
13 THE RESEARCH APPROACH AND
METHODOLOGY USED IN AN
INTERPRETIVE STUDY OF A

WEB INFORMATION SYSTEM:
Contextualizing Practice

Anita Greenhill
Manchester School of Management

Abstract

Keywords:

This paper contextualizes the research approach followed in an interpretive
Information Systems study that explored the development of a Web infor-
mation system. The paper provides details of the methodological approach
followed in the project, the assumptions used, and the research techniques
utilized when conducting a specific interpretive study of IS development. The
aim of this paper is to provide a detailed presentation of the range of methods
chosen to detail the rigor maintained in the research process associated with
interpretive IS research. This paper illustrates how methods that are described
as visual methodological techniques can be applied to an Information Systems
study. With the presentation of this detail, it is hoped other IS researchers can
reflect on their own practices when conducting interpretive research projects
in comparison with those chosen for this project. The paper bridges the theo-
retical background of existing literature to illustrate how the exploration of
method and research practice contributes to the examination of a chosen
research topic.

Method, interpretive study, space, visual techniques

1 INTRODUCTION

This paper extends the debate regarding appropriate methodological frameworks
for the philosophy of science. Instead of weighing the suitability of individual methods,
it details one study and its methodological practice. The study was qualitative, interpre-
tive, critical, and asked, how do developers spatially perceive their Web information
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system? This focus also casts the project as an ontological exploration of the topic. The
methodology pursued by the study makes a contribution to theory testing within the field
of Information Systems but did not aspire to become a methodology for researching the
spatial aspects of Information Systems. This paper presents the ontological and
epistemological basis for the study. It reveals the assumptions that were embedded in
the study and how these, in turn, informed methodological decisions regarding the
project. This conceptualizes the use of specific methods by providing examples of data
collected during original research. This paper contributes to the field of Information
Systems research by illustrating the way interpretive methods enable detailed insight of
Information Systems development.

The focus of the original study was on how information systems are spatially
perceived by Web information system developers. The study focused on a team of Web
publishers in a large government department in Australia who maintained an electronic
publishing system. The team was developing a new Web information system for their
publishing requirements. The research project provided insight into the internal
operations of a large government department and its capacity to deal with the spatial
forms that new technologies enable. The findings included an in-depth presentation of
Web usage characteristics of the department. The primary informants of the study were
described collectively as the Web development team. The research site was their work-
space. The benefit of the original research lies with its detailed discussion of Web infor-
mation systems development. The original study also included analysis of data gathered
over a six-month period from in-depth observation and interviews that were conducted
with team members regarding the new Web information system. The research offers
descriptions of the socio-cultural and power relations in the organization that were
reflected in the observed spatial configurations. The relationships conducted in the
physical and virtual spaces of the organization being studied were described. None of
these findings are presented in this paper. What is focused upon here is the relationship
between the research project and the methods used to examine the topic of research.
The paper specifically justifies the choice of the method finally utilized within the
interpretive study.

2 THE CASE METHOD AS A RESEARCH STRATEGY

As a research strategy, the case method is used in situations where the purpose of
research and its objectives are to find answers questions of how or what and to focus
upon understanding the dynamics of an individual setting (Klein and Myers 1999; Yin
1989). The research incorporated descriptions and analysis from six months of in-depth
observation and interviews concerning the organization’s new Web information system.
The research also described the power relations that were reflected by the spatial
configuration of this unit through physical and virtual space allocations. The case study,
as the name suggests, utilized a theory to explore a single case. In this way, the research
detailed stories of what happened over a period of time between the people observed by
the researcher. The study was empirical; however, it did not attempt to draw any posi-
tivist conclusions with the attendant requirements for identifying cause and effect in
order to draw definitive findings. Interpretive research provides a mechanism to explore
what those who were observed perceive to be an information system. The case study
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helps to understand if different socio-cultural experiences influence these perceptions.
The research did not attempt to suggest that the way the research was interpreted is the
only possible reading of this organization’s new Web information system. The research
undertook a thorough process of data gathering and, through a particular research lens,
of detailing detail a particular situation.

It is important to stress that the examination of the information system was spatially
oriented with an emphasis upon spatial configurations and not on other perspectives or
phenomena. Emphasis was on locating the spatial dimensions to information sharing
and the study sought to interpret the differences and similarities in the use of space.

3 CONTEXTUALIZING THE STUDY BY
DEFINING INFORMATION SYSTEMS

Information Systems, as a discipline, is cross disciplinary. A broad research
foundation provides the IS researcher with the best and worst aspects of its reference
disciplines. As a result, there is no methodological uniformity within the discipline and
intense debate over the methods employed to conduct information systems research
continues (Benbasat et al. 1987; Checkland and Howell 1998; Kaplan 2001) and extends
to the legitimacy of the discipline.

The range of perspectives that are IS necessitate the researcher to repeatedly and
regularly contextualize their research by providing a definition of an information system
within their work. For example, the study discussed in this paper used a combination
of two definitions of IS to situate the research to the field as a whole. The first came
from Keen (1980, p. 713), who states that information systems research should include
the “study of effective delivery and usage of IS in organizations (and society).” The
second definition used came from Galliers and Land (1987, p. 901), who identify
information systems as being associated with the relations between “the organization and
the people they serve.” The context of this research project was clearly an IS study, as
it considered the organization-wide issues of information system (a Web information
system) and following Galliers and Land’s extended definition, was also an exploration
of the relationships held between the people and the system being studied.

The empirical aspects of the study examined space in the context of a Web
information system.

[Space] is not simply inherited from nature, or passed on by the dead hand of
the past, or autonomously determined by “laws” of spatial geometry as per
conventional location theory. Space is produced and reproduced through
human intentions, even if unanticipated consequences also develop, and even
as space constrains and influences those producing it (Lefebvre in Molotch
1993, p. 887).

There is a growing number of studies concerning information systems and the World
Wide Web (Eschenfelder and Sawyer 2001), the Internet (Bradley and Briggs 1995),
and virtual reality (Robey et al. 2003; Truex and Baskerville 1998). The emphasis in
the research considered here, however, differs from the assumptions of these previous
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studies. This research considered the spatial and socio-cultural work practices of
individuals involved in the development of an information system. The work extends
current spatially focused research in information systems by examining the usefulness
of space for exploring new technologies, including the World Wide Web for information
systems development.

4 CONTEXTUALIZING THE RESEARCH

The initial assumption of the research concentrated on the creation and utilization
of space by the organization in the context of an information system. To this end the
study considered whether a spatial consideration of information systems development
was useful in its development. To achieve this, a detailed examination of organizational
interactions was conducted to understand how information was developed by individuals
for publication on the Web; how individuals differed in their socio-cultural position,
technological context, and physical placement within the organization. The study also
explored the similarities and differences between the social processes involved in the
construction of space by asking how groups of people construct a shared understanding
of a space. The research considered the combination of spatial, socio-cultural, and work
practices of individuals involved in the development of an information system as these
all contributed to its shared understanding.

This research aimed to produce an understanding of the context of information
systems development (Walsham 1993, p. 58). The context for this research was an
exploration of the social construction of space as it impacts on the development of a
Web Information System. This research adapted Lefebrve’s (1991) theory regarding the
social production of space to explore whether spatial constructions are important to the
development of workplace-based information systems. A spatial approach does not
place primary emphasis upon the human aspects of the information system. What is
privileged instead is the human construction of space. This emphasis is derived from the
foundational assumption of the social construction of reality; we know the world only
as we perceive it (Berger and Luckmann 1966). Social constructionism argues that our
perceptions are based on learned interpretations of the world around us and that these
learned interpretations are social. Berger and Luckmann also argue that we learn when
we are engaged in social interaction. The main vehicles for conveying social meaning
are symbols, cultural myths, the structure of our institutions and our rules for congruent
action (pp. 55-56). These vehicles of meaning together construct our worldview, our
sense of ourselves, our identity and purpose, as well as our ideologies. Our selves, our
societies, and our institutions are consequently in a continual state of change through
these interactions.

5 CONSTRUCTIVIST RESEARCH

This research project is located within the constructivist tradition. Constructivist
ontologies aim to not reduce an observed research situation to generalizations but
attempt to unfold context-specific patterns and tendencies (Karsten 2000). Construc-
tivist research is always “irretrievably hermeneutic” (Giddens 1984). The subjects of
the study, including the researcher, are influenced by, and influence, the research.
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Interpretations cannot be value-free but are subjective, multiple, and complex. The
concern for bias in interpretive research is significantly different from that of scientific
and realist approaches. In the social sciences, the subjective experience and presence
of social agency including the researcher’s own are focal points for the understanding
of social phenomena (Boland 1991; Burrell and Morgan 1979; Giddens 1984;
Hirschheim et al. 1995; Lee 1994; Trauth and Jessup 2000).

Interpretive epistemologies were utilized in the research (Klein and Myers 1996)
to examine a Web information system (Van de Ven and Poole 1990; Walsham 1993).
The research focused upon the observable cultural and historical aspects of the site with
emphasis given to the spatial context of the developers and users of the information
system. Central to this research was the identification of the organization’s physical and
virtual spatial environment. Therefore, it was necessary to draw heavily upon those
methodologies associated with the visual domain of enquiry. Emmison and Smith
(2000) describe visual enquiry as “the study of visibility, mutual interaction and semio-
tics as they relate to objects, buildings and people as well as to the study of images.”
They continue, “visual enquiry is no longer just the study of the image, but rather the
study of the seen and observable.” The application of visual methodological techniques
to the study is expanded further in this paper.

6 CONTEXTUALIZING THE RESEARCH PROCESS

As this was a qualitative and critical study, particular assumptions were ever-
present. These assumptions concerned the way the investigators understood the nature
of reality, knowledge, human nature, and methodology, and the way that they interpret
the research site (Pihlanto 1994). The assumptions in this research were founded around
a subjectivity in which truth only exists through interlocking contextual understandings,
and where reality is a subjective state of sensibility. These assumptions are based on the
observation “that people create and associate their own subjective and intersubjective
meanings as they interact with the world around them” (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991,
p. 24, citing Chua 1986). This research was an exploration of how truths can be found
in social life which is itself socially constructed. If this assumption is pursued, then the
social construction of these truths can inform both the participant and the researcher of
their effect and presence. To clarify the research approach utilized in the original study,
Orlikowski and Baroudi’s framework has been adapted to illustrate the conduct of the
research process (Table 1).

The research processes and their associated assumptions outlined in Table 1
informed and impacted upon the exploration of the research site. For example, contex-
tual and ideographic methods were applied to enable the researcher to observe social
practice to understand the Web development team’s dynamic and conflictual develop-
ment process. By applying a social construction of meaning with the data collected, a
number of targeted questions could be asked of the development team. It was intended
that the research would reveal how this team spatially perceived their Web Information
System. This would then inform the Web development team and their employer of how
an informed outsider saw their organizational processes. This was appealing to the
department as there was an economic agenda regarding the funding of the Internet
development.
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Table 1. Description of the Properties and Patterns of the Study

Beliefs About

Physical and social reality

Ontology

Human Rationality

Social Relations

Knowledge

Epistemology

Methodology

Relationship between theory
and practice

Explanation

Whether social and physical
worlds are objective and
exist independently of
humans, or subjective and
exist only through human
action

The internationality
ascribed to human action

Whether social relations are
intrinsically stable and
orderly, or essentially
dynamic and conflictual

Criteria for constructing and
evaluating knowledge

Which research methods are
appropriate for generating
valid evidence

The purpose of knowledge
in practice

This Research

Subjectivist, constructionist
at least when regarding
social reality

Agency as ability to do
otherwise

Dynamic and often
conflictual

Interpretive, intersubjective,
Hermeneutic

Contextualist, ideographic
methods

To inform and to enlighten

7 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES

A critical approach was applied to each theme in the project including space,
organizations and information systems, the developers, information systems and work
spaces, the Web, and virtual reality. The study challenged the limited understandings
of the spatial qualities of information systems and the limited regard of space by
developers and users in relation to information systems development. Orlikowski and
Baroudi (1991, p. 24, citing Chua 1986) explain that

Critical studies aim to critique the status quo, through the exposure of what are
believed to be deep-seated, structural contradictions within social systems, and
thereby to transform these alienating and restrictive social conditions.

Space is a socially constructed phenomenon. If the socio-cultural aspects of real-
life space are ignored, then virtual space and all spaces of occupation become
problematic. This was an issue for this research as it examined the spaces associated
with a Web information systems and whether physical restrictions are experienced in
virtual reality based systems as they are in real-life systems. As a result, an aspect of the
study was to examine if the development and usage of a Web information system would
also be experienced in the same way.
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Specific methodological choices had to be made in the study for their capacity to
meet the demands of the theory. Theory, in this way, determined and directed method.
Lefebvre (1991) emphasizes that space should be examined using the broad dichotomy
of social and abstract space. Social space is, therefore, further categorized as spatial
practice, representations of space, and representational space. The researcher can
include observation of textures, shapes, groupings of objects, creative expressions like
drawings and even memories (Bachelard 1969, p. 6; Game 1995, p. 201). Consequently,
emphasis is placed upon the spatial dimensions of information sharing, interplay, and
grouped according to the overarching concepts of social space. Data was gathered
relating to each individual category of social space and then analyzed separately. To
capture spatial data it was necessary for methodological choices to be broad enough to
encapsulate this triplicate analysis. Each data collection configuration was identified
and discussed in relation to the appropriate theoretical lens in the analysis phase of the
research project.

8 CHOOSING THICK DESCRIPTION AS A
METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH TO
DATA COLLECTION

The most significant methodological practice followed throughout the study was
thick description. Thick description is underutilized in contrast to ethnography within
qualitative approaches to information systems exploration (Myers 1999; Trauth 2000;
Trauth and Jessup 2000). The significance of ethnography, for the field of Information
Systems and for qualitative analysis generally, is in its ability to present an intensive
study of a particular social phenomenon (Trauth 2000; Trauth and Jessup 2000).
However, the research conducted for this study was not a ethnography or an interpretive
in-depth case study, as it is described by Walsham (1993). Instead it drew upon the
research foundations articulated in anthropology by utilizing an ethnographic approach
to data collection in a manner that Geertz (1973) describes as “thick description.”
Schultze (2001, p. 90) states that “the ethnographic method requires the researcher to
closely observe, record, and engage in the daily life of people in the field and write
about it in descriptive detail.” In this respect, both ethnography and thick description
utilize a similar impetus. A broad range of data-gathering techniques are drawn upon
as well as the intuitive and interpretive skills of the researcher in order to conduct
research. The significant difference between ethnography and thick description is the
duration of time spent at the research site (Klein and Myers 1999). Ethnography calls
for extensive interaction over time to fully immerse the researcher in the culture in order
to reduce the bias of observations and to give a less tainted account of the subjects of
observation (Atkinson 1990; Daniel and Peck 1996, p. 21; Hughes et al. 1999). Thick
description also aims at rich and full descriptions of a particular research site that is not
linked to a time frame. Instead it has the objective of providing a thorough, careful, and
accurate exploration of the lived experiences of the research subjects as they have been
observed by the researcher (Atkinson 1990, p. 8; Geertz 1996). For example, data
gathered regarding the informant’s daily activities and utilizing a thick description focus
appeared as such:



220 Part 3: Critical Interpretive Studies

Crystal walks over to Cassandra’s cubicle. Cassandra’s cubicle backs onto
Crystal’s but as an indication of her higher organizational rank Cassandra
occupies a cubicle to herself. Cassandra’s cubicle is her own personal space,
rectangular in shape and fitted out with the departmental standard grey and
beige furnishings. Crystal enters Cassandra’s cubicle and asks if they can talk
about the day’s activities. Crystal in her debriefing keeps Cassandra informed
on what she and Penny have discussed and agreed to do today. Crystal tells
Cassandra that Penny will contribute to the resolution of the file size issue and
the construction of the office map.

The depth and detail of the observations recorded by this method offers an account
that maintains an unbiased interpretation of the events observed solely through the
researcher’s own expertise and sensitivity to the research subject. To achieve this
objectivity, the study presented a narrative of the spatial interactions of the Web
development team. A chronology provided a thick and detailed description of their daily
activities and experiences. The narrative did not disentangle time or space; instead it
provided an immediate description of the worker’s daily life. To convey the depth and
complexity of ethnographic studies, the description was offered in the narrative form
truest to the ethical imperative of the writer and the multitude of representations the
subject reveals in a research context (Barthes 1983). In this way, the researcher’s
narrative of interactive events at the research site provides additional detail to the
observations.

9 REFLECTING ON CHOICE OF
QUALITATIVE METHOD

Trauth’s discussion of the influences on the choice of qualitative methods in
information system research is utilized here. Trauth (2001, pp. 4-11) poses five
influences regarding the choice of qualitative analysis. The five influences are the
research problem, the researcher’s theoretical lens, the degree of uncertainty surrounding
the phenomenon, the researcher’s skills, and contemporary academic politics.

9.1 Research Influence 1: The Research Problem

The initial assumption for the research concentrated on the creation and utilization
of space by the organization within the context of an information system. To this end
the study considered whether a spatial consideration of information systems
development was useful during the development of that information system. To achieve
this, a detailed examination of organizational interactions was conducted to understand
how information was developed by individuals for publication on the Web; how
individuals differed in their socio-cultural position, technological context, and physical
placement within the organization. The objective of the research was to understand the
significance of space within information systems development. The study extended
current spatially focused research in Information Systems by examining the usefulness
of space for exploring new technologies. Significantly, for this analysis, a clear picture
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Figure 1. Diagram Taken from System Specification Document

of the Web development team’s understanding of the system was provided by their
technical documentation. Figure 1 came from an illustration included in the functional
specifications documents that had been drawn up by an outside contractor and presented
to the Web development team. This particular example provides a detailed pictorial
representation of the Web information system subsystem that was to be developed to
store and maintain information about news, events and other system generated events.

The drawing was used by the designers to illustrate to the team where they under-
stood specific information would be positioned within the new Web site. This diagram
is also a site map. It uses pages and lines to indicate general connectivity between the
pages of the Web site. It symbolizes the connectivity of buttons and hypertext links.
This is represented as the small arrows in the picture and indicates links between related
pages. Each page has a series of links. Spatial references were collected and observed
during all aspects of the research but it was only with the analysis and collation of this
data that the significance of spatiality to the development process was revealed.

9.2 Research Influence 2: Researcher’s Theoretical Lens

Lefebrve’s primary argument is that space and the social construction of space are
not always easily observed. However, he claims that they are important considerations
for research. An appreciation of social space can, therefore, only be achieved through
the exploration of the subjective position (Lefebvre 1991, p. 6). The thick description
approach to ethnography was adopted because it is through analysis of the data gathered
about the languages, images, institutional practices, and other social practices discerned
in the primary research that questions about space and the development of a Web
information system could be explored. Another example drawn from the research is the
interview transcript and complimentary discussion offered by the researcher:

I think of it in a similar way as there being a pool of documents. I think of it
more hierarchical in a way. You have a large pool of documents all sitting in



222 Part 3: Critical Interpretive Studies

a big pond at the bottom, sort of at a level. You have the home page right at
the top, and then you have these intermediate pages in between, which are like
menu pages that help to sort and give access to the big pool at the
bottom....they’re dynamically done, so I might choose to create a intermediary
menu page that’s on the theme…and then by tagging all the documents [the
pages] on the bottom, they automatically appear on the menu....It’s never com-
pletely hierarchical but that’s a general way to get a grip on the information.

This example shows the usefulness of thick description and non-participant
observation as an appropriate way to explore the research site’s socio-cultural, technical,
and historical makeup.

To adequately address the central research problem regarding space in information
systems development it was also necessary for a critical ethnographic approach (Bentley
et al. 1992, p. 123). Lefebrve states that space is an integral component within the cir-
cuits of capitalism, and therefore contributes to the perpetuation of workers’ inequality.
It was necessary, in the framework of this claim, to explore the existing power structures
of the research site. Immersive techniques allow critical explorations to uncover the
forms of these interactions (Schultze 2001, p. 80). The immersed researcher can provide
the depth of analysis necessary to explore social phenomena such as space. The
researcher, at appropriate periods of observation, sketched the spatial surroundings of
the working environment. One example is presented in Figure 2.

The use of an ethnographic technique was chosen because this method was most
suited to revealing “the story behind the space” of a Web information system from the
developer’s perspective. This method enabled the researcher to observe the daily events
of a group of people working on developing a Web information system. Research
activities included observing the people and the events and included mundane elements
of a working team’s daily lives. For example, detailed observation from the data
collection existed in this form:

I look at my watch. It is 9:00 a.m. The office was quickly filling with people.
They all began observing their morning work preparation rituals: starting up
their computers, planning their day’s activities, greeting those around them,
collecting coffees, sharing tales and salutations, “Good morning Mike, how
was your weekend?” Nigel spotted me, and after extending the usual wel-
coming remarks, introduced me to a number of the people in the Web develop-
ment team. Nigel was the acting project manager. He is a thin, wiry man
whose age and length of experience is very hard to ascertain. His indefinite-
ness is heightened by the impact of his very white bleached hair with dark
roots, his weathered complexion, and his crisp mannerisms.

This method of data collection provides a different understanding of the working
environment than those that can be revealed by a questionnaire or other methods.

The ability to experience the team’s daily life in its totality was restricted by the
organization and the research focus itself. It was necessary to consider the speed with
which this form of technology was evolving and being embraced by the organization.
As a consequence, an elongated observation period covering a number of years risked
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Figure 2. Diagram of the Primary Informant’s Work Area

encountering new impetus and changes in direction brought with the introduction of still
newer Web technologies. Utilizing a more time consuming approach would result in a
lack of accounting for the immediacy of the development. The project itself was already
behind schedule and the excessive demands on the host organization meant that a pro-
longed period of in-depth observation of a specific team member could not be sustained
for more than one week. Although the organization supported the research it could not
sustain a drawn-out research protocol.

9.3 Research Influence 3: Degree of Uncertainty

There was a high degree of uncertainty surrounding the phenomena under study.
An example of this uncertainty can be discerned from the data that the interviews and
informants themselves provided.

The information often just comes in as, say, a raw manuscript, if you’re
backing a print with it. I mean, it’s just a raw manuscript with the author
editing it. Initially when we started off over 3 years ago now, we thought we
could train the staff out there how to create HTML pages. It is high technology
and they’re not all DAP people, are not capable of doing the work required [to
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put it online]. You know, to take it to print, you get the raw manuscript and
take it through the publishing process to look at what comes out the other end.

The exploration of the social construction of space and the perceptions of the
developers and users of the Web information system represents the intangible dimen-
sions of an information system. Other studies into space and information systems utilize
geographic constructs or artifactual assessments of the information system environment.
The exploration of the socio-cultural impact brought by the people engaging with the
Web information system has a high degree of uncertainty associated with it. There was
no existing documentation or description about any of the people studied or, in a general
sense, how the developers of a Web information system spatially perceive their system.
The study utilized visual data collection in the form of photography to help clarify the
spatial dimensions of organizational practices.

The approach to data collection required an open mind and acceptance of the fact
that the informants would reveal their own particular socio-cultural perspectives and
biases. In this way, the what of the theory drove the how associated with the method
of this research project (Järvinen 1999; Trauth 2001). To minimize the degree of
uncertainty of the phenomenon being studied, appropriate methods had to be utilized to
explore how the developers and users spatially perceived a Web information system.
This was done by drawing on the researcher’s own interpretation of the research site and
by employing a critical eye to delve beyond the immediately obvious interactions. This
approach contrasts with a quantitative exploration of a Web information system’s
spatiality. A quantitative method would need to establish the reality of such a statement.
To do this, the researcher might measure the volume of traffic on the Web sites or
measure the distance between individuals working on the Web information system and
then assess the extent that this is a significant space to traverse. However, the focus of
this research project was to explore the sociality of an information system through an
ethnographic approach aiming to detail spatial perceptions, and their existence. Using
a variety of qualitative techniques as an interpretive foundation the finalized study was
able to reveal that the Web development team did hold specific perceptions about the
Web pages contained on their Web site. These perceptions predominantly existed as an
awareness of the page as a bounded box and these visualizations were revealed through
descriptive passages relating to the Web information system itself. The information
contained on the Web site was also described as contained and bounded. For example,
Crystal used metaphor to explain how she mentally visualizes the site.

There’s usually some sort of categorizing and clustering of things, there’s
usually some sort of overarching framework that you can use that means it can
be contained with one page. In terms of the Internet and what’s happening with
the Internet, this is a really old sort of interface.

I think of it in a similar way as there being a pool of documents. I think of it
more hierarchical in a way. You have a large pool of documents all sitting in
a big pond at the bottom, sort of at a level. You have the home page right at
the top, and then you have these intermediate pages in between, which are like
menu pages that help to sort and give access to the big pool at the bottom....
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they’re dynamically done, so I might choose to create a intermediary menu
page that’s on the theme…and then by tagging all the documents [the pages]
on the bottom, they automatically appear on the menu....It’s never completely
hierarchical but that’s a general way to get a grip on the information.

This example provides some insight into the visual image that Crystal had about the
Web and the Web information system itself. Chorafas and Steinmann (1995, pp. 206-7)
see visualization as a means to discovering users’ understanding of technology. In this
way, drawing upon ethnographic methods allowed the researcher to go beyond under-
standing the technology to explore the how element of spatial perception.

9.4 Research Influence 4: Researcher’s Skill

The foundations for the research topic and interest in the area of virtual space grew
out of earlier research in the field of anthropology and sociology. An extensive history
associated with the use qualitative methods led to the decision to use an array of
qualitative methods that was not restricted to a narrow range of method. Having studied
many methods, with significant practical experience of qualitative studies, and
experience as a market researcher, I had practiced a variety of methodological techni-
ques over the previous eight years. The methods I had used ranged from the develop-
ment and usage of nationwide survey instruments, to psychological and behavioral
market research practices, to undercover research evaluation of retail business practices,
as well as many one-to-one in-depth interviewing and group interviewing sessions. At
no time was the prospect of using interpretive methods to explore the notion of
perceived space intimidating. I also had an established interest in computing, multi-
media and World Wide Web related technologies.

9.5 Research Influence 5: Contemporary Academic Politics

I have a Bachelor of Arts with Honors and this provides me with a strong theoretical
and analytical understanding relating to the social practices of computer usage. The
academic political climate in Australia in the late 1990s also played a significant role in
my choice to explore other research projects that examine the social impact of
networking. The degradation of the Humanities and Arts Faculties in terms of
guaranteed employment, funding, and job certainty for new academics (Keen 2001)
seemed to lead naturally to the more secure field of information systems, where jobs
were relatively abundant with a degree of job security. From this stable academic
environment, a research focus regarding computers and society focusing on Web
Information Systems was concretized.

In the context of the wider academic political environment there is also
acknowledgment by other disciplines that a need exists for more critical research
regarding Information Systems and embracing Web technology by the mainstream. The
intended audience for this research was fellowresearchers and academics situated within
the Information Systems field, although it was, and is, hoped that others may also show
interest in this cross-disciplinary field.
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10 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS IN AN
INTERPRETIVE STUDY

Data collection in thick description often incorporates a number of techniques to
capture the breadth of activity being observed. The data collection for this research
project used a single case study with a variety of collection techniques over two specific
periods. To ensure that a chain of evidence could be adhered to, the research conduct
was divided into phases.

Exploratory research was conducted in the first phase of research. This was
undertaken with a series of semi-structured interviews with managerial level staff within
the department. Three employees who worked directly under these managers were also
interviewed to provide alternative sources and stories to those presented by the
managers. This was done to include the many levels of the workplace hierarchy. All of
the informants interviewed in phase I were identified as people responsible for the
maintenance and development of the organization’s Web sites. The questions put to
them encompassed a range of issues including questions about personal interactions,
work practices, and specific spatial understanding. The initial interviewing provided
clues as to where further detail could be built upon to explore the core research question
associated with Information Systems development. More visually oriented techniques
such as the field diary, hand-drawn sketches, and digital photographs were expanded
upon in later research phases. Table 3 provides details of all of the types of data or
information sources that were gathered in the context of this particular study. It shows
the variety of types of information that can be collected from a research site.

Significantly, in all research studies data analysis is undertaken to examine,
categorize, and assess what has been revealed by a particular set of data. This research
project has, in a manner similar to that of Heaton (1998), utilized interpretive methods
to gather data through nonparticipant observation, a research diary, interviews, and
documentation. The choice of these methods was influenced by the desire to explore the
socio-cultural understandings of the informants and how they reflect their own under-
standings in the design of an information system. The research diary, taped debriefings,
sketches, and other narrative descriptions and observations were kept as integral
elements of thick description of the research site. The structure of the field diary is
shown in Table 4.

The field diary was a significant tool in this study as it enabled the researcher to
clearly and consistently observe and document the interactions that were occurring at the
time of the study. Ad hoc data gathering could not achieve the detail that a consistent
field diary can achieve. It is also important to note, as van Maanen (1988, p. xi) has
said, that discussions relating to method and particularly ethnographic methods should
always

explicitly consider (1) the assumed relationship between culture and behavior
(the observed); (2) the experience of the fieldworker (the observer); (3) the
representational style selected to join the observed (the tale); and (4) the role
of the reader engaged in the active reconstruction of the tale (the audience).
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Table 2. Phases of the Research Conduct

Phase

I

II

III

IV

V

VI

VII

Description

Formation of the theoretical framework.

Cooperation with DAP begins.
First exploratory interviews begin.
Interviews conducted with Alison, Kent, Brock, Diane,
George, and Nigel.
Written material collection begins.
Material includes booklets and pamphlets released to
general public, internal documents including corporate
structure, aims and objects, internal policies corporate
image, documents on technical training programs, print-
outs from intranet internal announcements, general site
layout of intranet, Internet information printouts.
Analysis of potential leads for second phase study occurs.

Collection of second round interviews begins.
Interviews with the manager of the Web development
team.
Portia (Nigel interviewed in phase I).

Collection of interviews continues.
Participant observation (one week period) shadowing
Crystal.
More documentation collected including meeting agendas,
newspaper articles from the site, systems development
documents, organizational charts and maps, documents on
proposed amendments to the systems, copies of e-mails,
change request forms, systems development time lines and
costs, information flow diagrams both formal and
informal, progress reports, more Web pages relating to site
development and construction, functional specification
documents of new system, secondary research site
background documents from the Web.
Further interviews with Web development team including
Roger, Penny, and Crystal.
Interviews conducted with two Ping employees: Manny
(the lead technical developer) and Cain (back end or
systems developer).

Final data collection ready for analysis.
Pattern matching.
Coding and exploration of transcripts.
Coding and exploration of field notes and diary.
Analysis of written documentation.

Confirmation of interpretation and analysis with research
site. E-mail interactions.

Research results ready for reporting.

Timetable

May 1998

October 1999

December 1999

April 2000

July 2000

September 2000

May 2001
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Table 3. Information Sources Used in the Study

Information Source

Formal documentation

Archival and historical
records

Informal documentation

Interviews

Direct or participant
observation

Physical artifacts

Form of Materials

Printed material ranging from memoranda to
minutes of meetings to formal reports and Web
site pages.

Organizational charts, financial and personal
records, maps, graphs and service statistics.

Hand-drawn material ranging from sketches on
white boards to scribbles and notes to other
employees or self.

Open-ended and semi-structured interviews
coupled with probing questions.

Absorbing and noting details, actions, and
subtleties of the field environment.

Office and room construction, chairs tables,
office cubicles, etc.

Period
Collected

Phase II ,
Phase IV

Phase I,
Phase II,
Phase IV

Phase II,
Phase IV

Phase II,
Phase IV

Phase IV

Phase II,
Phase III,
Phase IV

Table 4. Layout of Field Diary: Tuesday, April 4

Time

9:20 a.m.

9:31 a.m.

9:42 a.m.

9:43 a.m.

Action

Spoke for a while.

Turned computer on.

E-mail problem

Telephones woman to check out
problem.

Interpretation

Takes a while to up load. Mixture of
messages. Their own e-mails and chat
group.

Problem is with someone she has
trained — Cascade I style sheet
(enabled).

Sarah is not quite sure why, then gets an
idea. Will relink pages. Cascade needs
linking. File size is too long — strip down
file size (html). She leaves it to test or
keep playing with it at a later date.
It works; problem is solved. She gives
more advice to change the different
directories.
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Consistency in the data gathering techniques followed by the researcher regardless of
their qualitative or quantitative foundations should adhere to these considerations. In
this particular study, these sentiments were adopted and choosing visually, spatially
oriented methods of data collection were selected to reinforce the spatial dimensions of
the theoretical focus of the study.

11 CONCLUSION

This paper has contextualized a recent research project by outlining its method and
process. The definitions given by Keen (1980) and Galliers and Land (1987) are used
to contextualize the foundational assumptions that define an information system. A
combination of these two definitions was used to include and situate human relationships
within the information system studied. The methodological approach, assumptions used,
and the research techniques are presented to reveal the way in which a qualitative,
interpretive, and critical research project has been conducted. Considerable explanation
has been provided about the epistemological, ontological, and theoretical positions pur-
sued in this study. This situates the research in contrast to other research of similar
topics. This paper clarifies how and why theoretical choices are made in research.
Theory often informs the methodological practices the research must use to explore an
interpretive study at a chosen research site. This paper provides an overview of one
form of qualitative research in information systems. It argues that the primary research
question is the hook on which all research approaches and methodological decisions rest.
Because the research was ontological and theory testing was emphasized, ethnographic
analysis in the form of thick description has been presented as the most appropriate
method with which to conduct this research. A variety of data gathering techniques
including visual techniques and the necessity of a field diary for consistency are
discussed to illustrate the maintenance of rigor in such studies.
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