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Introduction 

• What is theory? What is a concept? 
• Which theory / theories should I use in my 

research? 
• How should I use theory?  What types are 

there? 
• https://is.theorizeit.org/wiki/Main_Page 
• ANT? Institutions? Affordances? Knowledge? 

Sociomaterialty? Etc. 
 

https://is.theorizeit.org/wiki/Main_Page




What is theory in IS? What is not 
theory? 

 
• “a mental view” or “contemplation,” a “conception or 

mental scheme of something to be done, or the 
method of doing it; a systematic statement of rules or 
principles to be followed,”  

• a “system of ideas or statements held as an explanation 
or account of a group of facts or phenomena;  

• Abstraction and generalization about phenomenon, 
interactions, and causation at the core of a theory.  

• We do not regard a collection of facts, or knowledge of 
an individual fact or event, as theory.  So data are not 
theory although data may form the foundation for 
theoretical development.  



Do some theory types belong to 
particular research paradigms? 

  



tradition of the physical or natural 
sciences  

Theory provides explanation and predictions 
that are testable. 
Similar positivist views of theory can be found in 
the social sciences :  
1) constructs must be identified; (2) 
relationships among these constructs must be 
specified; and (3) these relationships must be 
falsifiable (that is, able to be tested). 



intrepretivist tradition 
• primary goal is not to develop theory that is testable in 

a narrow sense but in : 
understanding the complex world of lived experience from 
the point of view of those who live it. This goal is variously 
spoken of as an abiding concern for the life world, for the 
emic point of view (from within the social group, the 
perspective of the subject), for understanding meaning, 
for grasping the actor’s definition of a situation, for 
“Verstehen” (understanding). The world of lived reality 
and situation-specific meanings that constitute the 
general object of investigation is thought to be 
constructed by social actors (Schwandt 1994, p. 118). 
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Ontology of Critical Realism 

Source: Walsh, D., & Evans, K. (2014). Critical realism. Midwifery, 30(1), e1-e6. 
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Epistemology of Critical Realism 

Source: Zachariadis, M., Scott, S.V. & Barrett, M.I. (2013) Methodological implications of 
critical realism for mixed-methods research, MIS Quarterly, 37(3), 855-879 

Intransitive objects of knowledge exist regardless of human 
perception and are usually typified by independent physical 
phenomena. Transitive objects of knowledge are those which 
are interpretable, which can be within the scope of human 
imagination, creation, and linguistic description.  



What is a mechanism? 
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 What is critical about critical realism ? 
critical realism contrasts itself to positivism’s notions of 
value-free research in two ways.  
1) Like interpretivism its epistemology recognises 
observation and research to be value-laden: shaped by 
experience and context. But additionally, it seeks research to 
be values-driven: specifically driven by the values of 
emancipation.  
2) social structures and mechanisms of the real domain can 
sometimes serve to generate events and processes that are 
oppressive and outcomes that are unequal. But beyond 
merely understanding the world, the critical of critical 
realism inspires changing the world through engagement 
with practice: “developing ways of working with practitioners 
to help them understand their situation, identify barriers and 
opportunities for change and implement solutions” (Ram et 
al. 2014: 465). 

The critical realist obsession with causal mechanisms is 
simply a desire to understand why things happen the way 
they do.  
 
 
When doing retroduction, don’t just ask what must the 
world be like for my findings to occur, but also ask, what 
must it be like for my non-findings not to have occurred. 
There is more not happening in the world than there is 
happening, and asking why certain things have not 
happened may give you insights into the mechanisms 
which allowed this state of affairs. 





Gregor’s 5 types of theory 

• Type 1 : Analytic theories analyze “what is” but don’t 
offer much in terms of in depth explanation, providing 
causality or predictive generalizations.  

• Sometimes referred to as “models” or “frameworks”; 
they summarise salient attributes of phenomena and 
relationships providing typologies, classifications and 
/or associations 

• What constitutes a contribution to knowledge? Theory 
that describes and analyses is valuable when little is 
known about some phenomena.  

• Eg. Richard Heeks’ design reality gaps framework  





Type 2 Theory for explaining / 
understanding 

• explains primarily how and why some phenomena occur.  
• High level uses theory as a “sensitising device”; “grand theories” 

such as ANT, structuration, institutional theory – see Geoff 
Walsham, Chrisanthi Avgerou 

• Lower level type 2 example of David Avison’s explanation of  IS 
failure, Lacity & Willcocks’ studies of outsourcing – it could be 
theory building using and / or building “mid range theory”; Can use 
a range of methods, lots of case studies here 

• What constitutes a contribution to knowledge? In short, novelty  - 
what’s new! 

• The theory developed, or the conjectures, need to be new and 
interesting, or to explain something that was not well understood 
beforehand. 



Type 3 Theory for Predicting 

• These theories offer prediction of outcomes from 
a set of factors without explaining the underlying 
causal connections 

• Example:  Moore’s Law. In 1965, Gordon Moore 
of Intel suggested that the number of transistors, 
and thus the power, of an integrated circuit 
would double every two years, while the cost 
remained the same. Moore later revised this 
estimate to a doubling every 18 months.  



Type IV: Theory for Explaining and 
Predicting 

• says what is, how, why, when, and what will 
be 

• Example: DeLone and McLean’s dynamic 
model of information success (1992 2003) 
aims to explain and predict.  

• Such studies can usefully contribute to either 
theory building or theory testing. 





Type V: Theory for Design and Action 

• says how to do something; the principles of form 
and function, methods, and justificatory 
theoretical knowledge that are used in the 
development of IS 

• Example SSADM, Soft Systems Method, 
Multiview; ETHICS method; participatory design 
etc. 

• Contribution judged on utility to a community of 
users, the novelty of the artifact, and the 
persuasiveness of claims that it is effective.  





Questions 

• Is one type of theory more valuable than 
another? 

• Should the word theory be used for all five 
classes? 

• Can more than one theory be used? 
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