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[This is just a teaser slide, intended to be up there 
while I'm

 being introduced.]
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I thought it was opportune to com
m

ence by rem
inding 

us all that ACIS is 25 years young.

Due to the fam
iliar problem

 of form
ats becom

ing 
unreadable, I can't show you a docum

ent from
 1990, 

but m
y archives do contain files from

 1992.

You can see that we still have continuity.  Ross and 
Ron are active Em

eritus, Peter W
eill is still in harness 

at M
IT, and Igor and m

yself are on the program
 this 

year.
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Talking of being in harness, I want to talk about this.

No, not the horse.  The blinkers.
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And I'm
 not talking about the horse wearing the 

blinkers.

I'm
 talking about you and m

e wearing them
.

M
y contention is that, because we wear blinkers, 

published IS research exhibits tunnel vision.

In order to construct m
y argum

ent, I need to first 
explain what I m

ean by the particular kind of 
'perspectives' that I believe to be being filtered out by 
the single-m

inded com
m

itm
ent that pervades a great 

deal of our work.
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Let's take the case of m
ainstream

 'scientistic' 
research.

W
hen we design our research m

ethod,we consider 
m

any factors, like the ones listed here.

But neither our text-books nor our practices ever 
consider the 'perspective' that the research is to adopt.
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To get to grips with the perspective notion, let's start 
with the 'unit of study'.

W
e think about the phenom

ena that are of interest to 
us.

Then we m
ake a decision about the level of 

abstraction at which we're going to observe those 
phenom

ena.

For exam
ple, we m

ight choose a part of an 
organisation, the whole of an organisation, or a 
collection of organisations.
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Then we choose a theoretical lens through which 
we're going to conduct our observation of those 
phenom

ena, at that level of abstraction.
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Then we conduct the observation.

But when we look through the lens, at the 
phenom

ena, where are we standing?

This diagram
 depicts a com

m
on category of research.

W
hat we're looking at here is the dynam

ics of a work-
group within a corporation or governm

ent agency.

And we do look at it from
 that organisation's own 

standpoint.  That's what I m
ean by the perspective 

that a particular piece of research work adopts.

W
ays in which we can recognise the perspective that 

a research project has adopted are by identifying:
•    whose interests are reflected
•    who is the intended beneficiary of the work, and
•    to whom

 is the report addressed
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So m
y proposition is that we need to define a notion of 

'the perspective from
 which a particular piece of 

research is conducted'.

Here's a working definition, one that will not be the last 
word on the subject, but one that's useful as a basis 
for discussion.

It uses the m
ainstream

 idea of 'stakeholders'.

And we adopt the perspective of one of them
.

Just as painters learnt to do in Siena and Florence, 
first with this painting in 1344 (look at the floor-tiles), 
and alm

ost universally after Brunelleschi's 
dem

onstration to his peers in 1415.
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But haven't we been here before?

Didn't interpretivism
 em

body this 'perspective' idea?

W
ell yes, it m

ade the idea fam
iliar and it's becom

e 
respectable within the IS research com

m
unity.

W
e recognise that there are m

ultiple perspectives.

And we accept that, if phenom
ena are observed from

 
only one of those perspectives, the inferences that are 
drawn from

 the observations m
ay be inadequate.
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But of course that insight goes back 2500 years,  
because it was sum

m
ed up in a postulate that's 

intrinsic to Jain philosophy.

It's widely known through the parable of the elephant 
and the blind m

en.

Put sim
ply, people who grab hold of bits of a com

plex 
phenom

enon are likely to describe it very differently 
from

 one another.  

An elephant is m
erely big.  

A lot of IS research deals with considerably greater 
com

plexity than that exhibited by a pachyderm
.  

So we can get ourselves, and people who listen to us, 
into a m

uch m
ore com

plicated pickle than the people 
in the cartoon.
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So we need to apply these initial insights to our own 
circum

stances:

Firstly, as a researcher, I have a perspective.

Secondly, that perspective influences the conduct, 
and outcom

es, of the research that I conduct.

Thirdly, if I fail to consider what that perspective is, 
then I've willingly blindfolded m

yself.

O
r, to stick with m

y original m
etaphor, I've worn 

blinkers, and thereby restricted m
y ability to 

understand the phenom
ena that I'm

 observing.
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The m
issing elem

ent in our research design m
ay be 

m
irrored by a m

issing elem
ent in our underlying 

research philosophy .

I'm
 not educated or erudite enough to do this justice.  

W
e need to ask the likes of Ron W

eber, Peter Seddon 
and Shirley G

regor about such things.

But it seem
s to m

e that we discuss several 'ologies' 
within the IS discipline, and yet we overlook one 
im

portant one.

The notion of 'teleology' has to do with purpose.  This 
relates to perspective, because it's the interests of the 
selected stakeholder that drive the design and 
conduct of the research.

Yet the AIS eLibrary contains only 2 articles that 
address 'teleology' – in a corpus of 30,000 papers.
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Enough philosophy.

In practical term
s, what perspectives are relevant?

Here are som
e that a researcher m

ight adopt.

I've organised them
 into three dim

ensions, according 
to the values that are of greatest significance when 
such perspectives are adopted.

The interests of a regional econom
y can be prioritised.  

O
r research could be perform

ed for a com
m

on-
interest group such as the sight-hindered.  
O

r the focus could be a local, frog-supporting swam
p.

For m
any years, I've considered that the IS discipline 

is wedded to just one of these perspectives, within just 
one of these dim

ensions, to the substantial exclusion 
of all the other perspectives.
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M
y belief has been that m

ost IS researchers, when 
they conceive, design, conduct and report research, 
have in m

ind the interests of a particular organisation 
or category of organisations.

I typify the m
ainstream

 perspective as being that of 
'the System

-Sponsor'.

And I assert that this perspective is so com
m

on in our 
work that it's dom

inant and sim
ply 'goes without 

saying'.

And I think that's a big problem
 with our discipline.
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I look at it this way. 

The System
-Sponsor's interests dom

inate IS 
research.

So we recognise that organisation's interests as 
determ

ining the O
bjectives.
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Som
e other entities are sufficiently powerful that they 

dem
and attention.

W
e call them

 Stakeholders.

W
e try to reflect their interests in the design.

But they're Constraints on the System
-Sponsor's 

freedom
 of action, rather than O

bjectives.
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M
eanwhile, the less powerful stakeholders don't have 

a place at the table.  They're left outside the room
.

The very existence of the genre of 'barriers to 
adoption' research is a sym

ptom
 of a great m

alaise in 
our discipline.

If we studied the whole system
, and reflected the 

interests of all stakeholders, we would have factored 
all of the needs into the design in the first place. 

There would of course be design errors, and there 
would be changed contexts, and changed perceptions 
of need.  But there would be no 'im

pedim
ents'.

W
e invented that whole genre.  W

e invented it 
because IS practitioners wear blinkers, and IS 
researchers aid and abet practitioners, and have 
consequently followed them

 down the cul de sac.
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O
kay, m

y contention that IS research is dom
inated by 

the system
-sponsor's perspective is ad hoc, 

anecdotal, biassed, and m
aybe downright bigotted.

So, during the last couple of years, I've been doing 
som

e em
pirical research, to date adm

ittedly of only 
m

odest quality.

I carefully exam
ined all 40 of the papers at the Bled 

eConference last year.  The preponderance of papers 
were indeed from

 the System
-Sponsor's perspective.

The easy way to sum
m

arise a paper for this purpose 
is to present its (abbreviated) research question.

The first 6 exam
ples are the m

ainstream
.

The last exam
ple was atypical.
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Let's test out m
y proposition another way.

I've contrived this particular research question so as to 
serve the purpose.

This is the first of a series of research questions.

I believe that this one sits very com
fortably within the 

IS discipline.

After all, IS practitioners build business cases all the 
tim

e to enable organisations to take advantage of IT in 
order to reduce costs.
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W
hat about this one?

In B2B contexts, an organisation's suppliers and 
custom

ers form
 a chain.

The chain is worth studying.

And we can observe the phenom
ena from

 the 
viewpoint of the chain as a whole.

So that's pretty clearly IS research as well.
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How about this variant?

It's subtly different, so we need to unpack it.
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The recipient m
ay be a large business, or a sm

all or 
m

icro-business, or a consum
er.

If we focus on costs, or on service, we rem
ain in the 

econom
ic dim

ension.

But we also have to allow for people, on the social 
dim

ension.  (Hence the pinko colouring).

As a consequence of the change, som
e people won't 

receive their invoices, and hence won't pay them
.

And so m
aybe their electricity will be cut off.

Particularly for people who are heavily dependent on 
electricity, there m

ay be significant im
plications.

Such as health, com
fort and the em

barrassm
ent and 

confusion of dealing with rem
ote and unhelpful 

corporations, and with debt collectors.
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I've represented the 'social' as a single dim
ension.

But it's actually m
ulti-facetted.

For starters, we've talked about 'users' for 50 years.

Early users had form
s and printouts.  Then cam

e 
term

inals, and later PCs.  And, once system
s becam

e 
inter-organisational, users of one organisation's 
system

s were sitting in partner organisations.

Then, as extra-organisational system
s arrived, users  

cam
e to be outside organisations altogether.

And it's im
portant to recognise m

any segm
ents of 

users, with different characteristics and capabilities.

And large-scale system
s organisations don't always 

get to cherry-pick their targets.  For som
e 

organisations, all user segm
ents need to be 

accom
m

odated.
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And then there's the 'prosum
er' notion.

Its origins date way back to 1970, but it's finally getting 
up to bite system

s designers.

O
rganisations want to take advantage of people's 

labour to capture data, and they want to encourage 
people to donate personal data and content.

That's the heart of W
eb 2.0 and 'content syndication', 

because it enables m
ore detailed profiling of 

consum
ers' behaviour and proclivities.

But to sustain the inbound flow of gifts, organisations 
need to fulfil prosum

ers' needs.
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M
eanwhile, we continue to overlook another 

longstanding category.  

The term
 'usee' has been in existence for decades, 

and yet it's still com
pletely outside the m

ainstream
.

It refers to people who aren't users of a system
, but 

who are affected by it.  

Think about the data subjects in police intelligence 
files, and in tenant inform

ation and credit reporting 
system

s.

The reason the term
 'usee' is outside the m

ainstream
 

is because the categories of people it refers to are too.

They're outside the system
 – non-stakeholders – 

capable of being ignored.
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IS practitioners can choose am
ong several ways of 

looking at people;  and IS researchers follow them
.

The current fashion is to use the word 'actor'.

But actors don't do whatever they want to do. 

Spielberg is right in behind Tom
 Hanks, dictating his 

behaviour.  Hanks obeys, which is why Hanks keeps 
getting plum

 roles in Spielberg film
s.

The notion of 'actor' is m
anipulative.  It's m

uch closer 
than we prefer to adm

it to old 'Theory X' precepts of 
hum

ans as resources, and consum
ers as prey.

W
e've had the notion of 'participative design' for 

alm
ost as long as IS has existed, but it keeps getting 

suppressed or lost, because we deny even users, let 
alone usees, a place at the table.
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I've spent a bit of tim
e on perspectives within the 

social dim
ension, because I do see the substantial 

ignoring of it as being one of the worst features of the 
IS discipline over the last several decades.  

W
e've let US Business School thinking dom

inate not 
just the M

IS sub-set of the discipline, but the IS 
discipline as a whole.

But we've also done pretty badly in dealing with the 
environm

ental dim
ension.

Extending the earlier test, we could also ask what the 
effect of no longer printing invoices m

ight be, on 
forests.

W
ould that be regarded as a legitim

ate IS topic?  O
r 

do we think that's up to som
eone else to consider?

Copyright
2015

28

A
 T

est of th
e P

ersp
ective N

otion

Is th
e follow

in
g a legitim

ate (M
)IS

 research
 q

u
estion

?

L
et's stop sending printed invoices through the post.

W
hat w

ill be the im
pacts on the organisation?

W
hat w

ill be the im
pacts on the value-chain?

W
hat w

ill be the im
pacts on econom

ic actors?

W
hat w

ill be the im
pacts on individual people?

W
hat w

ill be the im
pacts on forests?



X
am

ax C
onsultancy P

ty Ltd

29

Im
pact on forests is one exam

ple of a perspective on 
the Environm

ental Dim
ension.

There are also various possible topics in the 
Sustainability area.

And the third one here is real, not im
agined.

I published a research paper on the topic in 2009.  

Am
ong over a dozen m

ature papers I've published in 
that particular venue (the Bled eConference), the 
average num

ber of citations they've got is about 20.  

But that paper has excited the least interest of any 
refereed paper I've ever published, with just a single 
citation. Copyright

2015
29

T
h

e E
n

viron
m

en
tal D

im
en

sion

•
If w

e stop
 send

ing p
rinted

 invoices throu
gh the 

p
ost, w

hat w
ill be the im

p
act on Forests?

•
W

hat are the key factors to be consid
ered

 w
hen 

evalu
ating the S

u
stain

ab
ility P

rofiles of 
alternative d

esigns for inform
ation system

s?

•
H

ow
 can eC

om
m

erce theory be m
ost 

effectively ap
p

lied
 to C

arb
on

 T
rad

in
g?

(E
xp

ected
 C

itation-C
ou

nt  –  20;   A
ctu

al  –  1)

X
am

ax C
onsultancy P

ty Ltd

30

After I looked at the Bled Proceedings for 2014, I 
decided to extend m

y assessm
ent to other venues.

I com
pared the papers in the 2014 Volum

es of three 
IS journals with a sim

ilarly-sized sam
ple of papers 

from
 three IS conferences.

I hesitate to m
ake any substantial external validity 

claim
s at this stage;  but as I take the work further, I 

suspect I m
ay be able to m

ake som
e strong 

statem
ents.

The dom
inance of the Econom

ic Dim
ension is turning 

out to be even greater than I'd im
agined it to be.  

And, am
ong the over 300 papers I've assessed so far, 

I've yet to find a single one on the Environm
ental 

Dim
ension.  There are 'green IT' topics, but the 

prim
ary values evident in them

 are econom
ic.
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The previous slide looked at the Dim
ensions.

This table sum
m

arises the data from
 the sam

e pilot 
study, but this tim

e relating to the Perspectives from
 

which the phenom
ena were observed.

O
ther Parties in the second-last colum

n included 
social m

edia users, the aged, and rural households.

A few articles reflected two perspectives, in m
ost 

cases the System
-Sponsor and som

e other party.

But the dom
inance of the System

-Sponsor's 
perspective is clear to see.

So the provisional data supports the proposition.
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I was granted early access to the ACIS 2015 crop.

There are som
e good exam

ples of System
-Sponsor 

perspectives.

And I need to m
ake quite clear that I'm

 not for a 
m

om
ent suggesting we shouldn't be doing such 

research!  It's m
ainstream

, and it should be.

M
y concern is with its dom

inance.
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But there are also som
e good exam

ples of 
Perspectives other than that of the System

-Sponsor.

The U instance is for Users of social m
edia, rather 

than for the service-provider, or for the organisations 
that seek to exploit the data or the users. 

There are also exam
ples of M

 for M
ulti-Perspective 

research.

The design is seldom
 sophisticated, but this instance 

expressly treated quality as reflecting the needs of 
both the health care organisation and the patient.  
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And som
e papers adopt a perspective that is distinctly 

on the social rather than the econom
ic dim

ension.

Prelim
inary results have suggested that the ACIS 

com
m

unity is at least as well attuned to alternative 
perspectives and dim

ensions as any of the other 
prim

ary IS venues, and m
ay even be a couple of 

percentage-points better.

But don't gloat.  The difference between 14%
 and 10%

 
m

ay not be statistically significant.
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I originally feared that m
y conclusions from

 this 
analysis were going to be overwhelm

ingly gloom
y.

But they're not.

O
ne reason is that som

e IS research is undertaken 
from

 perspectives other than that of the System
-

Sponsor.  And som
e of it is on the Social Dim

ension.

Another reason I'm
 positive is that the analysis leads 

to som
e opportunities for the discipline, and for you, 

the future of the IS discipline.
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Let's go one m
ore step with the test I've been using.

Rather than lim
iting ourselves to descriptive, 

explanatory and predictive statem
ents, we could 

com
bine a m

ulti-perspective approach with norm
ative 

m
ode, and actually do som

ething useful.

Both action research and design research are 
'constructive', because they adopt norm

ative m
ode, 

and they aim
 to deliver an outcom

e.

Action research is by its nature m
ulti-perspective. 

Design research can be as well, provided that it is 
conceived, conducted and reported with m

ultiple 
stakeholders in m

ind, and with their perspectives 
reflected. Copyright

2015
36
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And researchers who m
aster the techniques involved 

in adopting m
ultiple perspectives can tackle som

e 'big 
picture' issues that we as a discipline have seldom

 
addressed in the past.

The last two are m
y own exam

ples. 

But the inspiration, and the first three topics, cam
e 

from
 Frank Land, who was there at the desk when 

com
puters were first applied to adm

inistrative tasks, in 
the UK in 1952, and who established the IS discipline 
at LSE and at the London Business School.

He argues that we need to be am
bitious, and ask 

som
e questions that are bigger than those that 

individual corporations want answered. The AIS 
eLibrary shows that we've failed to tackle those topics.

I think we should be thinking about airborne drones.
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And airborne is what Frank was on his 84th birthday 
not long ago.

The rest of us need to be like Frank, and choose our 
challenges boldly and am

bitiously.

But we shouldn't wait until we're 84 to do it!
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As they say on TV, "In Breaking News just to hand ...".

AJIS announced the release of a Special Section last 
Friday, just as I was finalising this slide-set.

Next tim
e you're thinking about doing som

e research 
on yet another refinem

ent to the Technology 
Acceptance M

odel, have a think about 'big picture 
issues' like the contributions IT can m

ake to quality of 
life in com

m
unities under pressure.

Hands up all those people who are studying what IS 
can do for people in rem

ote com
m

unities, and in 
internm

ent cam
ps.
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W
e've been flinching away from

 Public Policy issues 
for far too long.

Sure they're challenging.

By recognising the im
portance of perspective, we'll be 

able to stop running away from
 our responsibilities.

W
hy should it be up to other disciplines to tackle the 

big, interesting and im
portant questions??

If it involves inform
ation, and system

s that handle 
inform

ation, then surely it's within our scope.
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Public policy research does require breadth of 
expertise, and the skills involved are som

ewhat 
different from

 the m
ainstream

 in contem
porary IS 

research.

And certainly not everyone in the discipline should 
switch their focus entirely to such questions.

O
n the other hand, there are organisations out there 

that need the help of people in the IS discipline to 
address questions that straddle the Econom

ic, the 
Social and the Environm

ental.

X
am

ax C
onsultancy P

ty Ltd

42

But public policy research m
ight be a bridge too far for 

som
e people in the IS discipline, so I've put it last.

O
ther opportunities don't require us to be quite so 

bold.

W
e can com

pare the expectations of m
anagers and of 

staff-m
em

bers, and of designers and of users, by 
conducting research from

 both perspectives at once.

W
e can do design research that doesn't just tell the 

system
-sponsor what he wants to hear.  W

e can do 
that by em

bedding participative notions in the process.

W
e can drive our research topics based on problem

s 
perceived by the various stakeholders, not on the 
basis of the tools at our disposal.

And such approaches can significantly im
prove the 

value of our research results.
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The absence of 'perspective' from
 our list of research 

design param
eters has underm

ined the value of our 
work.

W
e can do better.

As individuals, we need to recognise the nature of 
perspective and its influence on research work.

W
e can then evaluate the options, and actively 

choose our perspective. 

O
ften it will be that of the system

-sponsor;  but that 
will be an active choice, m

ade with an appreciation of 
the consequences of that choice.

It's then im
portant that we m

ake clear to our readers 
what our perspective has been, and what strengths 
and weaknesses that aspect of the research design 
gives rise to.
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W
ill this be an easy change?

Probably not.  There's a lot of m
om

entum
 within the 

discipline as it stands, and age brings conservatism
.

The gatekeepers include editors and program
 chairs, 

reviewers, staff selection com
m

ittees, prom
otions and 

review com
m

ittees, and research funding com
m

ittees 
and their assessors.

If you're one of those already, or as you becom
e one 

of those, you need to respect colleagues who adopt 
alternative perspectives, and engage with them

, not 
treat them

 as outcasts or second-rate citizens.

You need to tolerate and encourage diversity in the 
perspectives adopted by other IS researchers, so that 
we can build from

 our base, not ossify in place.
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To return to the opening m
etaphor ...

W
e've blinkered ourselves for too long.

Recognise Perspective in IS Research.

W
ithout blinkers, we can soar.
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