests and value position of each participant 
and also freely accepted jointly by all concerned. 

Table 2  Principles for governing public discourse about public sector IS and their relations 
to Habermas’ conditions and general principles for democratic discourse 

negative consequences of My School for certain sectors of the community. We also show and explain why 
our democratic institutions are not capable of dealing with these consequences. As a result detrimental 
effects persist and nobody can demonstrate that My School provides ethical and just effects in the 
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Australian education system. What is missing is a democratic process that ensures the ethical and moral 
concerns are expressed, debated and resolved in a reasonably consensual manner. 

This paper contributes to a better understanding of ethical and moral questions that modern societies face 
as a result of large-scale public sector IS serving the public by applying Habermas’ discourse ethics, 
following in the footsteps of Mingers and Walsham (2010) and other IS researchers addressing ethical 
issues (such as Smith and Hasnas 1999; Stahl 2008; Davison et al. 2009; Ross and Chiasson 2011). The 
paper makes three distinct contributions: i) it articulates and theoretically explains ethical and moral 
dilemmas and questions that, together with pragmatic ones, inevitably emerge and become critical to 
implementation and use of such IS; ii) it defines what it mean for public sector IS to be ethically and 
morally justified; and iii) it then proposes – grounded in Habermas’ discourse ethics – the procedural 
framework for a democratic discourse on public sector IS that should be applied to their design, 
implementation and use in order to achieve their pragmatic, ethical and moral justification in a 
community.  

The paper has significant implications for IS research and practice. It exposes new research problems in a 
highly critical domain of public sector IS serving the community. The paper demonstrates that our 
knowledge is insufficient and that further research is needed to better understand unintended and 
unpredictable large-scale social consequences of such systems. Furthermore, the paper shows 
opportunities for IS research to contribute to IT-enabled public discourses that characterizes 
exceptionally large community participation. There are opportunities to develop new and innovative ways 
of using Web 2.0 to conduct, facilitate, support and monitor large-scale public discourses. Finally, our 
paper demonstrates how IS researchers may engage with key challenges of digitization of contemporary 
societies and contribute to multi-disciplinary efforts in addressing them.  

A final note on limitations: This research has limitations regarding the ability to identify and debate 
numerous and wide-ranging concerns in My School debate due to enormity of evidence. It has, out of 
necessity, focused on selected key aspects relevant for our purpose and research questions and presented 
even more select evidence in the text. Importantly, all the evidence used in the research presented in this 
paper is publicly available and can be accessed by interested researchers and practitioners. 
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