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Abstract 

In this paper, we propose the use of phenomenology in ICT4D research. In keeping with the dominant 
tradition in information systems research, most ICT4D research recognizes the duality between ICT 
artifacts and users. We argue that a phenomenological perspective, focusing on the lived experiences 
of individuals, is a worthy complement to the existing approach, because it highlights the holistic 
interconnections between individuals, technology and society. We present an overview of the ICT4D 
literature to demonstrate that not much research has been conducted on individual experiences of 
ICT4D and underline the value of phenomenology in addressing this topic. We draw on prior 
phenomenological research to suggest methodological considerations for applying this approach in 
ICT4D. We also explore how concepts from prior phenomenological research in information systems 
could be relevant for ICT4D researchers. 
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Introduction 

Information and communication technology for development (ICT4D) research aims at 
understanding the contribution of information and communication technology (ICT) to the 
betterment of individuals. Despite this noble aim, research has not paid much attention to the 
meaning of ICT use in people’s life contexts. This paper makes a call for adopting phenomenology in 
ICT4D research, which opens up an opportunity to build in-depth knowledge of the personal ICT use 
experience for the betterment of the individual, henceforth, ICT4D experience. Understanding the 
ICT4D experience is important if we perceive development as the effort to release and realize human 
potential (Bingham and Mier 1993). 

Understanding how ICT can contribute to the betterment of the individual requires being cognizant of 
their personal and intimate meaning of ICT4D experience. The term meaning, in phenomenological 
parlance, refers to the core element of the lived experience (van Manen, 2014), such as the feelings 
that displaced refugees have when interacting with their loved ones through video chat. Some 
researchers may argue that corroborating cause-effect relations or providing theoretical explanations 
may be good approaches for elucidating the consequences or the processual aspects of using ICT for 
personal betterment. However, neither of these approaches can explicate what the individual lived 
experience really is. Grounded on the assumption that “all acts share a deep structural similarity” 
(Hanseth and Monteiro 1994, p. 9), the ultimate goal of phenomenological research is to uncover the 
structure that constitutes the essence of the lived experience in the world (Husserl 1999; van Manen 
1990). Thus, the research question that guides this manuscript is:  

How can a phenomenological approach be applied to understand the meaning individuals 
ascribe to their ICT use aimed for their betterment? 

This paper is organized as follows. Following this introduction, the next section presents an account of 
the ICT4D research trajectory. Then, we present an overview of the philosophical background of 
phenomenology and outline methodological considerations. We conclude with contributions and 
challenges of applying phenomenology in ICT4D research. 

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by AIS Electronic Library (AISeL)

https://core.ac.uk/display/301371863?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


 Phenomenology: Understanding the ICT4D Experience  

 Twenty-third Americas Conference on Information Systems, Boston, 2017 2 

The trajectory of ICT4D research 

The field of ICT4D research aims at tackling the multidimensional aspects of ICT-enabled 
development. In the early days, the debate gravitated toward the lack of adequate infrastructure 
resulting in unequal access to technological resources. This problematic situation became known as 
the ‘digital divide’ issue – a term that was coined in 1996 by the experimental psychologist Lloyd 
Morrisett. The digital divide issue constituted a manifestation of underlying disparities and was just 
the reflection of income inequality between social groups (Bucy 2000; Hoffman et al. 2000) and 
differential levels of material progress among countries (Chen and Wellman 2004; Corrocher and 
Ordanini 2002) and regions (Hindman 2000; Quibria et al. 2003). Informed by the notion of the 
digital divide, a number of ICT4D initiatives were oriented to providing access to ICT in order to close 
the gap in access to technological infrastructure (Gómez and Ospina 2001; Rogers and Shukla 2001). 
This belief engendered the idea of the leapfrog approach, founded on the assumption that the 
increased affordability and availability of ICT would allow the less technologically advanced regions of 
the world to bypass huge expenses and catch up with the more technologically advanced nations 
(Davison et al. 2000; James 2001). 

Indeed, the world has been experiencing a rapid growth in access to technological resources since the 
late 1990s. This reality gave rise to what Castells (2000) called the “networked society”, characterized 
by the almost absolute dependence on ICT among different types of organizations and social groups – 
not only financial institutions and government agencies but also criminal and terrorist groups – to 
produce and circulate information in the achievement of their goals. It is against this background that 
the debate shifted from the a-contextual emphasis on providing access to ICT toward a scrutiny of the 
complex interaction between ICT and the rather unique socioeconomic, political, and cultural 
characteristics of social groups (Avgerou and Madon 2005).  

While it is difficult to establish a definite categorization in ICT4D studies, it is possible to identify 
certain patterns in ICT4D research. Besides paying attention to the challenges of scalability (Braa et 
al. 2007; Sæbø et al. 2014) and sustainability (Best and Maclay 2002; Pade-Khene et al. 2011) 
affecting ICT4D initiatives, the ICT4D literature emphasizes the need to understand the context where 
ICT is going to be implemented (Avgerou and Walsham 2000; Walsham 2001). This focus on 
contextual issues can reveal tensions between local users and foreign designers (Silva 2007), changes 
in both local organizational processes and features of imported applications (Pozzebon and van Heck 
2006), or the cultural clash between organizations implementing locally developed technology (Gao 
2007). Furthermore, Hayes and Westrup (2012) stress the need to conceptualize the ICT4D context 
not as a fixed entity but as dynamic and continuously shaped representation of the environment 
created by the participating actors. Simultaneously, other ICT4D studies focused on the role of ICT on 
specific areas of human development, such as health (Madon et al. 2010; Miscione 2007), education 
(Brunello 2010; Daniel et al. 2007), local content production (Scarf 2012; Tacchi 2011), civic 
engagement and activism (Kamel 2014; Selander and Jarvenpaa 2016). Similarly, other ICT4D 
researchers have focused on seemingly vulnerable groups: older people (Choudrie et al. 2013), 
individuals with disabilities (Babu et al. 2010), marginalized communities (Buskens and Webb 2014). 

It is against this backdrop that we would like to go back to Mansell’s (2002) precursor call for studying 
how individuals can use ICT in an autonomous fashion “to make choices about how they wish to live 
their lives” (p. 408). This call signaled the need to understand the skills required to use digital 
technology (van Dijk and Hacker 2003) and the ability to interpret and use the ever increasingly 
available amount of digital content in a meaningful way (Warschauer 2003). Subsequently, ICT4D 
research adopted theoretical frameworks that could explain how individuals could derive value from 
ICT. For instance, Sen’s (1999) capability approach guided the work of researchers interested in 
understanding how ICT can expand the opportunities of the individuals to live the lives they have 
reason to value (Kleine 2011; 2013; Zheng 2009; Zheng and Walsham 2008). Other researchers have 
scrutinized how the goals individuals have in mind shape their engagement in and particular actions 
on ICT (Hatakka et al. 2016; Thapa and Hatakka 2017), relying on Gibson’s (1977) affordances theory. 
Engeström’s (2015) cultural-historical activity theory has also been used to reveal the intricacies of 
tool-mediated actions in collective systems (Karanasios 2014; Karanasios and Allen 2013). 

However, in the quest for an explanation of how the individuals use and derive value from ICT, the 
meaning of the individual ICT4D experience has not received enough attention. The findings of the 
aforementioned ICT4D research remain in the domain of the observable actions and consequences of 
ICT use. The analytical efforts have been aimed at establishing cause-effect relationships or finding 
common patterns from the data instead of revealing the essential and intimate nature of the 
individual encounter with ICT. As a result, ICT4D research has usually privileged findings that 
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aggregate external manifestations of ICT use at the expense of presenting the essential meaning of the 
ICT experience for the betterment of individual lives. Answering issues of concern, such as “what are 
the improvements in the lives of people that enable them to lead the lives they value – while 
improving the communities around them?” (Qureshi 2013, p. 190), requires understanding what the 
individuals involved in ICT4D projects conceptualize ICT4D to be, and whether the structures that 
give meaning to their experiences with ICT4D are frustrated and modified when they interact with 
them (Hanseth and Monteiro 1994). 

The ICT4D experience can be conceptualized as the profound interconnection between humans and 
technology, where the latter constitutes a tool not only supporting but also shaping the advancement 
of the former. The human-technology dyad constitutes what Stiegler (1998) calls the “prosthetic-
being”:  

Man invents, discovers, finds (eurisko), imagines (mēkhanē), and realizes what he imagines: 
prostheses, expedients. A pros-thesis is what is placed in front, that is, what is outside, outside 
what it is placed in front of. However, if what is outside constitutes the very being of what it 
lies outside of, then, this being is outside itself. The being of humankind is to be outside itself 
(p. 193; emphasis in the original).  

Individuals create technology but are also shaped by technology. ICT constitutes an external, crucial 
referent through which the ICT4D experience occurs. Without ICT, the individual cannot live the 
ICT4D experience, which occurs in the personal realm, not outside the individual. We call for studying 
the individual actors and their experience in using ICT for the betterment of their lives in ICT4D 
research. Phenomenology provides the philosophical foundation, conceptual vocabulary, and 
methodological tools that allow the exploration of what the meaning of the intimate ICT4D experience 
is.  

Phenomenology: Philosophical foundations 

The reliance on qualitative techniques is abundant in ICT4D research. Ethnography, grounded theory, 
and thematic analysis have been used in ICT4D studies. While these methodological approaches are 
distinct, they all focus on the wholeness of the event under investigation and seek to provide a 
theoretically insightful explanation through a close interaction with participants. However, what sets 
phenomenology apart from conventional qualitative research is: 

the emphasis on intuition, imagination, and universal structures in obtaining a picture of the 
dynamics that underlay the experience, account for, and provide an understanding of how it is 
that particular perceptions, feelings, thoughts, and sensual awarenesses are evoked in 
consciousness with reference to a specific experience (Moustakas 1994, p. 22). 

Husserl (1999) set the foundations of phenomenological inquiry as a philosophical approach, from 
which phenomenological methods have been later derived. Fundamentally, phenomenology aims at 
examining human experience as it occurs by providing a thick description of “what one perceives, 
senses, and knows in one’s immediate awareness and experience… [that] provides the impetus for 
experience and generating new knowledge” (Moustakas 1994, p. 26). Acquiring knowledge about the 
world ultimately depends on understanding the lived experience, which presupposes a focus on 
subjectivity (Husserl 1999). 

Phenomenology begins in wonder that prompts the quest for uncovering the meaning of 
understanding everyday events (van Manen 2014). Phenomenology recognizes that lived experiences 
arise from existence. These lived experiences are incessantly happening as we go about our lives. 
Having dinner with friends, going to the movies with one’s partner, reading a book, doing grocery 
shopping are just examples of everyday experiences. Experiences can be as diverse and at the same 
time unique depending on the nature of the activities performed. In this sense, the experiences of 
flying a plane, manning a cruise ship or operating a forklift are no different from driving to office; 
however, their meaning can only be intimately understood by the person going through the 
experience. These experiences inevitably have a two-dimension temporal manifestation. One 
manifestation is at the time the events actually happen – i.e., “the living now” (van Manen 2014, p. 
34). The second dimension is manifested upon the recollection of the experience – i.e., “the mediated 
now” (van Manen 2014, p. 34). In phenomenology, this temporal distinction has important 
implications on how the lived experience is captured and understood; the participant is prompted to 
reflect upon his/her pre-reflective experience. For instance, the reader may be experiencing the 
feeling of excitement – or boredom, perhaps – while reading this text. This experience is taking place 
now in a pre-reflective, subjective way that “lies at the proto-foundation of thought, of consciousness, 
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of the being of human being” (van Manen 2014, p. 15). However, if the reader is asked to describe 
his/her experience of reading this text, the mere question prompts a reflective process that results in 
objectivizing the experience that is no longer happening. In phenomenological research, objective 
reality only exists in mental representations; therefore, objective reality is nothing other than 
subjective reality (Moustakas 1994).  

Phenomenologists endeavor to get access to the pre-reflective world as it was experienced to 
understand its meaning (Merleau-Ponty 2014). For instance, we use our senses to perceive a tree and 
make sense of it regardless of our relative position to that tree. Even if we are able to see only one 
fragment of that tree at each point in time, we do distinguish transcendental features that make 
possible to recognize the partial view of the object in front of us as a tree. As such, phenomenology can 
“be described as an effort to disclose the transcendental features or presuppositions of the world as 
given in ongoing experience” (Introna 2008, p. 44). The aim of phenomenology is to transform lived 
experience into a textual expression of its essence. Essence is a linguistic construction used as a tool to 
reveal the structure of experience as lived through in order to grasp the nature and significance of that 
whole experience. Put it in another way, essence captures “aspects or qualities that make a 
phenomenon what it is and without which the phenomenon could not be what it is” (van Manen 1990, 
p. 107). Therefore, the task of phenomenological research is to formulate a description of the nature of 
a certain human experience. 

Phenomenology: Application in information systems research 

The use of phenomenology in information systems research has been limited. The dominant strand of 
research in information systems adopts a deterministic viewpoint, treating ICT as a tool and 
separating means from ends. Another large stream of research in information systems views ICT as a 
social construction, arguing that it results from a complicated process, influenced by cultural, 
economic and political forces. Information systems phenomenologists consider both these types of 
research, which privilege the artifact-user dualism (Riemer and Johnston 2014), as being limiting, 
because speaking about either immediately calls out the other (Introna 2009).  

The focus of phenomenology is not on the impact of a certain technology or how it came to be but on 
how technology and people co-constitute each other, so the questions of which came first or which one 
should be given primacy are not relevant. Instead, technology is an occasion to reflect on how our 
understanding of the world is dynamically constituted and reconstituted through the social practices 
that emerge from human-technology interaction (Star 1990). Phenomenologists are not concerned 
with artifacts or technologies per se, but more so with the world that made these artifacts or 
technologies seem obvious and the ways in which technologies ‘frame’ or reveal us or our world as we 
draw on them: “technology has as its being the revealing of a way of being” (Introna 2008, p. 12). 

For phenomenologists, the location and arrangement of technologies and their implicit references to 
other things make them ‘obvious’ things for a particular purpose. The ‘equipment whole’ refers to the 
idea that each technology is ready to be used for a certain purpose because it refers to other tools that 
are necessary to use that particular technology in an activity. Humans use technologies with reference 
to their existing projects or concerns, and the ‘involvement whole’ refers to the “recursively defining 
and necessary nexus of projects” (Introna 2009, p. 11). The equipment whole and involvement whole 
refer to each other and sustain each other, despite different ways in which technology and the world 
relate to each other. The relationship between humans, technology, and the world can be 
conceptualized in different ways, based on how the world is disclosed through technology, with each 
type of disclosure also indicating the concealment of other types of disclosures (Ihde, 1990).  

In the study of technology, the perspective of phenomenology is grounded in the idea of enframing: 
technology does not answer any particular question, but instead, “enframes the world such that the 
question is changed along with the answer” (Arnold 2003, p. 236). The contemporary way of being is 
enframed in technology, since the widespread technological mood means that problems show up as 
requiring technical solutions in line with our projects and intentions. For example, the word processor 
is not just a more efficient way to write but also changes what writing is: from craft to system of 
production (Heim 1987; Lyman 1984). An intranet community is not merely a way for a community’s 
members to communicate with one another but changes our idea of what a community is and how 
interaction is performed (Arnold 2003). Riemer and Johnston (2014) espouse a phenomenological 
perspective in their re-examination of the concept of ICT implementation and argue how the focus 
should be on appropriation, instead of adoption. Studying appropriation reveals how individuals learn 
so they can use the ICT effectively, how they make sense of it socially, and how it becomes part of the 
social identity of their practice. Ironically, while the technological enframing of the world has 
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increased human agency, it has also made humans answerable to instrumental criteria and the logic of 
power and domination (Cooper 2002). One response to this is to give primacy to meditative thinking, 
instead of calculative thinking, so that we can embrace technology by releasing it (Arnold 2003).  

Phenomenology: Methodological considerations 

Phenomenological research is about discovering meaning and describing lived experiences. 
Researchers should approach a phenomenological inquiry by identifying a specific experience that 
they are deeply interested in with an intense desire to understand that experience. A 
phenomenological problem is generally formulated around “the lived experience of a human 
phenomenon that is experientially recognizable and experientially accessible” (van Manen 2014, p. 
297): ‘What is the nature of the phenomenon as meaningfully experienced?’ In information systems 
research, a legitimate phenomenological question can be phrased as ‘What within our ongoing 
relationship with the world has allowed ICT to show up as a way to structure that relationship?’ This 
question illustrates that phenomenological research is not about understanding contextual conditions 
of the lived experience; its focus is on the lived experience itself. 

It is important to emphasize that phenomenological research seeks to unveil the “existential empirical 
meaning structures of a certain phenomenon” (van Manen 2014, p. 348; emphasis in the original). 
Therefore, phenomenological research questions explore the ‘whatness of things’ instead of the 
‘thatness of things’. Revealing the ‘whatness of things’ aims at presenting the pre-reflective, subjective 
experience, which ultimately constitutes the essence of the phenomenon. Conversely, understanding 
the ‘thatness of things’ provides an empirical explanation of the manifestation of the phenomenon 
without revealing its essence. Moreover, a focus on ‘thatness’ presupposes a removed, external 
observer.  

Next, we offer methodological considerations to conduct phenomenological research. They are 
organized around three research activities: data gathering, data analysis, and writing. These 
considerations are not meant to be read as formal steps for a researcher to follow. This is because it is 
not possible to separate a phenomenological inquiry from its roots in various philosophical 
orientations (e.g., transcendental and hermeneutic traditions) that it draws from. 

Data gathering 

Phenomenology looks into the lifeworld to find lived-experience materials. Data may come from 
interviews, daily accounts of stories, written responses, or diaries, among others. It is important to 
recognize that these data are experiential accounts of lived experiences and they are not the lived 
experience itself. Phenomenologists approach interviews with a conversational attitude where both 
the researcher and the participant perceive each other as peers. In other words, a phenomenological 
interview or series of interviews are similar to having open conversations with friends. Participants 
are not just informants or subjects; they become co-researchers (Moustakas 1994). It is a requisite for 
the phenomenologist to have a profound engagement with co-researchers and avoid asking for their 
opinions, beliefs, interpretations or explanations; questions should aim to obtain a rich description of 
the experience as it was lived by the co-researchers (van Manen, 2014).  

During an interview, a researcher may follow the lead from a participant’s story without asking for 
justifications, interpretations, causal explanations, or generalizations. The goal of an interview is 
deceptively simple, which is to gain access to one’s lived experience. Useful interview materials are 
those with sufficient concreteness that can help a researcher construct an understanding of a lived 
experience. These concrete materials, which constitute methodological devices, may include stories, 
anecdotes, and an example of a particular event that stands out because of its vividness.  

As in any other methodological approach, the research question guides the data collection in 
phenomenological ICT4D research. However, the research questions need to reflect the experience as 
the object of enquiry. Depending on the research setting, the following are examples of ICT4D 
research questions: ‘what is the ICT use experience like for a rural elder to videoconference with a 
healthcare professional?’, ‘what is it like for a farmer living in a mountainous area to use ICT to 
manage his livestock?’, and ‘what is it like for an illiterate person to learn to use a computer to access 
government services?’ While these illustrative questions explicitly refer to particular settings, 
phenomenological research is not about explaining how specific contextual factors influence the 
phenomenon; it is about understanding the essence of the phenomenon. An ICT4D phenomenologist 
should focus her attention, following on the previous examples, on the meaning of the experience of 



 Phenomenology: Understanding the ICT4D Experience  

 Twenty-third Americas Conference on Information Systems, Boston, 2017 6 

accessing health services remotely, the experience of using ICT to go about one’s life as a farmer, or 
the (rather unique) experience of overcoming illiteracy to access e-government services. 

In some cases, phenomenologists may choose to use close observations to gather experiential 
materials when getting oral or written descriptions of participants’ lived experiences is not possible – 
e.g., minors, elders. Close observations as the term is used in phenomenology are a way to get closer to 
participants by participating in their worlds such as playing with children to gain access to their 
experience. In a close observation, the researcher is both a participant and an observer who carries a 
reflective orientation of the meaning of what is observed.  

Data analysis 

Phenomenological research can be broadly categorized into two streams: transcendental 
phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology. It is beyond the scope of this paper to explain the 
philosophical divergences between these two streams of phenomenology, we feel compelled to 
highlight their key differences. Transcendental phenomenology constitutes an epistemological project 
where perception shapes knowledge, while hermeneutic phenomenology focuses on the ontological 
objectification of the being as a direct engagement in the world (van Manen, 2014). The chosen 
phenomenological approach dictates how the gathered data are going to be analyzed.  

Transcendental phenomenology 

Husserl (1999) conceived transcendental phenomenology as going back to the things themselves to 
discover the essence of the phenomenon (Moustakas 1994). Transcendental phenomenological 
analysis proceeds by describing the essence of a lived experience, which represents the true nature of 
the phenomenon being studied (Creswell 2009). In transcendental phenomenology, knowledge is 
derived “from first-person reports of life experiences” (Moustakas 1994, p. 84). Discovering the 
essence of the phenomenon entails four analytical processes: epoché, eidetic reduction, imaginative 
variation, and synthesis. Practicing the epoché involves abstaining from imposing preconceived ideas 
or frameworks on the phenomenon under study (Moustakas 1994). Eidetic reduction entails deriving 
a “textural description of the meanings and essences of the phenomenon, the constituents that 
comprise the experience in consciousness” (Moustakas 1994, p. 34). Imaginative variation is aimed at 
producing a portrayal of the structural descriptions, that is, the essences of the experience. In the 
synthesis stage, the textural descriptions and structural descriptions are integrated. These four 
analytical processes are aimed at unveiling the meaning of the lived experience, which in the 
particular case of ICT4D, can lead to the discovery of the issues – and the possible solutions – in the 
ICT-mediated experience.  

Hermeneutic phenomenology 

For hermeneutic phenomenology, data analysis involves a process of discovering themes that serve as 
the structures of meaning of the lived experience. Thematic analysis is not only a methodological 
procedure but also a philosophical endeavor that involves an act of seeing meaning in text through 
phenomenological reflection. It is important to emphasize that themes are not conceptual 
formulations or categorical statements. Instead, themes are aptly described by van Manen (1990) as 
“more like knots in the webs of our experiences, around which certain lived experiences are spun and 
thus lived through as meaningful wholes” (p. 90). Typically, the thematic analysis starts with initial 
noting, where the researcher makes descriptive comments, linguistic comments and conceptual 
comments as well as follows a de-contextualization strategy to focus on the meanings. Thematization 
follows the initial noting, where the researcher explores the themes that describe the lived experience. 
The analysis concludes by establishing connections across themes, where findings are consolidated 
(Smith et al. 2009). 

The hermeneutic phenomenologist relies on a combination of a holistic mode (e.g., reading the text as 
a whole) and detailed approach (e.g., reading each sentence or a group of sentences) to identify 
essential themes. For instance, if the ICT4D researcher is investigating the videoconference use 
experience of a rural elder with a healthcare professional, some useful questions to ask oneself during 
the reading of interview text are: ‘what is the fundamental meaning or significance of this 
experience?’, ‘are there any phrases or sentences that signify this ICT use experience?’ and ‘what does 
this sentence reveal about the ICT use experience of the rural elder?’ Phenomenological thematic 
analysis is a collaborative process between a researcher and a participant. After themes have been 
identified by the researcher, they are used as materials of reflection in follow-up conversations 
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between the researcher and the participant by asking the question and reflecting together on the 
question, “Is this what the experience really like?” 

Writing 

Writing phenomenological research can be the most challenging dimension of the research process. 
Analysis and writing have a close connection in phenomenological research. Phenomenological 
inquiry does not aim to develop propositions, causal explanations, or empirical generalizations (van 
Manen 2014). In contrast, phenomenological research aims to convey a specific lived experience 
through writing to lead the reader to wonder. Although one may argue that the abstractness of 
language can create the distance between the writing and the lived experience, great writing can 
generate a compelling and emotionally moving account of a lived experience that produces a deep 
understanding of lived experience. As van Manen (2014) articulates: “In the reflective process of 
writing, the researcher not only engages in analysis but also aims to express the noncognitive, 
ineffable, and pathic aspects of meaning that belong to the phenomenon” (p. 240). In this sense, 
phenomenological writing is simultaneously rational and nonrational. While the writing presents a 
systematic account of the lived experience, it also resorts to expressive mechanisms that evoke on the 
reader the pre-reflective experience as lived by the participant (van Manen 2014). 

How can a phenomenologist make a lived experience understandable to the reader? To some extent, 
the answer lies in the use of an anecdote or story as a tool in phenomenological writing. Because 
anecdote is concrete, it can be “a methodological device … to make comprehensible some notion that 
easily eludes us” (van Manen 1990, p. 116). Buytendijk, as quoted by van Manen (1990), has described 
phenomenology as the science of examples. Phenomenological description of a lived experience is only 
an example of that experience. Writing can give power to the description by enabling the reader to see 
the nature and significance of the lived experience it tries to describe. 

Phenomenological inquiry in ICT4D research 

We invite ICT4D researchers to draw inspiration from the application of phenomenology in the 
broader information systems field to study ICT4D experiences through two illustrative topics: 
paradoxical ICT4D experiences and ICT4D experiences and ways of doing and being.  

One can imagine several paradoxical experiences in the ICT4D context. For example, an elder living in 
a rural location may experience uneasiness to show her bodily problematic areas to a doctor through 
video chat yet at the same time experience delight in the magical power of technology that allows her 
to converse with a young doctor afar. The concept of technological enframing (Arnold 2003) may be 
useful to approach a study of paradoxical ICT4D experiences. For example, several ICT innovations 
(e.g., social media) may create a state of what Heidegger calls ‘un-distance’ in which “all people and 
places are uniformly and simultaneously near and far” (Arnold 2003, p. 236). In addition, Ihde (1990) 
reminds us that technology simultaneously amplifies and reduces our capacity to engage with the 
world. A phenomenological approach has the potential to help us develop a concrete understanding of 
what it means to have paradoxical ICT4D experiences in various contexts.  

Another topic worthy of investigation is ICT4D experiences and ways of doing and being. Heidegger 
uses the phrase, ‘being-in-the-world’, to describe the intimate relation between humans and world, 
which suggests that the self and the world forms a unity as an ongoing way of acting and being 
(Introna 2008). For instance, an illiterate person using e-government services undoubtedly requires a 
reconstitution of the relation between this individual and her new technologically-mediated world. 
The reconstitution of being-in-the-world through ICT4D experiences requires an understanding of her 
way of relating to the world and how she identifies herself in terms of her illiteracy and being a citizen.  

Conclusion 

Boland’s (1985) early invitation to adopt a phenomenological approach remains current:  

Phenomenology is a preferred approach for the study of information systems … because it 
offers the best prospect for helping us understand their actual operation and significance … 
Data becoming information is what information systems are. Data becomes information in the 
consciousness of a human subject, and that is where we must look if we are to understand 
information systems (p. 200). 
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ICT4D researchers have done well in explaining the adoption and impact of ICT on communities and 
individuals at the aggregate level. What has been less well understood is the lived experiences of the 
individuals taking up ICT in an ICT4D context. Part of the reason for this absence is the dominance of 
the Cartesian worldview of dualism, with ICT artifacts (objects) and users (subjects). This perspective 
influences the problems researched most frequently: instead of viewing the holistic experience as the 
center of our studies, more attention is paid to testing relationships between constructs (Riemer and 
Johnston 2014). The phenomenological perspective presented in this paper offers an avenue for 
contributing to the ICT4D literature by studying the experiences of individuals. Instead of examining 
separate artifacts and users, a phenomenological approach to ICT4D will encourage researchers to 
explore the world that made these artifacts necessary, and how these artifacts frame the world by 
revealing or concealing certain aspects of it. Only the individual who engages in using ICT for the 
betterment of his/her life can intimately understand and reveal the meaning of the ICT4D experience.  

Unlike other methodological approaches (either quantitative or qualitative), phenomenological 
research aims neither at empirical generalizations nor replicability. Instead of deriving verifiable 
propositions, the goal is to offer a phenomenological account of the meaning of the lived experience. 
Phenomenologists need to be prepared to suspend their pre-conceived ideas and engage with the data 
as it flows with an open mind. More importantly, they need to manage the surfacing doubts while 
applying intuition in the data analysis. Two challenges associated with phenomenological research are 
its essentialism, or the lack of rich situated accounts, and the absence of an explanation as to why 
some technologies are accepted, while others are not. Introna (2008) argues that these issues are not 
of concern to phenomenology: society and technology co-constitute each other, instead of one 
‘constructing’ the other, and the transcendental features of the world lead to certain possibilities of 
acting and perceiving not being worthy of consideration. This underlines the goal of phenomenology 
in an ICT4D context: not to explain impacts or adoption, but the interconnected relationships that 
individuals have with their world and technology. 
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