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Abstract 
Interpretivism in IS emerged in the 1980s. While at the time it presented an important 
alternative to positivism, the world has changed significantly since then, raising ques-
tions about its efficacy for IS relevant to the emerging world of ubiquitous IT. Some have 
suggested it should be abandoned because of its dualist inheritance from positivism. In 
this paper we explore a less radical approach of replacing the notion of interpretation at 
the heart of the approach with a non-dualist alternative. We explore how its problematic 
commitments to dualism, mentalism and individualism might be overcome by re-inter-
preting ‘interpretation’ using the holistic notions of ‘equipment’, ‘world’ and ‘being-in-the-
world’ drawn from recent non-dualist work in IS. Such an ‘evolved’ interpretivism would 
retain key elements of the received view but repair others, allowing the existing ac-
ceptance and knowledge of interpretivism to be leveraged rather than replaced. 

Keywords:  Interpretivism, Positivism, Dualism, Ubiquitous IT, Non-dualist Ontology 

Introduction 
Interpretivism is an established research approach in the Information Systems discipline (Walsham 2006). 
It emerged in the 1980s with the advent of organization-wide information systems when IS researchers 
newly discovered the end-user as an important factor in explaining pressing new phenomena, such as a lack 
of IT adoption, or unexpected outcomes from IT applications in organizations. While interpretivism at the 
time presented an important alternative to established positivist approaches, the world has changed signif-
icantly since then. In a world of ubiquitous IT, where IT has increasingly become a normal accepted and 
often unquestioned part of work and life, not a novelty to be first implemented and then adopted, questions 
now arise about its efficacy. 
Because interpretivism is largely formulated as a rejection of positivism it inherits certain philosophical 
assumptions that have now become problematic, most notably its dualist underpinnings. As a reaction, it 
has recently been suggested that the IS field should move “beyond interpretivism” (Introna et al. 2018) and 
adopt alternative non-dualist approaches, such as agential realism (Barad 2007), performativity (Introna 
2013) or process philosophy (Cecez-Kecmanovic 2018). While such approaches without doubt enrich the IS 
field, we ask in this paper, whether and how interpretivism might be evolved rather than outright rejected, 
specifically by re-interpreting the notion of interpretation itself in a non-dualist way. 

To this end we first examine how the established form of interpretivism fitted the emerging IS problematic 
when it emerged in the 1980s. We show that interpretivism connected well with the core IS concepts – IT-
user, IT-artefact, and IT-task – that emerged to make sense of the new IT world of the time that included 
the agency of the end-user for the first time. We then demonstrate why the established form of interpre-
tivism no longer fits the emerging phenomena that are of interest to IS now. As the traditional IS concep-
tualization of a priori separable entities - user, artefact and task - increasingly fails to account for the most 
basic empirical phenomena of work and everyday IT use (e.g. Orlikowski and Scott 2008b), interpretivism 
equally loses its efficacy due to the foundation it inherited.  
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We locate the problem in the deep commitment of the received notion of interpretivism to dualism, men-
talism and individualism (as articulated more fully later in the paper). We suggest that each of these com-
mitments might be overcome by reinterpreting the notion of interpretation itself using non-dualist ap-
proaches already available in IS. Specifically, we argue that the holistic notions of ‘equipment’, ‘being-in-
the-world’ and ‘world’ from Heidegger’s existential phenomenology (Heidegger 1962; Riemer and Johnston 
2014; Riemer and Johnston 2017) can provide an alternative to dualism, mentalism and individualism. We 
thus show that interpretivism can be evolved, by changing the notion of interpretation, while retaining 
many of its attractive core convictions.  

The benefit of such an evolutionary approach would be that a now considerable acceptance and understand-
ing of the interpretivist approach could be leveraged to research emerging IS phenomena, such as social 
media and new forms of mobile work, where the dualist separation of self from IT increasingly makes little 
sense to ‘digital natives’ (Wang et al. 2013), without the need to master an increasing array of philosophical 
positions challenging interpretivism in total. 
We begin with an overview of interpretivism as portrayed in seminal IS papers and research methods text-
books used in the field. Subsequently, we compare the world of the 1980s with today’s world to demonstrate 
how changes in the phenomena and core IS problematics in the two eras have created the misfit diagnosed 
above. We trace this misfit to the dualism, mentalism and individualism of its notion of ‘interpretation’ and 
propose an alternative. We conclude by discussing which commitments of interpretivism would be replaced 
and which retained, and what this would imply for IS philosophy and research practice. 

Interpretivism: A Representative Account 
In this section we provide a representative account of interpretivism as a research position. We do not claim 
to present an exhaustive and systematic literature study. Instead, we assume the position of a student of 
Information Systems who wants to learn about research approaches and methods as she enrolls herself into 
the research practices of the field. Hence, we provide an account of how interpretivism is most commonly 
portrayed in seminal IS papers (Lee 1991; Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991; Walsham 1993; Butler 1998; Klein 
and Myers 1999), as well as in research methods textbooks commonly used by IS scholars (but not neces-
sarily written by authors with a background in IS). 

First, we concentrate on those conceptual IS papers that explicitly introduce interpretivism as a research 
approach, and that are commonly referred to in interpretivist IS research papers as authoritative sources. 
A comprehensive literature review of IS papers that employ interpretivism as their research lens is beyond 
the scope of this paper. Second, we analyzed a total of seven typical research methods textbooks, found on 
bookshelves in our own department, which has long held an interpretivist orientation. We find that these 
textbooks provide a good account of how interpretivism is commonly introduced; these textbooks also very 
much agree in their portrayal of interpretivism (and positivism).  
Moreover, we note that interpretivism is by no means an IS invention; it emerged in parallel in the social 
sciences and other business disciplines, from which IS commonly sources its textbooks. The lineages of 
interpretivism can be traced to a number of roots, such as Max Weber’s notion of “an interpreting (“ver-
stehenden”) sociology” (Weber 1981, 151), the works of cultural anthropologist Geertz (Geertz 1973), of so-
ciologist Alfred Schutz (1954) on theorizing in the social sciences (Lee 2004; Lee and Hovorka 2015), and 
Berger and Luckmann (1967) on the social construction of reality. Interpretivism is also closely aligned 
with hermeneutics (Klein and Myers 1999) which evolved from the work of Gadamer (1989) who employed 
it to the problem of text interpretation. 
Finally, a frequently cited foundation for interpretivism in business and IS is Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) 
seminal book on research paradigms. The authors are not only credited with introducing the term interpre-
tive paradigm to organizational discourse (Klein and Myers 1999), but also with formulating interpretivism 
in opposition to positivism (as “anti-positivism”) using the widely employed objective-subjective dichotomy 
(Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991; Lee 2004; Becker and Niehaves 2007). 

Overview: Interpretivism as anti-positivism 

What stands out is that interpretivism, in both seminal IS papers and textbooks, is introduced not as a free-
standing position, but generally as an op-position to positivism, in that it is said that “interpretivism 
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emerged from critiques of positivism and its limitations in relation to social science research” (Quinlan 
2011, 98). In the following we will show how interpretivism is defined in direct opposition to the various 
characteristics ascribed to the positivist position. 
It is worth noting that what is commonly known as “positivism” in IS and adjacent disciplines is largely an 
amalgamation of different philosophical positions, such as scientific realism, logical positivism, empiricism 
and behaviorism. While it is not our intention here to point out the incoherencies that might result from 
such a fusion of positions1, we simply note that positivism, due to this heritage, is commonly described as 
“the application of the scientific model to the study of the social world” (Bryman and Bell 2003, 15), for the 
purpose of “theorising definite ‘laws’ in the same way as the physical sciences” (Saunders et al. 2012, 137).  
Table 1 provides a juxtaposition between positivism and interpretivism as is typically found in seminal IS 
texts and popular textbooks. Note that the two positions are commonly distinguished using a number of 
different criteria or dimensions, the most common ones being 1) ontology: assumptions about the nature 
of reality and the world, 2) epistemology: assumptions about the nature of knowledge, 3) methodology: 
assumptions about the aims and nature of the research process. 

Table 1. Composite account of interpretivism, as opposed to positivism  
(adapted mostly from Collis and Hussey 2009; Saunders et al. 2012) 

Dimension Positivism Interpretivism  
Ontology 
(nature of reality) 

Reality is objective and exists inde-
pendently of any observer’s  
knowledge of it. 

Reality is subjective, multiple, and socially con-
structed; it depends on perception and interpreta-
tion of the world. 

Epistemology 
(what constitutes 
valid knowledge) 

Only observable phenomena can pro-
vide credible data and facts. 
Knowledge is objective and independ-
ent of perception. 

Focus is on the subjective meanings that actors at-
tach to what is observable, and which influences 
their actions. Knowledge is subjective and depends 
on interpretation. 

Methodology 
(assumptions 
about the research 
process) 

Discovery of independently existing 
regularities or causal laws in behav-
iours, through controlled experi-
ments, surveys and other methods 
that allow for generalization. 

Interpretation of research subjects’ interpretations 
of the world (hermeneutics), to include subjective 
meaning as a factor in explanations of phenomena; 
facilitated through high-access methods such as case 
study and interviews. Researchers, as interpreters, 
bring their own context and values. 

Ontology 

Textbook positivism is based on substantivist, realist ontology, a view that holds that 1) the world consists 
of self-sufficient substances or objects with properties and 2) that reality is objective and independent of 
any human subjects observing it.  

By contrast, interpretivism respects the “differences between people and the objects of natural sciences” 
(Bryman and Bell 2003, 16), in that “interpretive theorists believe that reality is not ‘out there’ but in the 
mind of people; reality is internally experienced, is socially constructed through interaction and interpreted 
through the actors, and is based on the definition people attach to it. Reality is not objective but subjective, 
reality is what people see it to be” (Sarantakos 1998, 36). What underpins interpretivism is thus the “belief 
that social reality is not objective but highly subjective because it is shaped by our perceptions” (Collis and 
Hussey 2009, 57) in that “we each interpret the world in our own way, and through our individual and 
unique interpretations” (Quinlan 2011, 96). Note that this view does not deny the existence of a world “out 
there”, but asserts that “reality” must always be understood from the point of view of the research subjects:  

“This school of thought takes the position that people, and the physical and social artifacts that 
they create, are fundamentally different from the physical reality examined by natural science. 

 
1 We are aware that many scholars who see themselves as positivists would not fully identify with the often quite stereotypical accounts 
provided in textbook literature. A discussion to this effect can be found in Weber (2004). While the same can be said of interpretivists 
and respective textbook accounts, we believe it is nonetheless useful to provide a typical characterization as a way to expose the tacit 
assumptions that underpin each position. 
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Unlike atoms, molecules, and electrons, people create and attach their own meanings to the world 
around them and to the behavior that they manifest in that world.” (Lee 1991, 347)  

Epistemology 

The epistemological position that underpins textbook positivism combines a form of logical positivism, 
which holds that the perception of the world and theorizing about it can be held separate, which guarantees 
that knowledge is objective, and empiricism or behaviorism, which stresses that only observable phenom-
ena provide credible data or facts from which such theorizing must proceed. Termed “scientism” (Klein and 
Lyytinen 1985), this view thus postulates that the social sciences must follow the natural science model (see 
Beck 1949) in undertaking research. It should thus strive to create objective knowledge. This implies that 
research is essentially value free and assumes a view from nowhere (Nagel 1986). 
By contrast, interpretivism holds that, once the nature of the human subject as an active participant in 
phenomena is recognized, a new understanding of knowledge acquisition and research is also required. 
Simple observation cannot fully make sense of social phenomena because people’s behavior is influenced 
by how they view the world. Researchers must thus strive to uncover the meaning of people’s experience: 
“Interpretive research (…) attempts to understand phenomena through the meanings that people assign to 
them” (Klein and Myers 1999, 69). Consequently, interpretivism takes the position that the meaning people 
attach to objects and events in the world plays an important role in their behavior and actions. Interpre-
tivism thus studies a different form of causation, one that aims to explain the connection between a subject’s 
interpretation of the world and their actions: 

“Meaning and intentional descriptions are important, not merely because they reveal subjects' 
states of mind which can be correlated with external behavior, but because they are constitutive 
of those behaviors” (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991, 13). 

Methodology 

Textbook positivism aims to discover and theorize the mechanisms and universal laws that govern observ-
able patterns in human behavior. Working on a strict separation between certain observable effects (de-
pendent variables) and theorized factors (potentially) causing these effects (independent variables), the 
gold standard for carrying out positivistic research is the controlled experiment, while correlative research 
methods such as surveys are also deemed acceptable. 

By contrast, “interpretive social science has the task of searching for the systems of meaning that actors use 
to make sense of their world” (Sarantakos 1998, 38). This puts the researcher, not in the role of an observer 
of reality as postulated by positivism, but in the role of an interpreter: “The researcher is interpreting other 
people’s interpretations in terms of the theories and concepts of the social researcher’s discipline – studying 
the social phenomenon as if through the eyes of the people being researched” (Matthews and Ross 2010, 
28). As a result, “the researcher is part of what is being researched, cannot be separated and so will be 
subjective” (Saunders et al. 2012). The researcher’s own active role has to be acknowledged accordingly. As 
such, interpretivism is typically associated with more involved research approaches such as case studies or 
ethnography, and data collection methods that provide access to people’s meaning (Bryman and Bell 2003). 
Interpretivism thus favors data collection methods that provide access to meaning through language: 

“The interpretive position asserts that the language humans use to describe social practices con-
stitutes those practices. Thus, understanding social reality requires understanding how practices 
and meanings are formed and informed by the language and tacit norms shared by humans 
working towards some shared goal” (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991, 14). 

Why Interpretivism made sense in the world of the 1980s 
‘The 1980’s could go down as the decade of the user’: Editorial in Computer New July 17, 1986 
(Friedman and Cornford 1989, 171). 

In the practice of applying computer technology to business problems, two significant developments oc-
curred at about the same time (the 1980s) that interpretivism was becoming influential among academics 
who studied this area. They were the emergence of the organization-wide information system, and a new 
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kind of employee who was essential to that new vision – the computer ‘end-user’2. In the following we first 
describe the world of computing in that era. We will then argue that the appearance of the end-user as a 
relevant entity is directly linked to the formulation of the dominant conceptualization of IS. This conceptu-
alization, and the realization that end-users play an important role in the successful application of comput-
ers in organizations, made interpretivism increasingly relevant for IS research because it acknowledged the 
agency of the end-user and their active role in the process of adoption and use of IT. 

Empirical observation: the end-user emerges in the 1980s 

The emergence of both the information system and of the end-user can be traced to on-going innovations 
in computer hardware and software that had their roots in earlier decades (Friedman & Cornford, 1989, 
Chap. 9) but now made computing more affordable and useful, consequently providing scale for mass com-
puter sales3. First, continued decrease in the cost of computer hardware (both central processing units and 
peripheral devices) meant that computerization was not just viable for the largest organizations (govern-
ments, financial and research institutions) as in previous eras, but now for a larger cohort of smaller, more 
diverse businesses (retailers, distributers and manufacturers). But in addition, new developments in com-
puter architecture (so called mid-range or mini-computers), operating systems (notably, multi-processing) 
and peripherals (random access storage disks and CRT-based terminals) led to new modes of interaction of 
people with the computer (Grudin 1990), particularly through terminals that could be located at sites out-
side the ‘computer room’, in places where the work that the computer supported actually took place. 
Changes in software design paralleled this development (Friedman & Cornford, 1989, 115). More productive 
software development tools (3rd and 4th generation languages, and database management systems) and 
methodologies (structured analysis and design) led to a software industry developing industry-specific 
turn-key suites of applications (later called ‘enterprise systems’) to support a range of data-intensive organ-
izational tasks, to track business transactions from initiation to completion, and to aggregate and present 
information about these events for decision-making (Sprague and Watson 1979). Specific selections of these 
applications were presented via menus to a new kind of computer ‘operator’ who was located at a terminal 
in the work area where the tasks supported by the menu of applications were actually performed. These 
computer ‘end-users’ occupied a specialist, largely clerical, role within the functional area, but because of 
new user-friendly program and interface designs, they did not need to be computer specialists as such 
(Friedman & Cornford, 1989, 183). These hardware and software developments gave the end-user the ex-
perience of interacting with a selection of task-specific software ‘tools’ running on the terminal ‘artefact’ 
located in the actual place of work, even though the programs actually executed on a central shared CPU 
and accessed a single shared database. In this way computing had left the computer room and entered the 
workplace, creating the end-user role. 
The movement of information processing and consumption to more distributed regions of the organization 
also led to a new conception of the relation between information technology and work. The end-user at a 
computer work-station, accessing and updating a central database, became a key component in a computer-
supported distributed organizational information system, as opposed to the centralized electronic data pro-
cessing task that computers had supported in the batch-processing era of the 1960s to 1970s (Sprague and 
Watson 1979). The new idea was that information technology made it possible to maintain a virtual infor-
mational ‘model’, or representation, of the actual work-system (Weber 1997), and this ‘information system’ 
not only allowed managers and end-users to work smarter as a result of the information provided about the 
work, but also allowed information on the progress of the work to be gathered as a by-product of the work 
(Zuboff 1988), rather than in addition to the work. 

The arrival on the business scene of the Personal Computer in the middle of this period continued the 
movement of computing to end-users. While microcomputers became available in the mid-1970s, they ini-
tially had little influence on mainstream business computing because of their stand-alone nature and lack 
of standardization. However, when IBM entered this market the brand imbued this formerly hobbyist item 

 
2 The term ‘end-user’ here refers to individuals who directly interact with the system as part of work, in contrast to ‘user’ which has 
multiple connotations (See Friedman and Cornford 1989, 185). 
3 Our main source for this section is (Friedman and Cornford 1989). Additionally, one of the authors worked as an IT professional in 
this period.  
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with business legitimacy, particularly after the IBM PC AT (286) model, featuring hard-drive, IBM terminal 
emulation and the DOS operating system, arrived in 1984 (IBM 2019). Initially, they were largely used for 
stand-alone applications (spread-sheeting and word-processing) because of their incompatibility with other 
hardware and databases (Friedman and Cornford 1989, 232). However, they continued the movement of 
computing to the actual place of work. The feasibility of non-IT staff to create their own computer applica-
tions with PC tools led to more knowledgeable and demanding end-users and ultimately to the phenomenon 
of end-user computing (ibid., 281). At the same time, it created friction with centralized IT functions that 
saw end-user computing as a threat to the integrity of the organization-wide information system (ibid., 
283). This tension was not fully resolved until networking of PCs with servers through local area networks, 
and later the Internet, matured in the next decade. 
Despite the emergence of these important new ways of conceiving computerized work, some things re-
mained largely the same as in earlier eras. Most people still had very little active engagement with comput-
ers, and if they did, it was almost certainly in the context of work or education. Those who did interact with 
computers at work were generally selected for their aptitude for this new kind of work. What they were able 
to do with the computer was highly circumscribed by their work role, and by the access they were granted 
to the capital intensive and specialized computing technology that underpinned the predesigned infor-
mation system they served. Finally, this information system was still ‘owned’ in the strongest sense by busi-
ness managers and systems developers who paid for it and created it. While its input/output interfaces 
spread from the computer department throughout the workplace, any system ‘use’ was still largely deter-
mined by managerial needs in a top-down way. 

IS conceptualization: user, artefact and task as core concepts 

Given these changes in computing, IS researchers in this era encountered a new kind of organization-wide 
information system, a socio-technical system that comprised computing resources (hardware and soft-
ware), as well as an increasing number of computer end-users performing work tasks with the help of spe-
cific software tools, no longer merely a computer ‘machine’ operated by specialist technicians.  

This change brought with it for the first time a focus on the role of the ‘end user’. Now the research subjects 
studied by IS were no longer just managers as the sponsors and main beneficiaries of ‘computerization’ but 
also employees who used the computer in their workspace. It was this change in computing which gave rise 
to the foundational IS concepts of IT-user, IT-artefact and IT-task (Benbasat and Zmud 2003). 
Importantly, IS researchers still aligned naturally with the perspective of those key actors who had the 
greatest stake in, and control over, the relation between IT and organizing at that time: information tech-
nologist, senior business managers and incumbent management scientists. These actors gathered around 
IT as a high-profile, utopian – that is rational – solution to business problems. They were the key figures 
whose agency affected the phenomena IS researchers studied - defining the material, social and intellectual 
dimension of the problem of “design and use of IT” (IS as defined by (Nissen 1985)).  
Yet increasingly managing with the new organization-wide information system was no longer simply a mat-
ter of having input to the design of an overarching computerized control system, but now had technical and 
social dimensions. With this came an explicit recognition of the role of the user who uses the IT artefact to 
accomplish particular IT-tasks. The emergence of the end-user subsequently set the problematic of early IS 
research, such as the realization that the expected benefits of IT could only be assured if the new comput-
erized tools became widely accepted among those tasked with doing their work with the computer (Davis 
and Bagozzi 1989). 

Interpretivism takes hold because it acknowledges end-user agency 

In the wake of these developments, a stream of empirical research revealed unexpected outcomes of IT 
implementations in organizations (Orlikowski 1991), showing that computer workers would use their tools 
in ways that were not intended by IT designers or business managers who sponsored these systems. Termed 
“unfaithful use” (DeSanctis and Poole 1994) this realization pointed to the fact that IT-artefact and its users 
interacted in complex ways to bring about organizational outcomes (Orlikowski 1992). This brought 
acknowledgement of both the interpretive flexibility of the artefact (Bijker et al. 1987), and how users ap-
propriate (not merely accept) technology into particular social contexts (DeSanctis and Poole 1994). Hence, 
a new recognition that IT was not merely a pre-given system but was amenable to interpretation required 
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the discipline to engage with the nature of organizational reality and its social construction, as end-users 
interpreted the artefact and what it was for in different ways thus causing unintended outcomes. 

These developments reveal why interpretivism showed great fit with the emerging IS research problematic 
of the time, which was to explain how and why IS brought about outcomes that were unintended and unex-
pected by those promulgating its use in organizations:  

1) Unlike positivism, interpretivism acknowledged the agency of the individual end-user, as a thinking 
subject with an active role in interpreting IT and thus in the social construction of organizational reality 
(ontology); 

2) Interpretivism recognized that in order to fully understand the effect of IT on the organization, the 
researcher had to gain access, through interpretation, to the individual IT-user-subject’s own interpre-
tations of their use of IT-artefacts for IT-tasks (epistemology);   

3) Interpretivism stressed that research could not be done at a distance but had to embrace rich methods 
of enquiry which broke with scientism and traditional methods prevalent in management science from 
which IS had recently split (Hirschheim and Klein 2012) (methodology). 

Why Interpretivism no longer fits today’s world of ubiquitous IT 
“While in the past, users’ acceptance and training might have been important issues in IS re-
search, these issues will become irrelevant to the emerging generation of users for whom the no-
tion of technology acceptance will be taken for granted.” (Yoo and Gothenburg 2010, 217) 

We have demonstrated that the emergence of interpretivism in the late-eighties reflected changes in the 
world of IT at the time, most notably the emergence of the organization-wide information system as a socio-
technical entity, and with it the role of the ‘end-user’ who became central to understanding pressing mana-
gerial issues at the time. We will now fast-forward to the present day and ask the question “Is interpretivism 
still adequate for making sense of the world of IT today?”  
Our analysis will mirror the structure of the previous section. We begin with an account of today’s world in 
which IT has now become ubiquitous, an infrastructure for working and living. We then show how the tra-
ditional IS concepts - user, artefact and task - increasingly fail to account for emerging phenomena of in-
terest in this new IT world. This leads us to argue that interpretivism in its current form loses its efficacy in 
dealing with such phenomena. We locate the problem in key conceptual commitments – dualism, mental-
ism and individualism – that the position inherited when it first emerged in IS. 

Empirical observation: IT has become infrastructure for work and life 

Clearly the role of IT and information in business (and everyday life) has changed dramatically since the 
emergence of organizational information systems in the eighties. While a discussion of how we got to the 
present world of computing is beyond the scope of this paper (for this, see Friedman and Cornford 1989; 
Hirschheim and Klein 2012), we will describe and compare today’s world with the world of the 1980s. This 
will give the basis for our argument that the traditional IS conceptualization, and with it interpretivism, are 
increasingly ill-equipped to deal with contemporary IS issues and the world of ubiquitous IT. 
First, IT itself has changed radically. Today people seldom interact just with the device in front of them, or 
with a box this is wired to, but with a deep ecosystem of geographically distributed and networked IT beyond 
their device, organization and even country (Tilson et al. 2010; Kallinikos et al. 2013). Most of this com-
plexity is hidden from a user. As a result, interaction with IT now occurs in a thinner and more transparent 
surface layer over this deep IT ecosystem. Graphical interface metaphors, mobile and wearable devices, and 
ubiquitous sensing and data transfer, have all transformed human-computer interaction (Tilson et al. 2010; 
Grudin 2017). This contrasts markedly with the world of the eighties when computing was made available 
to end-users for the first time through computer terminals, and later PCs. While ‘the computer’ was clearly 
identifiable back then, computing today has dissolved into a diffuse infrastructure of services accessed 
through a variety of devices, such as smartphones, tablets, and computers that are increasingly mobile. As 
a result, the identification of IT as a definite computing ‘thing’ is now often difficult. 

Second, work carried out with IT has also changed significantly. While the original conception of computers 
as fast data processing machines is still central to the high-volume transaction processing applications 
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underpinning financial and commercial systems as a ‘deep structure’ that converts human behavior into 
aggregated information, a new conception of IT as media for communication and collaboration (Watson-
Manheim and Belanger 2007) underpins a plethora of new peer-content business applications such as En-
terprise Social Media (Leonardi 2015). Moreover, as IT spread beyond organizational boundaries, there has 
been a continued transformation of the nature of business and the boundary between work and non-work 
life (Bodker 2016), supported and partly brought about by these new IT-based communication and collab-
oration technologies. New conceptions of work now complement traditional industrial production models 
in the form of knowledge work (e.g. Schultze and Boland 2000), organized around flexible teams working 
in geographically distributed locations coordinated through IT (e.g. Majchrzak et al. 2000). This contrasts 
markedly with the world of the eighties when the computer was used for clearly delineated IT-tasks exclu-
sively encountered in the context of organizational information processing. Today, work in many profes-
sions is inexorably underpinned and constituted by IT. In that sense IT is now often the ‘milieu’ amid which 
work takes place, not merely a tool used for work. 
Finally, the relationship between IT and business management has changed as well. Over the past decades 
radical changes have occurred to the cost and usability of IT hardware and software. IT today is no longer 
confined to a select few ‘end-users’ in business but is available and used by almost everyone, at work and at 
home, at least in developed countries (Yoo and Gothenburg 2010). As a result, how IT fits into the task of 
managing a business presents quite differently. For the most part, IT today is not treated as a ‘solution’ to 
a definite problem, to be first implemented by IT departments and then adopted by business users in order 
to do their jobs, but as already-implemented infrastructure that must be appropriated in locally meaning-
ful ways to best organize business practices. Moreover, many IT services are now easily available to every-
one via cloud services, which challenges the role of IT management as the sole provider of IT. Finally, busi-
ness managers today rely heavily on IT for their own work. This contrasts markedly with the world of the 
1980s where top and middle managers resisted interacting directly with computers, as using keyboards or 
querying data were stigmatized as trappings of clerical work, left to lower levels. For them, the place of IT 
in managing the business was not conceptually distinct from the place of any other piece of capital-intensive 
plant – it was left to experts (the IT function) to ensure it was implementation and fully utilized by desig-
nated IT-users. However, in today’s world of ubiquitous IT, the distinction between IT management and 
business management is increasingly blurred, because, as work is increasingly underpinned and defined by 
IT infrastructure, distinctions between work and IT are no longer clear cut either. In this world both IT and 
business managers are now concerned with shaping and managing IT-enabled work environments, while 
management itself increasingly happens with the help of the same IT. 
As a result of these developments, rather than being a novel object entering the world of work and organi-
zations, to be implemented and accepted, IT today has become normal, underpinning in often seamless and 
transparent ways much of what we do both at work and at home. Using IT (e.g. as smartphones) has become 
part of what it means to be a person in modern societies. For an entire generation of so-called ‘digital na-
tives’ (Wang et al. 2013) the separation of self from IT, as captured in ‘user’ and ‘use’, no longer makes any 
sense at all. 

IS conceptualization: core IS concepts no longer fit a world of ubiquitous IT 

The net effect of the technological and organizational changes described above is a blurring of the distinc-
tions that underlie the core IS concepts of IT-user, IT-artefact and IT-task. Firstly, interacting with IT is 
now normal and not associated with particular environments or specialist roles within organizations. So, 
both the ‘use’ of IT as a particular activity, and the ‘IT-user’ as a particular role - implying a certain skill-set 
and hierarchical position - no longer create useful distinctions in the new organization, particularly between 
manager and end-user or information producer and consumer.  
Secondly, IT devices that people interact with are neither tools for specific tasks nor self-contained and 
clearly identifiable entities. An iPad taken in isolation and from a narrow technical point of view might still 
be understood as an ‘IT-artefact’. Yet this same iPad when in use might be a system interface, a portal to a 
conversation, or a note pad in a meeting, depending on the context. In each case, the bounded iPad ‘artefact’ 
in my hand is merely the tip of an iceberg of invisible distributed hardware and software. Hence, the cate-
gory ‘IT-artefact’ no longer picks out any practically useful class of self-sufficient objects in this new world.  

Finally, the new organization of work and the role that IT plays in it, no longer allows a particular task to 
be labelled specifically an ‘IT-task’. Acts of entering data into ‘the system’, or extracting and using 
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information from it, are now so routine and hidden that it is no longer useful to distinguish them as a spe-
cific kind of task, assigned to particular roles, and requiring particular skills. When work is defined by and 
inextricably bound up with the use of IT, it becomes impossible and analytically fraught to distinguish be-
tween artefact and task. 
As a result, IT is now a pervasive infrastructure that is largely withdrawn from attention as actors engage 
in collective business practices that have already been deeply transformed and defined by IT (Yoo and 
Gothenburg 2010). In short, cutting up encounters with IT in organizational life using the traditional IS 
conception that its three core constructs represent actual and relevant entities in the world no longer gives 
much purchase on the phenomena at the forefront of IS. Accordingly, an emerging stream of research 
(Orlikowski 2007; Schultze and Orlikowski 2010; Scott and Orlikowski 2014) has pointed to the ontological 
inseparability of the core IS entities (Riemer and Johnston 2017), given that IT, work tasks and people’s 
professional identities are increasingly defined in relation to each other (Orlikowski and Scott 2008b). 

Interpretivism in its traditional form loses its efficacy 

We have shown above that interpretivism emerged in IS at a time when computing ‘escaped the computer 
room’ and entered the workplaces of a much wider circle of ‘end-users’, who were tasked with using termi-
nals and later PCs as part of a new organization-wide information system for the first time. However, with 
its strong focus on the end-user as the interpreting subject, whose agency was seen to be instrumental in 
emerging IS phenomena such as unfaithful use and unintended outcomes of IT adoption, interpretivism 
also tacitly inherited a certain conceptual position from the particular IS problematic of the time: 

• Ontologically, by taking the reflective human subject (the end-user) as its starting point, interpretivism 
as received inherited a particular way of dividing the world, known as Cartesian dualism, which under-
pins much of everyday and scientific ontological understanding in modern Western societies (Spinosa 
et al. 1997). Cartesianism conceives of the mind as distinctly different and separated from the physical 
world (for an overview see Scada 2004). Thus, Cartesianism posits a dualism of a human subject whose 
mind ‘in here’ reflects on, and directs the body to act upon, a world of objects ‘out there’. This tacit 
acceptance of Cartesian dualism insured that interpretivism was compatible with the separation of the 
IT world into IT-user (subject), IT-artefact (object) and IT-task (action). 

• Epistemologically, it follows from the Cartesian separation of subjects from their world, that an indi-
vidual’s knowledge of that ‘external’ world must be mediated by ‘internal’ mental representations (be-
liefs, intentions, interpretations) (Johnson-Laird 1993). On this mentalist view, thought precedes ac-
tion, so that mental deliberation must precede every instance of use of IT artefacts. It is the main prop-
osition of interpretivist, as received, that researchers must gain access to mental representations that 
users form about IT (artefacts) and its involvement in their work (tasks). 

• Methodologically, it further follows that interpretivism as received is individualist and subjectivist. 
Quite naturally, interpretivism “treats the single individual and his action as its basic unit” (Weber 1981, 
158), and subjective meaning as key to explaining IS phenomena (e.g. Lee 1991). Interpretivism thus is 
“a position that prioritises people’s subjective interpretations and understandings of social phenomena 
and their own actions” (Matthews and Ross 2010, 28). Consequently, it is the researcher’s role to elicit 
how people structure their reality as a basis upon which to form the researcher’s own theoretical con-
structs, “constructs of the constructs made by the actors on the social scene” (Schutz 1954, 266).  

While quite fitting in the early days, when the end-user first entered the scene, today interpretivism in this 
form loses its grip on the world, as this world increasingly fails to adhere to the dominant IS conceptualiza-
tion of clearly separated entities - user, artefact and task. As a result, this dualist, mentalist and individualist 
foundation now stands in the way of making sense of a world of ubiquitous IT in interpretivist research. 
Firstly, the underlying dualism of interpretivism is increasingly at odds with IS phenomena in a world of 
ubiquitous IT. While under such an assumption “technology is treated as a specific and relatively distinct 
entity that interacts with various aspects of the organization” (Orlikowski and Scott 2008a, 7), technology 
in today’s world has largely become infrastructure on the basis of which organizing, and indeed everyday 
life, takes place. For example, the question “what is Facebook?” seems simple enough. But is it actually 
possible to isolate a technology entity with distinct properties as the ‘Facebook’ artefact? Or is Facebook 
rather a collection of diverse IT-enabled activities that people engage in when going about their everyday 
lives? And depending on one’s own access to and role in Facebook, will this question not be answered in 
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manifold different ways, given that Facebook can be a communication tool (e.g. Walther et al. 2009), an 
advertising platform (e.g. Lee et al. 2018), a self-help community (e.g. de Souza Tacco et al. 2016), a place 
of bullying, trolling and abuse (e.g. Ophir et al. 2019), or an embodiment of modern surveillance capitalism 
(Zuboff 2015)? How then would we uphold the distinctions between artefact, user and task, when activity 
and technology co-constitute each other (as neither can be understood without the other) and when who 
we are and how we view the world is increasingly shaped by our living with such technologies in quite exis-
tential ways. As a result, the clear distinction between IT object and interpreting user subject also breaks 
down when (the use of) IT becomes the very basis on which such interpreting takes place. 

Secondly, a mentalist epistemological foundation is increasingly at odds with how IT is effortlessly and 
seamlessly integrated in everyday activities, where ‘use’ of IT is not necessarily accompanied by reflection 
or attention, or even awareness of IT, and more often not even experienced as use of any particular distinct 
artefact. Riemer and Johnston (2017) have recently demonstrated in their analysis of a failed field project, 
that when the researchers initially adopted the traditional mentalist IS assumption - that users would be 
able to readily give an explicit account of their ‘use’ of the ‘IT artefact’ - it failed to account for the most 
basic, everyday phenomena of working with IT, because IT for experienced users was “withdrawn from 
experience, and un-thematized during normal activity” (p. 1073). The implication of this finding is that 
when interpretivist researchers set out to investigate users’ mental interpretations of their use of IT, they 
will increasingly fail because the notion that these users’ relationship to the world is always mediated by 
mental representations is at odds with how they actually experience IT in their own everyday world. 

Thirdly, even though interpretivism stresses the social construction of reality, its individualistic methodo-
logical foundation renders any social phenomenon a ‘problem’ to be explained. Rather than a starting point 
for theorizing, on this view sociality can be located nowhere other than in a collection of interactions be-
tween individuals and their cognition, making this a weak form of sociality often referred to as ‘inter-sub-
jectivity’ (Reckwitz 2002). Elaborate approaches are then needed to account for the “subjective processes 
(and meanings) by which the intersubjective common-sense world is constructed” (Berger and Luckmann 
1967, 34). This lack of an inherently social dimension to interpretivism is a barrier to making sense of how 
IT, as infrastructure for work and life, is always already socially interpreted through its place in social 
activity (as in the Facebook example above). Research approaches that take individual cognition as their 
starting point will thus struggle to account for inherently social IT phenomena, such as social media. 
It is not our intention here to offer a solution to these difficulties within the received interpretivist position. 
Instead, we point out that it is the a priori split between an individual human subject and the material world 
that brings them about, and that as a result interpretivism will increasingly have difficulty making sense of 
a world in which this distinction no longer actually corresponds with how IT is implicated in life. 

Reinterpreting interpretation for a new kind of Interpretivism 
To move beyond the dualism, mentalism and individualism that characterizes interpretivism currently, we 
need new ways to describe the emerging phenomenon of ubiquitous IT that reject the underlying Cartesian 
dualism that we have diagnosed as the problem. In this section we propose the concepts ‘equipment’, ‘being-
in-the-world’ and ‘world’ that derive from Heidegger’s (1962) non-dualist existential phenomenology4, and 
which have been used in IS previously (Introna 1997; Mingers 2001; Riemer and Johnston 2014; Riemer 
and Johnston 2017). Utilizing these concepts will allow us to both connect more fully with emerging IS 
phenomena in a world of ubiquitous IT, and to rethink the very meaning of ‘interpretation’, as a basis for 
reformulating interpretivism rather than abandoning it. 
We choose Heidegger’s work over other non-dualist alternatives, such as Actor Network Theory (Latour 
2005), Agential Realism (Barad 2003; 2007), or practice theoretical approaches5 (Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 

 
4 Heidegger’s existential phenomenology differs markedly from Husserl’s because it takes phenomenology to the ontological level, 
whereas Husserl’s project was focused on individual experience as the source of meaning. 
5 While many practice approaches evolved from Heideggerian roots they do not necessarily preserve the same non-dualist ontological 
foundations. Often, instead of taking practice to be a holistic entity akin to Heidegger’s world, ‘practice’ is understood as merely ‘action’ 
or ‘activity’. Hence, we choose to employ Heidegger’s concepts directly as they provide a precise and fully worked out non-dualist 
account of interpretation in its widest (holistic) sense. 
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2002; Nicolini 2012), because his work has the notion of ‘interpretation’ at its core and provides powerful 
alternatives to all three problematic issues (dualism, mentalism and individualism) identified earlier. 

An alternative conceptualization for IS: Equipment, world and being-in-the-world  

In a world where IT has become a normal part of life and of doing business, we are not just surrounded by 
various IT artefacts, but always and already involved with IT: what we do and who we are have become co-
constituted by IT (Orlikowski and Scott 2008b). Normally, neither managers nor employees stand apart 
from this world and view it as external; rather we ‘view’ this world from within, involved with it and as a 
part of it in existential ways. As a result, IT is now more than just some ‘thing’ we ‘use’; it becomes part of a 
shared background against which we understand our world, others, and ourselves. 
To do justice to this new world we need new concepts to replace the ‘IT-user’, ‘IT-artifact’ and ‘IT-task’. For 
this we draw on three Heideggerian concepts of 1) ‘equipment’, for a new conception of what IT is when in 
normal use, 2) ‘being-in-the-world’ as a way of knowing the world as an involved actor, and of 3) ‘world’ as 
a nexus of social and material involvements. We will show that these concepts can provide a more natural 
account of the new world of ubiquitous IT than is possible with the dualism, mentalism and individualism 
that currently characterize interpretivism. 
Riemer and Johnston (2014) have demonstrated that Heidegger’s notion of equipment is a powerful alter-
native to the notion of the IT artefact. Equipment is a way to conceptualize what IT is when it is already in 
normal use in a local context, in a world in which IT already has its place. The term captures the observation 
that, for the most part, we do not encounter things in our everyday world in an explicitly reflective (present-
at-hand) way, but in an entirely practical, (ready-to-hand) way, as a means for particular activities. The 
name for entities encountered in this way is equipment. For example, in fluent activity a management ac-
countant does not encounter a spreadsheet application as a discrete software object, but as equipment for 
both doing what an accountant does (financial modelling and planning) and for being what an accountant 
is (a rational professional planner). Thus, equipment is constituted through its involvement with other 
equipment (IT, desks, offices), typical activities for which it is used (analyzing, advising), and a social iden-
tity to which it belongs (the accounting professional) (Riemer and Johnston 2014). 
Hence, while in thought we are capable of experiencing the world in dualistic and external ways, as a mind 
‘in here’ viewing a world of other subjects and objects ‘out there’, for the most part we deal with the world 
in a non-reflective and non-deliberative way, by being immersed in skilled interaction with equipment and 
with other people. Importantly, this phenomenon is more basic than, and underlies, any experience in de-
liberation. 

Heidegger (1962) coined the term being-in-the-world to name this most basic condition of humans, which 
is to always already be in the world. Importantly, ‘being-in’ is not the ‘in’ of a thing in a container, but the 
‘in’ of involvement. Whereas Cartesian dualism sees the mind and world as separate substances in a spatial 
containment relation, which necessitates a mentalist account of knowing, being-in-the-world denotes a re-
lationship whereby humans and world, like players ‘in’ a game, are so intimately involved that they cannot 
be understood separately from each other. This involvement is made possible by the skillful familiarity that 
we grow into, as we are raised in a particular culture or way of life and learn to deal with the world compe-
tently long before we have explicit beliefs about it as thinking subjects (Spinosa et al. 1997). 
The whole of our involvements with equipment and others is finally captured in Heidegger’s notion of a 
world, as in the world of business, the world of sport, the world of academia, our family world, etc. Im-
portantly, this notion of world contrasts fundamentally with that of Cartesianism, where world, akin to 
‘universe’, refers to the totality of discrete physical entities ‘out there’. Rather, for Heidegger world is the 
totality of significance or meaning of the holistic nexus of equipment, activities and identities, each depend-
ing for what it is on the others within the whole (Riemer and Johnston 2017).  
Furthermore, each human grows up in, or becomes enrolled into, multiple such worlds associated with the 
various practices they are competent in, as per the examples above. As such. worlds form the background 
against which ‘I’ can understand myself, as variously a manager, professor, mother, or modern citizen. 
Where for Descartes to be an ‘I’ was to think - to be a mind - for Heidegger to be human is to be practically 
involved in a shared world where “I am what I do” (Dreyfus 2007). Thus, we depend essentially for our 
identity on the shared social and material worlds we occupy, by doing what ‘one’ should do to be a compe-
tent practitioner in each, and by understanding equipment in the way that ‘one’ uses it in that world. 
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The ‘world’ of ubiquitous IT understood in non-dualist terms 

We now show that the concepts of ‘equipment’, ‘being-in-the-world’, and ‘world’ from Heidegger, provide 
a much more natural account of the phenomena of ubiquitous IT than is possible using the usual dualist, 
mentalist and individualist commitments of interpretivism.  

For managers today, IT is no longer mainly a ‘solution’ to be first implemented and then adopted by em-
ployees in order to do their jobs, but already-implemented equipment that underpins work and organizing. 
Employees encounter IT in the course of their everyday work not as a distinct ‘IT-artifact’, but as a practical 
means in an inconspicuous, ready-to-hand way. As a holistic concept, equipment thus signifies how IT is 
understood performatively within-the-world and thus contrasts markedly with the notion of the IT artefact, 
defined by properties (or features). While IT will still be encountered as a discrete object sometimes by 
some professionals - in choosing a software package, in learning, or when equipment malfunctions (Dreyfus 
1991) - these are increasingly becoming the marginal cases. The more central phenomenon for IS now is 
that IT is becoming equipment and receding from our attention as an object of concern and becoming a 
peripheral background on which work and organizing take place. The new phenomenon of interest is that 
we engage in activities already co-constituted by IT, where IT no longer stands out as something “to be 
used” for a certain “task”. Thus, understanding of IT as equipment provides an alternative to the dualist 
ontology at the heart of traditional interpretivism.  
At the same time, IT increasingly becomes part of who we are, constitutive of our identities as managers or 
employees in particular professions, some of which would not exist in their current form without the IT that 
underpins them. As IT becomes part of our self-understanding, as a normal means for being who we are, 
we will find it increasingly difficult to step back and create the reflective distance assumed in the traditional 
dualist conception that distinguished user, artefact and task as separate entities. Instead, the notion of be-
ing-in-the-world better captures the character of our familiarity and involvement with IT and the world, 
and provides an alternative to the mentalistic account of knowing that underpins traditional interpretivism.  

Finally, Heidegger’s notion of world as a holistic nexus of equipment, activities and identities, underpinning 
and making intelligible the social practices that make us who we are, emphasizes that our existence is always 
both social and material through and through. We can only be individual on the basis of always already 
being involved in such social worlds, and the problem of explaining social phenomena starting from a col-
lection of individual isolated intellects, disappears. Such an already-social conception of the technology-
immersed actor can make new sense of social IT phenomena such as Facebook in ways not available to the 
individualist orientation of traditional interpretivism. 

Whither Interpretivism? 

This non-dualist alternative understanding of our involvement with the world of IT finally allows us to also 
re-interpret the notion of interpretation itself. By moving away from a predominantly individualistic, men-
talistic, and subjective notion of interpretation, we arrive at a more foundational, performative and inher-
ently social notion of interpretation. On this ‘interpretation’ of interpretation, the ‘world’ itself (and any 
entities within it, including ourselves) are always already interpreted by virtue of how we understand them 
practically as something (equipment) for something (activity) toward being someone (identity). Hence, 
what IT is, the way it is commonly used, and how it is implicated in who someone is professionally, are all 
practical and social interpretations that belong to each other within a local world. Consequently, such in-
terpretations do not merely reside in the head of any interpreting ‘subject’, but are performed day-to-day 
on the basis of the social and material practices that comprise our being-in-a-world.  
It is of course possible to experience the world as though we have stepped outside of it, such as during 
thoughtful deliberation, when we experience ourselves as subjects ‘in here’ contemplating an exterior uni-
verse of objects ‘out there’. But any such ‘self’ and any such ‘objects’ depend for what they are on their place 
in a particular local world (Riemer and Johnston 2017). In fact, it is only on the background of our lived 
familiarity with - our ‘being-in’ - such worlds that we can interpret any entity as the entity it is. Note that 
this does not deny the importance of material qualities, but it means that any qualities that are picked out 
are always an interpretation on the basis of this precognitive, practical, background understanding of be-
ing-in-the-world. 
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Such a position will overcome the problems with the received interpretivism we outlined earlier. Firstly, it 
provides much needed clarity to the ontological status of IT. Because the world is no longer conceived as a 
collection of independently existing objects ‘out there’, but a holistic nexus of involvements that co-consti-
tutes at once what material and social entities are, IT-in-use can now be seen as an already interpreted 
entity – equipment – that is at once material and social. Secondly, it demonstrates that our experience of 
being a subject standing apart from a world of objects, while possible, is derivative and founded upon a 
more basic practical engagement with the world through activity. This explains how everyday use of IT can 
evade our conscious experience and be missed or misunderstood by the IS researcher (Riemer and Johnston 
2017). Finally, such a position is inherently social, which provides new possibilities for theorizing social IT 
phenomena. It shows that, rather than the ‘social’ being a sum of individuals interacting, being an individual 
person in the first place is made possible only by already being part of a social and material world.  

On this reinterpretation of interpretation, the interpretivist researcher will set out to investigate, not how 
particular subjects ascribe meaning to IT in the world ‘out there’, but how IT in a particular world under 
study is already socially and practically interpreted, and how IT-as-equipment, activities, and people’s 
identities become what they are as part of such a local, holistic world. Armed with this new interpretation 
of interpretation, the interpretivist researcher will be attuned to how the being of entities is always locally 
performed as a practical accomplishment in subtle yet important ways in each concrete context, rather than 
fixing them a priori (Riemer and Johnston 2017). 
Methodologically, the interpretivist researcher will thus complement interview-based data collection, 
which provides access to users’ explicit accounts of IT, IT use and work, with richer methods that allow 
access to how IT is inexorably implicated in everyday activity, such as observations of how people use IT, 
or analyses of digital traces of IT use captured by IT systems (Behrendt et al. 2014; Hafermalz et al. 2015). 
However it will not be the objective of such observational methods to catalogue ‘user behaviors’ at a dis-
tance, but to gain, as much as possible, an inside understanding of how IT is practically understood within 
the local world by its users – to map out the holism that constitutes each local world (for more details see 
Riemer and Johnston 2017). The aim will be to establish both what IT has become in the local world (how 
it has been performatively interpreted), and how it is implicated in enacting a particular user identity. 

Discussion and Conclusions 
It has been suggested that the IS field must move “beyond interpretivism”, given its dualist underpinnings 
and its failure to address novel phenomena (Introna et al. 2018). A variety of replacement research lenses 
have been suggested including agential realism (Barad 2007; Orlikowski 2010), performativity (Introna 
2013) and process-philosophical approaches (Cecez-Kecmanovic 2018) or post-humanism (Haraway 1987) 
and sociomateriality (Suchman 2007). Each of these approaches has shed its own light on emerging IT 
phenomena. However, given its wide acceptance in the IS field and its well-understood nature, in this essay 
we have asked whether and how interpretivism might be retained in altered form by reinterpreting the 
notion of interpretation itself along non-dualist lines.  
Rather than to throw the baby out with the bathwater and abandon interpretivism altogether, we have 
shown that a non-dualist notion of interpretation is available from recent work in IS, and that interpretivism 
based on this notion would make interpretation foundational to all of the traditional dimension – ontology, 
epistemology and methodology. In the following we compare such an alternate non-dualist revision of in-
terpretivism with its traditional form, to demonstrate which commitments would be altered and which 
would be retained.  
On the ontological dimension, interpretivism would be altered by abandoning the dualist distinction be-
tween ‘world’ and interpretation thereof. This is achieved by adopting a non-dualist notion of world, not as 
an all-encompassing collection of self-sufficient entities ‘out-there’, but as a holistic nexus of equipment, 
activities and identities relevant to the IT-related practice as understood by practitioners in a specific re-
search context. Such ‘worlds’ are the socially and performatively pre-interpreted background against which 
entities encountered by individuals are understood in their involvements with them. In this way, interpre-
tivism would retain its current commitment that ‘reality’ is multiple and socially constructed, because 
worlds are multiple and social. However, ‘social construction’ would no longer be understood as an inter-
subjective overlay on ‘a world out there’, because ‘worlds’ thus revised are already social at base and them-
selves social achievements. This resolves a long-standing ontological inconsistency in interpretivism. 
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On the epistemological dimension, how such ‘worlds’ can be known would be revised accordingly. Knowing 
would not be primarily understood as an individual, mental act, but rather as a practical and embodied (and 
sometimes reflective) achievement. Our everyday, practical familiarity with our local worlds (our being-in-
the-world) would provide the most basic level at which anything can be known as anything at all, either 
practically or reflectively. Thus, knowing is always primarily interpretation on the background of lived ex-
perience of some social and material shared practice world, contrary to the current implicit assumption that 
knowing is at base individual and subjective. As a result, such a revised understanding of knowledge would 
allow for both differences in individual viewpoints and, at the same time, capture how members of a local 
world share much of their knowledge of how to act in their world, often unreflectively. At the same time, it 
focusses attention on differences between local worlds, such as in cross-case comparisons. What interpre-
tivism would retain is, firstly, its basic conviction that knowing is the result of interpretation, while ‘inter-
pretation’ is now understood more broadly as inherently social and performative. Secondly, it retains the 
basic tenet that interpretations drive people’s actions: yet actions are now seen as inherently meaningful 
and purposeful within a local world, and thus as both a source, and result, of knowledge. 

On the methodological dimension the focus of the interpretivist researcher will change accordingly, away 
from primarily studying individual interpretations, to studying the nature of the local world. Consequently, 
researchers will strive to obtain an inside understanding of the world of their research participants. This 
will involve tracing how IT has become equipment for local activities in pursuit of (professional) identities 
of the participants, and how these entities together constitute the local practice world. Moreover, given that 
these performances are often embodied and not fully accessible to reflection, immersed observational meth-
ods will have to complement interviews as data collection methods. Interpretivism will retain the notion 
that the researcher is the main research ‘instrument’, who brings their own beliefs and values to the re-
search, now not understood as subjective prejudices to be overcome, but as the distance between the worlds 
of researcher and participants to be navigated. This will involve a subtle methodological trade-off between 
the ‘opacity’ of practices to outsiders, and the ‘blindness’ of participants to their own tacit practices (e.g. 
Reimers et al. 2013). Finally, interpretivism will retain its focus on ‘meaning’ as its prime construct, with 
the caveat that meaning is now embedded in the world rather than in individual minds. 
To IS philosophy we contribute a careful analysis of the history of interpretivism in IS and an analysis of its 
foundational commitments. We have demonstrated how replacing this foundation with a non-dualist alter-
native opens a space for rethinking the notion of interpretation itself. This is significant, because by making 
interpretation the most basic principle that unites what there is in a ‘world’ and how we know the world, 
such a revised interpretivism would dissolve the distinction between ontology and epistemology, effectively 
resulting in an onto-epistemological position (see Barad 2003), as advocated by some critics.  
To IS research practice we contribute an initial exploration of a revised interpretivist approach more suited 
to investigating the emerging IS phenomena in a world of ubiquitous IT. Our analysis revealed such a revi-
sion as an evolution rather than a radical over-throw. This is significant because evolving the approach 
could allow IS researchers to also evolve their research practices, rather than to adopt entirely new ways of 
doing and teaching research. More methodological work is needed, such as to connect existing methods of 
embedded and ethnographic enquiry to the requirements of such a revised position. 

References 
Barad, K. 2003. "Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter," 

Signs (28:3), pp. 801-832. 
Barad, K. 2007. Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and 

Meaning. duke university Press. 
Beck, L.W. 1949. "The ‘Natural Science Ideal’ in the Social Sciences," The Scientific Monthly (68:6), pp. 

386-394. 
Becker, J., and Niehaves, B. 2007. "Epistemological Perspectives on Is Research: A Framework for 

Analysing and Systematizing Epistemological Assumptions," Information Systems Journal (17), pp. 
197-214. 

Behrendt, S., Richter, A., and Riemer, K. 2014. "Conceptualisation of Digital Traces for the Identification of 
Informal Networks in Enterprise Social Networks," in: 25th Australasian Conference of Information 
Systems. AUT University, New Zealand. 



 Evolving interpretivism for a world of ubiquitous IT 
  

 Fortieth International Conference on Information Systems, Munich 2019 15 

Benbasat, I., and Zmud, R.W. 2003. "The Identity Crisis within the Is Discipline: Defining and 
Communicating the Discipline's Core Properties," MIS Quarterly (27:2), pp. 183-194. 

Berger, P.L., and Luckmann, T. 1967. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of 
Knowledge. London: Penguin Books. 

Bijker, W.E., Hughes, T.P., and Pinch, T. 1987. The Social Construction of Technological Systems: New 
Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology. MIT Press. 

Bodker, S. 2016. "Rethinking Technology on the Boundaries of Life and Work," Personal and Ubiquitous 
Computing (20:4), pp. 533-544. 

Bryman, A., and Bell, E. 2003. Business Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Burrell, G., and Morgan, G. 1979. Sociological Paradigms and Organization Analysis. London: Heinemann 

Books. 
Butler, T. 1998. "Towards a Hermeneutic Method for Interpretive Research in Information Systems," 

Journal of Information Technology (13:4), pp. 285-300. 
Cecez-Kecmanovic, D. 2018. "From Substantialist to Process Metaphysics – Exploring Shifts in Is 

Research," in Beyond Interpretivism? New Encounters with Technology and Organization, L.e.a. 
Introna (ed.). Cham, Switzerland: Springer, pp. 35-57. 

Collis, J., and Hussey, R. 2009. Business Research: A Practical Guide for Undergraduate and 
Postgraduate Students (3rd Edition). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Davis, F., and Bagozzi, R. 1989. "User Acceptance of Computer Technology: A Comparison of Two 
Theoretical Models," Management science (35:8), pp. 982-1003. 

de Souza Tacco, F.M., Sanchez, O.P., Connolly, R., and Compeau, D.R. 2016. "An Examination of the 
Antecedents of Trust in Facebook Online Health Communities," in: European Conference of 
Information Systems. Portsmouth, UK. 

DeSanctis, G., and Poole, M.S. 1994. "Capturing the Complexity in Advanced Technology Use: Adaptive 
Structuration Theory," Organization Science (5:2), pp. 121-147. 

Dreyfus, H.L. 1991. Being-in-the-World: A Commentary on Heidegger's Being and Time, Division I / 
Hubert L. Dreyfus. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

Dreyfus, H.L. 2007. "Being," in Philosophy 185 Heidegger (Podcast Series), H.L. Dreyfus (ed.). Berkeley: 
University of California. 

Friedman, A.L., and Cornford, D.S. 1989. "Computer Systems Development: History, Organization and 
Implementation," in Wiley Series in Information Systems, R. Hirschheim and R. Boland (eds.). 
Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons. 

Gadamer, H.-G. 1989. Truth and Method. London: Sheed and Ward. 
Geertz, C. 1973. The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books. 
Grudin, J. 1990. "The Computer Reached Out: The Historical Continuity of Interface Design," Proceedings 

of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI ‘90), Seattle, April 01-05 
1990, pp. 260-268. 

Grudin, J. 2017. From Tool to Partner: The Evolution of Human-Computer Interaction San Rafael, CA: 
Morgan & Claypool. 

Hafermalz, E., Hovorka, D., and Riemer, K. 2015. "Shared Secret Places: Social Media and Affordances," in: 
26th Australasian Conference on Information Systems. University Of South Australia, Adelaide. 

Haraway, D. 1987. "A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology and Socialist Feminism in the 1980’s," 
Australian Feminist Studies (2:4), pp. 1-42. 

Heidegger, M. 1962. Being and Time. Translated by John Macquarrie & Edward Robinson. London: SCM 
Press. 

Hirschheim, R., and Klein, H. 2012. "A Glorious and Not-So-Short History of the Information Systems 
Field," Journal of the Association for Information Systems (13:4), pp. 188-235. 

IBM. 2019. "The First 10 Years."    Retrieved 13/04/2019, from 
https://www.ibm.com/ibm/history/exhibits/pc25/pc25_tenyears.html  

Introna, L., Kavanagh, D., Kelly, S.a., Orlikowski, W., and Scott, S. 2018. "Introduction," in Beyond 
Interpretivism? New Encounters with Technology and Organization, L.e.a. Introna (ed.). Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer, pp. XI-XVIII. 

Introna, L.D. 1997. Management, Information and Power. Houndmills: MacMillian Press. 
Introna, L.D. 2013. "Epilogue: Performativity and the Becoming of Sociomaterial Assemblages," in 

Materiality and Space: Organizations, Artefacts and Practices, F.-X. de Vaujany and N. Mitev (eds.). 
Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 330-342. 



 Evolving interpretivism for a world of ubiquitous IT 
  

 Fortieth International Conference on Information Systems, Munich 2019 16 

Johnson-Laird, P. 1993. The Computer and the Mind: An Introduction to the Cognitive Sciences. London: 
Fontana Press. 

Kallinikos, J., Aaltonen, A., and Marton, A. 2013. "The Ambivalent Ontology of Digital Artifacts," MIS 
Quarterly (37:2), pp. 357-370. 

Klein, H., and Lyytinen, K. 1985. "The Poverty of Scientism in Information Systems," in Research Methods 
in Information Systems, E. Mumford, R. Hirschheim, G. Fitzgerald and A.T. Wood-Harper (eds.). 
Amsterdam: North Holland. 

Klein, H., and Myers, M. 1999. "A Set of Principles for Conducting and Evaluating Interpretive Field Studies 
in Information Systems," MIS Quarterly (23:1), pp. 67-94. 

Latour, B. 2005. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Lee, A.S. 1991. "Integrating Positivist and Interpretive Approaches to Organizational Research," 
Organization Science (2:4), pp. 342-365. 

Lee, A.S. 2004. "Thinking About Social Theory and Philosophy for Information Systems," in Social Theory 
and Philosophy for Information Systems, J. Mingers and L. Willcocks (eds.). West Sussex: John Wiley 
& Sons, pp. 1-26. 

Lee, A.S., and Hovorka, D. 2015. "Crafting Theory to Satisfy the Requirements of Interpretation," 
Proceedings of the Forty-Eighth Annual Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences. 

Lee, D., Hosanagar, K., and Nair, H.S. 2018. "Advertising Content and Consumer Engagement on Social 
Media - Evidence from Facebook," Management Science (64:11), pp. 5105-5131. 

Leonardi, P. 2015. "Ambient Awareness and Knowledge Acquisition: Using Social Media to Learn "Who 
Knows What" and "Who Knows Whom"," MIS Quarterly (39:4), pp. 747-762. 

Majchrzak, A., Rice, R.E., Malhotra, A., King, N., and Ba, S. 2000. "Technology Adaptation: The Case of a 
Computer-Supported Inter-Organizational Virtual Team," Mis Quarterly (24:4), pp. 569-600. 

Matthews, B., and Ross, L. 2010. Research Methods: A Practical Guide for the Social Sciences. Pearson 
Longman. 

Mingers, J. 2001. "Embodying Information Systems: The Contribution of Phenomenology," Information 
and Organization (11), pp. 103-128. 

Nagel, T. 1986. The View from Nowhere. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Nicolini, D. 2012. Practice Theory, Work, and Organization: An Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 
Nissen, H.E. 1985. "Acquiring Knowledge of Information Systems – Research in a Methodological 

Quagmire," in Research Methods in Information Systems, E. Mumford, R. Hirschheim, G. Fitzgerald 
and A.T. Wood-Harper (eds.). Amsterdam: North Holland. 

Ophir, Y., Asterhan, C.S.C., and Schwarz, B.B. 2019. "The Digital Footprints of Adolescent Depression, 
Social Rejection and Victimization of Bullying on Facebook," Computers in Human Behavior (91), pp. 
62-71. 

Orlikowski, W., and Baroudi, J. 1991. "Studying Information Technology in Organizations: Research 
Approaches and Assumptions," Information Systems Research (2:1), pp. 1-28. 

Orlikowski, W.J. 1991. "Integrated Information Environment or Matrix of Control? The Contradictory 
Implications of Information Technology," Accounting, Management and Information Technologies 
(1:1), pp. 9-42. 

Orlikowski, W.J. 1992. "The Duality of Technology: Rethinking the Concept of Technology in 
Organizations," Organization Science (3:3), pp. 398-427. 

Orlikowski, W.J. 2007. "Sociomaterial Practices: Exploring Technology at Work," Organization studies 
(28:9), pp. 1435-1448. 

Orlikowski, W.J. 2010. "The Sociomateriality of Organisational Life: Considering Technology in 
Management Research," Cambridge Journal of Economics (34:1), pp. 125--141. 

Orlikowski, W.J., and Scott, S.V. 2008a. The Entanglement of Technology and Work in Organizations. 
Working Paper Series, No. 168: Information Systems and Innovation Group, Department of 
Management, LSE. 

Orlikowski, W.J., and Scott, S.V. 2008b. "Sociomateriality: Challenging the Separation of Technology, 
Work and Organization," The Academy of Management Annals (2:1), pp. 433-474. 

Quinlan, C. 2011. Business Research Methods. Andover, Hampshire, UK: South-Western Cengage 
Learning. 

Reckwitz, A. 2002. "Toward a Theory of Social Practice -- a Development in Culturalist Theorizing," 
European Journal of Social Theory (5:2), pp. 243-263. 



 Evolving interpretivism for a world of ubiquitous IT 
  

 Fortieth International Conference on Information Systems, Munich 2019 17 

Reimers, K., Johnston, R.B., Guo, X., Klein, S., Xie, B., and Li, M. 2013. "Novice-Based Data Collection 
Methods for the Study of Iois: Practice Probes and Learning Communities," Electronic Markets: The 
International Journal on Networked Business (23), pp. available in on-line preview. 

Riemer, K., and Johnston, R.B. 2014. "Rethinking the Place of the Artefact in Is Using Heidegger's Analysis 
of Equipment," European Journal of Information Systems (23:3), pp. 273-288. 

Riemer, K., and Johnston, R.B. 2017. "Clarifying Ontological Inseparabiilty with Heidegger's Analysis of 
Equipment," MIS Quarterly (41:4), pp. 1059-1081. 

Sarantakos, S. 1998. Social Research (2 Edition). South Yarra: Macmillan Publishers Australia. 
Saunders, M., Lewis, P., and Thornhill, A. 2012. Research Methods for Business Students (6th Edition). 

Pearson. 
Scada, J. 2004. Cartesian Metaphysics: The Scholastic Origins of Modern Philosophy. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
Schatzki, T. 2002. The Site of the Social: A Philosophical Account of the Constitution of Social Life and 

Change. Penn State University Press. 
Schultze, U., and Boland, R.J., Jr. 2000. "Knowledge Management Technology and the Reproduction of 

Knowledge Work Practices," Journal of Strategic Information Systems (9:2-3), pp. 193-212. 
Schultze, U., and Orlikowski, W.J. 2010. "Research Commentary-Virtual Worlds: A Performative 

Perspective on Globally Distributed, Immersive Work," Information Systems Research (21:4), pp. 810-
821. 

Schutz, A. 1954. "Concept and Theory Formation in the Social Sciences," The Journal of Philosophy (51:9), 
pp. 257-273. 

Scott, S.V., and Orlikowski, W.J. 2014. "Entanglements in Practice: Performing Anonymity through Social 
Media," MIS Quarterly (38:3), pp. 873-893. 

Spinosa, C., Flores, F., and Dreyfus, H.l. 1997. Disclosing New Worlds: Entrepreneurship, Democratic 
Action, and the Cultivation of Solidarity. Cambridge: The MIT Press. 

Sprague, R.H., and Watson, H.J. 1979. "Bit by Bit: Towards Decision Support Systems," California 
Management Review (22:1), pp. 60-68. 

Suchman, L. 2007. Human-Machine Reconfigurations: Plans and Situated Actions. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Tilson, D., Lyytinen, K., and Sørensen, C. 2010. "Digital Infrastructures: The Missing Is Research Agenda, 
." Information Systems Research (21:4), pp. 748-759. 

Walsham, G. 1993. Interpreting Information Systems in Organizations. Chichester: wiley. 
Walsham, G. 2006. "Doing Interpretive Research," European Journal of Information Systems (15:3), pp. 

320-330. 
Walther, J.B., Van Der Heide, B., Hamel, L.M., and Shulman, H.C. 2009. "Self-Generated Versus Other-

Generated Statements and Impressions in Computer-Mediated Communication: A Test of Warranting 
Theory Using Facebook," Communication Research (36:2), pp. 229-253. 

Wang, Q., Myers, M.D., and Sundaram, D. 2013. "Digital Natives and Digital Immigrants," Business 
Information Systems Engineering (55:6), pp. 409-420. 

Watson-Manheim, M., and Belanger, F. 2007. "Communication Media Repertoires," MIS Quarterly (31:2), 
pp. 267-293. 

Weber, M. 1981. "Some Categories of Interpretive Sociology," The Sociological Quarterly (22:2), pp. 151-
180. 

Weber, R. 1997. Ontological Foundations of Information Systems. Blackburn Australia: Buscombe 
Vicprint. 

Weber, R. 2004. "Editor's Comments: The Rhetoric of Positivism Versus Interpretivism: A Personal View," 
MIS Quarterly (28:1), pp. iii-xii. 

Yoo, Y., and Gothenburg, S. 2010. "Computing in Everyday Life: A Call for Research on Experiential 
Computing," MIS Quarterly (34:2), pp. 213-231. 

Zuboff, S. 1988. In the Age of the Smart Machine: The Future of Work and Power. New York: Basic Books. 
Zuboff, S. 2015. "Big Other: Surveillance Capitalism and the Prospects of an Information Civilization," 

Journal of Information Technology (30:1), pp. 75-89. 
 


	Wither Interpretivism? Re-interpreting interpretation to fit a world of ubiquitous ICT
	

	Wither Interpretivism? Re-interpreting interpretation to fit a world of ubiquitous ICT

