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ABSTRACT

This paper introduces Chaos Theory as a means of studying information
systems. It argues that Chaos Theory, combined with new techniques for
discovering patter nsin complex quantitative and qualitative evidence, offers
a potentially more substantive approach to understand the nature of
information systems in a variety of contexts. The paper introduces Chaos
Theory concepts by way of an illustrative research design.

INTRODUCTION

Thepast decadeor sohaswitnessed considerabl ediscuss onaround thestudy
of informationsystems(1S). Therehave beenanumber of initiativesthat have
attemptedtointroducetheoriesandframeworksthat mightinformour understand-
ingandresearchinlS(e.g., see Giddens, 1984; Nissen, Klein, & Hirschheim,
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1991). Most of theseiniti ativeshavecomefromthosewho havebeen dissatisfied
withthenarrow technical conceptionsof | Sresearch. Therehavebeenrepeated
callstoaddressthesocia and organizational issueswithrespecttol S(e.g., seethe
collection of papersby Boland & Hirschheim, 1987). It has been argued that
althoughthedisciplinehassought to addressthesocia and organizational issues,
therehasbeenashortageof well grounded theory and methodol ogy on how to
addresstheseaspects(seeWalsham & Han, 1990). Althoughinrecent years
therehavebeen someattemptstofill thisgap, wehaveasyet not been ableto
identify anappropriatetheoretical basisfor thestudy of information systems.

ThispaperintroducesChaos Theory asameansof studying| S. Thepaper uses
theconceptstoreflectonthenatureandsgnificanceof | S. Itishopedthatunderstanding
theunderlyingassumptionsandtheoretical constructsthroughtheuseof ChaosTheory
will notonlyinformbetter researchdes gnfor sudyinginformationsystemsbutdsohe p
practiceinunderstandingtheintri caterel ationshipshbetweendifferentfactors.

Thepaper isorganizedintofivesections. It beginswithadescription of the
researchproblemandtheapproach. It thensketchesout themannerinwhich Chaos
Theory viewsinformation systems. Implicationsfor research and practiceare
presentedinthefourth section. Finally key messagesinthepaper areidentifiedand
broad conclusionsdrawn.

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND APPROACH

The Problem

It has been argued that an assessment of a particular discipline must
proceedwithanimplicit or explicit understanding of what thedisciplineisand
how it devel ops(seefor exampleBanville& Landry, 1989). Inthedomain of
IS, thereisaproblem both with themanner inwhichwehavestudied 1Sand
alsowiththetheoretical basi sthat hasbeen adoptedfor their study. Moreoften
thannot, | Sresearchershavebeeninvolvedin‘ academicdemolition’. Thishas
resulted in aninadequate analysisof thebasic premiseonwhichatheoryis
based.

Oneof themoreexcitingdevel opmentsinstudying | Sinrecent yearshasbeen
theuseof Structuration Theory (Giddens, 1984). Itistheseminal work of Walsham
(1993), that hasbrought the Structuration Theory conceptswithineasy reachof IS
researchers. Wa shamusesStructuration Theory toaugment therichnessafforded
by contextualist anaysisof manageria situations. Earlier researchers(e.g., Madon,
1991) haveshownthat thecontextualist approach of Pettigrew (1985) fallsshort
onanumber of counts. Theforemost limitation of Pettigrew’ sapproachisthelack
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