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Socially responsible design science in information systems for sustainable 
development: a critical research methodology
Mike Monson

University of Twente, BMS Faculty, Enschede, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This study presents an Information Systems (IS) research methodology for the conduct of 
critical research into sustainable development that encompasses the objectives of socially 
inclusive and environmentally sustainable economic growth. The specific context is the appli-
cation of critical research in the problem definition phase of IS Design Science Research for 
sustainable development. The paper guides IS research through problem scenarios of unsus-
tainable development where power can distort truth and corrupt the public discourse in the 
furtherance of their ambitions. The methodology provides a structured approach to engage in 
inquiry of topics which are by their nature, deceptive and opaque. The methodology enables 
research inquiry encompassing societal topics, macro-social issues related to sustainable 
development and the application of nomothetic inquiry to address systemic problems. The 
paper concludes with illustrative examples of outcomes from the application of the prescribed 
methodology. The study provides an IS response to systemic social and environmental chal-
lenges by identifying the routes to transformation which in turn inform the design of IS 
solutions. Consequently, the study lays a foundation for IS engagement in socially responsible 
design science research.
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1. Introduction

The novelty of this study lies in its practical methodol-
ogy for conducting critical Information Systems (IS) 
research into sustainable development issues, as a first 
phase in socially responsible design science research. 
Contextually, the methodology is applicable for 
a domain of research inquiry encompassing societal 
topics, macro-social issues related to sustainable 
development and the application of nomothetic 
inquiry to address systemic problems. These inquiry 
domain characteristics are expanded on in the section 
entitled, “Assessing the Applicability of the 
Methodology”.

The paper is positioned at the intersection of an 
ethos described as “Socially Responsible Design” 
(SRD) and the “Design Science Research” (DSR) para-
digm, while it focuses on the imperatives of 
“Sustainable Development”. In order to give effect to 
DSR within the domain of sustainable development 
with its implied SRD convictions, the paper prescribes 
a methodology for “Critical Research Theory” (CRT). 
Specifically the methodology is intended as the means 
for initiating DSR in the sustainable development 
domain. It might therefore be misconstrued as being 
neither relevant to the discipline of IS nor specific to 
the practice of DSR. However, if the IS discipline is to 
transcend the confines of the organisational context 
within which it is predominantly perceived, it requires 

the means to grapple with research issues of the social 
domains. If it chooses to limit itself to being the 
enabling party for solutions originating in other dis-
ciplines, it deprives itself of opportunities to engage in 
understanding problems and formulating solutions 
devised under an IS ontology. Conversely, if it steers 
away from methodologies that directly engage the 
social domains, it restricts itself to formulating solu-
tions that are insensitive to social issues. In order to 
breach this perceptual barrier, it needs to unshackle 
forward-looking research paradigms like DSR in col-
laboration with the socially transformational objec-
tives of CRT. Such a forward-looking and expansive 
stance by IS will open the opportunities for initiating 
multidisciplinary research that enhances the role of IS 
research and serves to guide DSR endeavours in the 
sustainable development domain. In these contexts, 
the CRT methodology of this study provides 
a focused contribution to DSR endeavours within the 
IS discipline.

The paper is targeted at IS practitioners, including 
researcher, designers, programmers, engineers and the 
like, who are not only engaged in artefact development 
but who also seek to comply with the ethos of sustain-
able development. It accesses research opportunities 
beyond the more familiar confines of problems 
defined in the organisational domain, into the wider 
social and environmental domains. It serves to pro-
mote responsible practices in pursuing technological 
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artefact creation (design and development) by bring-
ing focus to bear on the potential social and environ-
mental impacts of their application, during the early 
stages of design.

In this context, the term “artefact” means 
a practical, IS-based artefact for enabling processes 
and actions. While design science research in the IS 
field may be applied to the design and creation of 
various theoretical artefacts such as designs, meth-
odologies and theoretical concepts, these would all 
be viewed as potentially intermediate steps or con-
tributing (kernel and mid-range) theory that ulti-
mately lead to the design and development of the 
practical, enabling artefact. This concept of the arte-
fact is referred to as “the IT artefact” by Orlikowski 
and Iacono (2001) and “the functioning, testable 
and observable artefact” by W. Kuechler and 
Vaishnavi (2012). In practical terms, the concept 
of the artefact ranges from core technical IS func-
tions that combine ICT hardware and software to 
perform single tasks (such as a search algorithm or 
security protocol), to the complex assemblies of 
these core, functional components into software- 
coded processes for interacting with, for and about 
humanity in the form of information systems. These 
information systems may be judged to be socially 
and environmentally either negative or positive 
when assessed against the values implicit in social 
responsibility.

This study has the additional ambition of introdu-
cing and clarifying the concepts and language pertain-
ing to research directions that might be less familiar in 
IS practice, such as social responsibility, critical 
research and sustainable development. Consequently, 
in addition to the development and description of the 
CRT methodology, large sections of this paper are 
devoted to explanations of these key contextual con-
cepts. It achieves these objectives in response to the 
research question; “How may critical IS research be 
conducted to fulfil the requirements of Socially 
Responsible Design?”

This question arises from reflection on the current 
state of our world from the IS perspective where we 
are increasingly aware of social and environmental 
circumstances and threats through communications 
facilitated by information and communications tech-
nologies (ICTs) but where we are not yet urgently 
engaging these problems through the application of 
ICTs.

While the topic is an emotive one, this paper 
attempts to present the methodology in an objective, 
prescriptive fashion of guidelines embellished with 
nuances and warnings appropriate for the subject 
matter, thereby translating the methodological steps 
and outputs into implications for ICT design. Striking 
examples of these outputs are presented in the final 
third of the paper.

The main objective of this paper is therefore to 
design a methodology for applying critical research 
in the pursuit of socially responsible design science 
research in the IS field. The outcome of this design 
study is an artefact complying with the definition of 
methodology;

“the study—the description, the explanation, and the 
justification—of methods, and not the methods them-
selves”. (Kaplan, 1964, p. 18)

In Kaplan’s (1964) terms, the aim of methodology is to 
“describe and analyse . . . methods, throwing light on 
their limitations and resources, clarifying their pre-
suppositions and consequences . . . to help us to 
understand, in the broadest possible terms, not the 
products of scientific inquiry but the process itself”. 
(Carter & Little, 2007, p. 23).

The resulting methodology facilitates IS research 
into societal and power structures that are identified 
through influences of demographics, economics and 
politics. It complies with the defining aspects of critical 
research that distinguishes it from the more widely 
adopted interpretivist and positivist paradigms and it 
seeks to play a pivotal role in socially responsible 
design through revealing opportunities arising from 
the sustainable development imperative.

However, it also has two secondary objectives. The 
first is to position the methodology firmly within the 
design science research paradigm and the second is to 
provide a critical and summative explanation (to con-
vey an evaluation of the concept) of sustainable devel-
opment as the basis and motivation for this study.

Achieving the primary objective provides practical 
responses to three prevailing research situations in the 
IS domain; Firstly, the paper is a practical guide for 
engaging in critical research theory to complement the 
numerous IS studies devoted to its theoretical aspects, 
secondly the paper provides an approach to perform-
ing the “conceptual investigation” phase of the tripar-
tite methodology for Value Sensitive Design 
(Friedman et al., 2008), and thirdly the methodology 
gives practical effect to multinational state (EU & UK) 
policies developed to incentivise and control research 
and innovation in a socially responsible manner. 
Papers by Stahl et al. (2013) and Von Schomberg 
(2011) expand on the imperative arising from these 
policies to practice design and innovation in a socially 
responsible manner and this paper’s methodology 
builds on the principles revealed in those studies.

1.1. Study layout

The paper proceeds with an explanation of the meth-
odology’s positioning within the broader arena of 
design science research. This is followed by 
a description of sustainable development through the 
tracing of events and circumstances that have led to 
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the dire situation of unsustainable development and 
the need for urgent action to combat it. Then there is 
an explanation of the development of this study itself 
which applies the “Theory Development in Design 
Science Research” methodology of B. Kuechler and 
Vaishnavi (2008) in which a new methodology is cre-
ated by the testing and refinement of “design theory” 
against “kernel theory” and “mid-range theory”. The 
paper proceeds further with an introduction of the 
specific mid-range theories used to reflect and refine 
the designed methodology of this paper and is fol-
lowed by exegetical commentaries on the kernel the-
ories that form the foundation of knowledge upon 
which this methodology (design theory) is con-
structed. These kernel theories include;

● “the principles for conducting critical research” 
that provide the guidance for constructing 
a methodology compliant with the paradigm,

● an “explanation of the selection of relevant criti-
cal theories that provide a philosophical basis for 
the data collection and analysis strategy of the 
prescribed methodology and

● an explanatory discussion concerning “the iden-
tification and selection of a value position” to 
provide the ethical stance required for a critical 
research undertaking.

Thereafter, the design theory, as the method of execu-
tion (methodology), is explained as a three part pro-
cess, including a diagrammatic model as a visual aid. 
The design theory is illustrated with examples 
extracted from the mid-range theories against which 
the design theories are evaluated and improved. The 
concluding remarks are pre-empted by a discussion on 
some of the obstacles to actually practicing CRT 
within the IS discipline and questioning the likelihood 
of this methodology resulting in the design and devel-
opment of technologies to combat abuses of power 
and social injustice.

2. The design science research context

The justification of including a CRT research step 
within the DSR paradigm is explained in this chapter. 
Firstly, a justification is provided for the possibility of 
positioning a CRT-based step within accepted DSR 
processes. The second section explains this study’s 
alignment with the concept of SRD which establishes 
the social justice orientation that invites a CRT-based 
approach to DSR. The third section sets out to clarify 
the role of CRT in Socially Responsible Design Science 
Research by highlighting the suitability of CRT for 
delivering on SRD objectives. This section also 
addresses the difficulty of applying CRT in the pre-
vailing organisational orientation of the IS discipline 
while strengthening the case for CRT as an essential 

first step in Socially Responsible Design Science 
Research. The final section discusses a taxonomy for 
assessing the suitability of the application of this meth-
odology. It does so by defining the scope of research 
topics that the methodology may engage with, within 
the wider variety of situations and problems that could 
motivate DSR.

2.1. Justifying a CRT-Phase within design science 
research

This section explains the rationale behind the primary 
objective of “designing a methodology for applying 
critical research in the pursuit of socially responsible 
design science research in the IS field”. DSR seeks to 
contribute to the understanding of created, rather than 
natural phenomena (Hevner et al., 2004; Howcroft & 
Trauth, 2005; Lee, 2010) while accumulating knowl-
edge in the process of construction and evaluation of 
artefacts (Vaishnavi & Kuechler, 2004).

In applying DSR as the research method, 
a researcher would likely adopt one of the guiding 
methodological frameworks. Reason dictates that 
these frameworks begin with processes aimed at defin-
ing and understanding a problem, as well as the deter-
mination of a solution direction. The design process 
model developed by Takeda et al. (1990) refers to these 
initial steps as the “Awareness of Problem” and 
“Suggestion”. Frameworks developed by Hevner 
et al. (2004), Purao (2002), and Gregg et al. (2001) 
proceed similarly. The Design Science Research 
Methodology (Peffers et al., 2007), describes these 
initial steps as; “Identify Problem & Motivate” and 
“Define Objectives of a Solution”.

The pervasiveness of IS throughout society in gen-
eral as well as in organisations, implies that IS research 
is ideally positioned to address sustainable develop-
ment issues that see an overlapping of phenomena of 
interests, methods of investigation (Vaishnavi & 
Kuechler, 2004) and an overlapping of hard sciences, 
economics and social sciences (Avison & Elliot, 2005). 
Consequently, there are often opportunities for inno-
vation and artefact design in IS where it is positioned 
to provide the means to solutions. “Whereas natural 
sciences and social sciences try to understand reality, 
design science attempts to create things that serve 
human purposes”. (Simon, 1969, p. 55). In order to 
create effective solutions for problem scenarios in the 
sustainable development domain, logic dictates that 
the initial steps of understanding a problem and deter-
mining a route to a solution would employ forward- 
looking research paradigms such as CRT, seeking to 
address social and environmental challenges to achiev-
ing social emancipation through transformation. 
Critical research embraces fundamental criticism 
(Etzioni, 1968) tempered by an explicit value position 
to engage effectively with the social and ethical aspects 
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of problems. The real world problems that manifest in 
the poor provision of social services and environmen-
tally unsustainable systems are social problems seek-
ing transformative solutions. They would therefore 
necessitate a critical research inquiry to achieve deep 
understanding of and forward-looking solutions to 
those problems. As CRT-based research is differen-
tiated by the elements of critique and transformation 
in addition to interpretive research methods (Myers & 
Klein, 2011), its application meets the imperative for 
identifying and conceptualising transformational 
objectives. These transformational objectives in turn 
provide focus and impetus for innovation, either in 
the design of new artefacts or in the application of 
existing artefacts. Under the presumption that many 
problems of macro-social and environmental issues 
included in the sustainable development domain 
would require socially transformative solutions; 
a critical research phase would ideally underpin 
many SRD endeavours.

2.2. Alignment with socially responsible design

This section explains the correlation between sustain-
able development and “the pursuit of socially respon-
sible design science research” referred to in the 
primary research objective. Alongside other human 
endeavours and social activities, an objective of com-
pliance with the ethos of sustainable development 
motivates the need for research disciplines to develop 
and utilise methodologies that provide alignment 
with a socially responsible pursuit of economic activ-
ities whereby broader stakeholders’ interests are not 
abrogated in favour of returns to shareholders. 
Socially Responsible Design (SRD) focuses attention 
on the products, environments, services and systems 
that can alleviate real-world problems to improve 
quality of life through purposeful design. SRD encap-
sulates the central roles that designers might play 
across the various disciplines to use their specific 
skills for addressing problems concerning the macro- 
social issues (crime, education, government, health, 
fair trade, social inclusion and economic policy) and 
macro-environmental challenges (poverty, climate 
change, energy, pollution and rapid population 
growth in developing countries) (Dayey et al. 2007). 
The activities and structures deployed by states in 
provisioning services for societal needs arising from 
these macro-social issues, in a socially inclusive fash-
ion, represent a manifestation of the practical dis-
pensation of social justice. Of equal social 
significance, the recognition of issues and the colla-
borative, multidimensional action to address macro- 
environmental challenges, represents the key to 
a sustainable world. This study is aligned with the 
SRD objectives.

2.3. The role of critical research in SRD

This section positions the role of CRT within socially 
responsible design science research. The methodology 
for CRT developed in this study serves as “a practical 
guide for engaging in critical research theory to com-
plement the numerous IS studies devoted to its theo-
retical aspects”. In the context of the overarching 
research question about the means and methods for 
conducting socially responsible design science in IS, 
the focus for this paper narrows onto the conduct of 
critical research as an integral and indispensable first 
step for pursuing design science research for social 
inclusion and sustainable development.

The practice of critical IS research is characterised 
as “a wide range of diverse research endeavours aimed 
at revealing, criticising and explaining technological 
developments and the use of IS in organisations and 
society that, in the name of efficiency, rationalisation 
and progress, increase control, domination, and 
oppression, and produce socially detrimental conse-
quences” (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2007, p. 1446). This 
characterisation reveals a context and understanding 
of problems that motivate for teleological responses 
from the IS discipline that in turn provides impetus for 
critical research into the socially responsible innova-
tion and utilisation of IS. However, in spite of numer-
ous studies having been produced on the principles 
and theories for conducting critical IS research, its 
application remains relatively rare and this state of 
low adoption has been a prevailing cause for concern 
(Brooke, 2002; Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2008; 
Howcroft & Trauth, 2005; Kvasny & Richardson, 
2006; McGrath, 2005; Myers & Klein, 2011; Palvia 
et al., 2015; Truex & Howcroft, 2001).

Aligned to the SRD ethos, purposefully designed IS 
solutions could harness the participation and voices of 
individuals within a context of communities and 
environments formed through their affiliation to com-
mon social and environmental causes, relating to each 
of the macro issues.

In spite of their pervasiveness, the potential for ICTs 
to be utilised to advance either the provision of socially 
inclusive services or collaborative action for sustainable 
development, is yet to be realised. To achieve this, the 
roles of the powerful and societies in general would 
require alignment for common purposes and goals 
related to achieving the maximum social benefit. 
Indicative of the failure of this alignment, the effective 
delivery of government services to citizens have been 
faced with challenges of accessibility, trust issues on 
both sides, legacy structures & attitudes and costs that 
remain persistent topics of research and reporting in 
global organisations like the UN and EU (as evidenced 
by results from popular search engines). While the 
roles of ICTs in collaborative actions between states 
and across societies for sustainable development 
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solutions, are not yet apparent. Palvia et al. (2015) 
found only 37 out of 2881 papers published in 7 top 
ranked journals over the decade 2004 to 2013, focused 
on the topic of E-government and further searches 
failed to locate any studies concerning IS solutions for 
Government Services to Citizens. This situation repre-
sents an underexploited field of research opportunities 
for the IS discipline to develop enabling artefacts. The 
term “enabling artefacts” specifically refers to practical 
artefacts of a technical nature that enable identified 
solutions.

2.4. Assessing the applicability of the 
methodology

The methodology for critical research theory 
developed in this paper is positioned as an initial 
process within socially responsible Design Science 
Research (DSR). However, DSR as a research 
paradigm may be applied to a wide diversity of 
purposes with a variety of methodologies and 
mental models. A researcher would have to be 
able to determine to what extent this approach 
to DSR or any other methodology, is appropriate 
for a research undertaking. Structures of categor-
isation to navigate through possible approaches 
would make such a determination simpler. 
A categorisation strategy, dubbed the “DSR genre 
framework”, for dealing with variety and complex-
ity of DSR methodologies was initiated to provide 
a means of distinguishing between different 
approaches associated with different types of arte-
facts, as an aid to reviewers and editors in their 
assessment of DSR articles in the midst of this 
challenging variety (Peffers et al., 2018). 
However, in the context of this paper it is pre-
determined that the DSR approach addresses 
a single type of artefact and that CRT will be 
applied for the problem definition and solution 
identification phase, irrespective of the DSR meth-
odology being applied. Therefore, a set of assess-
ment criteria for CRT rather than DSR is 
required. As CRT has a social focus extending 
beyond the boundaries of the usual organisational 
focus of IS research, the social sciences were inter-
rogated for examples of the treatment of qualita-
tive data for categorisation as criteria. These data 
are analysed by applying principles of inductive 
reasoning and determining categorisation through 
code types for guiding data analysis and interpre-
tation. “These code types (conceptual, relation-
ship, perspective, participant characteristics, and 
setting codes) define a structure that is appropri-
ate for generation of taxonomy, themes, and the-
ory” (Bradley et al., 2007 p. 1).

Accordingly, a taxonomy for “Critical Research 
Theory Focus” is devised from the scoping criteria 

of the methodology developed in this paper. These 
criteria or code types are compiled to aid 
researchers in determining if the methodology is 
appropriate for the “Problem Definition and 
Solution Identification” stage of their DSR 
projects.

The first criterium considered is the breadth of 
the social domain of the inquiry which depends 
on whether the focus of the research topic is 
defined as an organisational or societal problem. 
Some DSR methodologies in IS prescribe an orga-
nisational setting, such as the Design Science 
Research Methodology (Peffers et al., 2007) and 
Action Design Research (Sein et al., 2011). 
However, a researcher may rest assured that not 
only are there other DSR methodologies which 
have not implied such limitations, such as 
Explanatory Design Theory (Baskerville & Pries- 
Heje, 2010; Niehaves & Ortbach, 2016) and 
Design-oriented IS research (Österle et al., 2011; 
Winter, 2008) but that those methodologies which 
do imply those limitations may also be adapted 
for different situations, provided such adaptations 
do not compromise their methodological integrity.

Aside from the societal vs organisational code 
type, the devised “Critical Research Theory Focus” 
taxonomy lists 3 further related code types for 
categorising the domain of focus for a research 
topic. These interrelated criteria, detailed hereun-
der, and their relevance are expanded upon 
further in the following section on Socially 
Responsible Design and in the prescribed 
methodology.

Critical Research Theory Focus;

● Social domain breadth; societal or organisational 
(societal or the broader community may include 
organisations but organisational is restricted to 
the organisational domain)

● Problem domain; macro or micro-social issues 
(For example, a Healthcare System versus 
a Hospital)

● Research Goal; nomothetic (description of gen-
erally applicable problems and solutions) or ideo-
graphic (explanations obtained from individuals)

● Topic Dominance; systemic or specific (a perva-
sive reality defined by human imposed circum-
stances rather than a specific, isolated situation, 
such as Climate Change vs problems arising from 
a snow storm in Texas – The specific may result 
from the systemic but not vice versa)

Applying the above taxonomy, the domain of Critical 
Research Theory Focus for this methodology is 
defined as; societal topics, focused on macro-social 
issues related to sustainable development, engaging 
in nomothetic inquiry to address systemic problems.
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3. Sustainable development

3.1. The history and mechanism of unsustainable 
development

The following critique of the causes for the crisis of 
unsustainable development and assessment of reac-
tions to it, serve to justify this study as a contribution 
to the cause of sustainable development. The concept 
of sustainable development arises from the reaction to 
human activities and their impacts on the natural 
environment. The start of the industrial revolutions 
was a pivotal point where mankind developed the 
means to harness various forms of thermal and 
hydro energy to perform work. While there is much 
speculation and conjecture about the causes and 
effects of the industrial revolution (Hudson, 2014), 
what is evident is that from that point onwards, the 
balance between the utilisation and regeneration of the 
natural environment that had been ensured by the 
limits on the capacity for work of the muscle power 
of man and his beasts of burden, were under threat. 
Along with the discovery of various chemicals and 
compounds, there were abounding innovations of 
mechanisms (Ashton, 1997) that consumed and con-
tinue to consume finite raw materials in production 
processes of artefacts designed to not only meet our 
needs and increase our comfort but also inflame our 
desires for unnecessary consumption (Southerton, 
2011). Control of the sourcing and utilisation of raw 
materials and the mechanisms of production repre-
sents power and wealth. These sources of power 
attracted and continues to attract the traditionally 
powerful in the form of the previously endowed, 
nation states and political movements as well as 
a continuum of newcomers in the form of enterprises 
and investment collaborations able to profit from 
innovations and managerial efficiency (Hall, 2015).

With the birth of Capitalism, a mechanism for 
financially fuelling these activities was devised in the 
form of stock exchanges that facilitate the potentially 
profitable trading of and investment in every kind of 
enterprise arising from industrialisation and which in 
turn drives the speculation and risk taking that sup-
port new discoveries and innovations (Baumol, 2002). 
Free and properly regulated markets provide an egali-
tarian and efficient mechanism for every investor, 
large and small, to participate in the economic returns 
generated by enterprises.

However, throughout most of the 20th century, 
espoused economic theory supported the dictum that 
the prime objective of an enterprise was the maximi-
sation of returns to shareholders. In a distortion of the 
egalitarian and socially just ethos of a balanced free- 
market mechanism, a profit-maximising-at-any-cost 
orientation became the norm for many enterprises 
(Primeaux & Stieber, 1994). Profit maximisation “has 
almost come to be regarded as equivalent to rational 

behaviour, and as an axiom, which is self-evident and 
needs no proof or justification” (De Scitovszky, 1943, 
p. 57). This economic principle continues to be pro-
moted by educational institutions under the influence 
of the powerful who in turn became their benefactors 
(Ghoshal, 2005; Snelson-Powell et al., 2016). This dis-
torted ethos encouraged increasing investment in 
profit maximising enterprises that generate high 
short-term returns from activities that invariably 
entail deferred or unaccounted for costs and conse-
quences. Therefore, even when it is predictable that an 
enterprise’s products or processes cause harm to 
society or the environment (Clark, 1973), regulatory 
controls do not outlaw investment in them and redress 
or compensation for negatively affected parties is 
made legally onerous and expensive.

Proponents of the free market ideal resist any form 
of regulation in the belief that the forces at play ensure 
a naturally self-correcting mechanism based on the 
market forces establishing the “right price” for any-
thing but opponents of this laissez-faire ethos point 
out that regulation is required to prevent harmful 
exploitation through market collusion, price distor-
tions and transaction costs (Orlitzky, nd.). At its 
inception, the Capitalist system arose through inter-
ventions of the British state to dismantle feudal insti-
tutions and protect manufacturers through tariffs and 
other subsidies. The historian Polanyi (1944 p.71, 132) 
observes that “ . . . . there was nothing natural about 
laissez-faire; free markets could never have come into 
being merely by allowing things to take their course . . . 
. . . laissez-faire was enforced by the state”. The impo-
sition of capitalism was a double movement; one 
movement to establish capitalism itself but the other 
was a counter-movement to establish social protection 
through legislation and restricted associations 
(Polanyi, 1944).

Arising from the establishment of Capitalism and 
its ethos of private ownership of the means of produc-
tion, legal transactions for investments into enter-
prises were legislated by states and as a consequence, 
an “investment industry” phenomenon arose to man-
age and facilitate investments on behalf of corpora-
tions and citizens alike. In order to serve the needs of 
its clients, this industry creates complexity and termi-
nology that facilitates opaqueness and unaccountabil-
ity, screened by mechanisms and structures that 
enable funds of anonymous investors to be applied, 
through 3rd party agents, via investment instruments 
constructed to achieve specific returns, to both harm-
ful and harmless enterprises alike. “The use of multiple 
funds has evolved in the investment management 
industry – with a single holding company often having 
over 100 funds. The investment management industry 
decentralises its funds and often uses third-party enti-
ties for numerous operating responsibilities. They 
have decentralised boards and managers”. 
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(W. A. Wallace, 2004 p. 270). In view of the apparent 
impotence of state or international legislation to reg-
ulate harmful capitalist activities and protect society, 
an inscrutable mechanism for enabling systemic profit 
maximisation is embedded in investment activities. 
This exploitative situation demands effective regula-
tion by governments to provide protection for society 
from the detrimental effects of investments into harm-
ful enterprises. However, the (Power) relationships 
between powerful parties appear to undermine efforts 
for protection. This state of affairs is evidenced by the 
continuing unfettered investments into harmful 
industries that have caused and continue to cause 
pollution, habitat destruction and environmental 
degradation, climate change, human exploitation in 
3rd World countries and extreme social inequality. In 
reaction to insufficient regulation on investments, 
Christian church groups in the UK, Europe and the 
USA established movements for moral and ethical 
investment practices in the early 1900s (Louche & 
Lydenberg, 2006). These were the precursors of the 
modern Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) funds 
formed in 1970s and 80s, with names such as Friends 
Provident and Stewardship Fund (UK), Het Andere 
Beleggingsfonds (Netherlands), Ansvar Aktiefond 
Sverige (Sweden), KD Fonds Ökoinvest (Germany) 
and Nouvelle Strategie Fund (France) as well as the 
Pax World Fund and the Dreyfus Third Century Fund 
(USA) (Louche & Lydenberg, 2006).

The influences of powers that control key produc-
tion inputs, especially raw materials and natural sys-
tems, overlap ideological and national boundaries in 
their quest to keep exploiting finite resources and the 
natural environment for maximised profit. While the 
consequences of industrialisation has seen an 
improved general standard of living, enhanced infra-
structure development in well-managed societies and 
a persistent growth in population numbers 
(Southerton, 2011), it has also resulted in the highly 
polluted and damaged environments, looming mass 
extinctions of plants and animals and accelerated cli-
mate change that threaten to harm the support sys-
tems for life on our planet.

3.2. Reaction: warnings and push back

As direct human involvement in industrial activity on 
the planet was reaching its peak (ca. 1970), concerned 
thinkers in the form of the Club of Rome (formed in 
1968 by Italian industrialist and economist, Dr Aurelio 
Peccei and the OECD’s Dr Alexander King) produced 
the first edition of the report entitled “The Limits to 
Growth” (De Rome & Meadows, 1972).

This study and report applied the System Dynamic 
Modelling (Forrester, 1961) techniques developed by 
Jay Forrester to produce models that illustrated how 
the Earth’s many systems and natural resources 

cannot be sustained under the impact of mankind’s 
consumptive activities (Colombo, 2001). This ground- 
breaking report received massive pushback from aca-
demic, industrial, national, religious and private 
wealth interests that effectively set out to discredit its 
message and warnings. The criticisms focused on var-
ious aspects of the model and the underlying assump-
tions, without ever advancing an alternative scenario 
except to imply that man’s ingenuity would prevail.

The report focused on five factors, namely popula-
tion growth, industrial activity, agricultural activity, 
pollution and the rate of depletion of inherited natural 
resources – that we are living off capital instead of 
income.

In 2018, on the 50th anniversary of the formation of 
the Club of Rome, the latest edition of the report 
entitled “Come On!” (Von Weizsäcker & Wijkman, 
2018), warned about the same issues but with even 
greater urgency. The report in turn, supported by 
empirical data, discredits entirely the detractors of 
the initial report of 1972 and shows that each one of 
the dangers warned about in the original report were 
proceeding as predicted in a scenario of inaction. In 
effect, 50 valuable years were wasted by world leader-
ship on inaction (except for conferences and resolu-
tions) against the consequences of perpetual economic 
growth policies and practices.

3.3. Achievements to date?

Internationally coordinated reactions to these loom-
ing and growing threats started five decades ago with 
the United Nations which culminated in a lengthy 
process of conferences and formulations of resolu-
tions and policy. These conferences began in 1972 
when governments met in Stockholm, Sweden for the 
United Nations Conference on the Human 
Environment, to consider the rights of the family to 
a healthy and productive environment. This was fol-
lowed over a decade later with the report, Our 
Common Future (Brundtland et al.,) which was pro-
duced by the United Nations’ World Commission on 
Environment and Development (WCED) and defined 
the concept of sustainable development as develop-
ment that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs. It contains within it two key 
concepts: The concept of “needs”, in particular, the 
essential needs of the world’s poor, to which over-
riding priority should be given; and the idea of lim-
itations imposed by the state of technology and social 
organisation on the environment’s ability to meet 
present and future needs.

The concept has since developed beyond the initial 
intergenerational framework to imply a goal of 
“socially inclusive and environmentally sustainable 
economic growth” (Sachs, 2015, p. 5).
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Following WCED, there has been steady but very 
slow progress through a multitude of UN conferences 
during which the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) were adopted and subsequently replaced by 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2015. 
Significantly, the UN-led process that formulated the 
MDGs, involved collaboration between its 193 
Member States and global civil society. The resolution 
produced is a broad intergovernmental agreement that 
acts as the Post-2015 Development Agenda.

Ban Ki-moon, the United Nations Secretary- 
General from 2007 to 2016, warned in 
a November 2016 press conference that: “We don’t 
have plan B because there is no planet B”.

However, newly formulated codes of corporate 
governance (OECD, 2015a, 2015b), indicated 
a low key, collective, international intent (not 
obligation) to either adjust business practices 
accordingly or accept that sustainable develop-
ment is a social (not corporate) responsibility. In 
2017, the world’s largest economy, the USA, 
announced its intention to withdraw from the 
2015 Paris Agreement on Climate Change 
Mitigation. This potentially disastrous move was 
narrowly diverted through the loss of an election 
by the incumbent president in 2020. Nevertheless, 
the USA stance has emboldened other states such 
as Brazil, Australia and India to resist interna-
tional agreements on climate change and pollu-
tion. In 2020, the Convention on Biological 
Diversity published its report “Global 
Biodiversity 5” (Secretariat Of The Convention 
On Biological Diversity, 2020) in which it details 
how the world collectively had failed to reach any 
of the 20 biodiversity protection targets agreed to 
at Aichi in Japan, 10 years previously. In addition, 
the “Living Planet Report 2020” (Almond et al., 
2020) produced by the World Wildlife Fund 
reports a 68% decline in the number of wildlife 
species on Earth between 1970 and 2016. Large 

and powerful corporations collude with autocratic 
governments and buy political influence in 
democracies to stifle attempts to curtail damaging 
practices for profit. The reluctance of various gov-
ernments to undertake the necessary changes 
(Baldwin & Lenton, 2020) is analogous to 
a tobacco addict who is aware of the detrimental 
consequences of smoking but continues on 
regardless, while both justifying the habit and 
ignoring the critics. A dangerous inertia has 
become the norm.

In desperate situations where leadership fails, his-
tory indicates through the records of numerous social 
revolutions, that problems are resolved at the grass-
roots level of ordinary members of societies and may 
be either orderly or chaotic. The orderly alternative 
involves mass collaboration between societies to 
oppose those doing harm and focused corrective 
actions, such as effective research & development 
(R&D) practices that might drive innovation of solu-
tions. The IS discipline might be uniquely positioned 
as the means to both facilitate interaction and innova-
tion across disciplines (all disciplines apply IS) and to 
reach across societies and states to empower positive 
action. Under the present ambivalence shown by gov-
ernments and international organisations in support-
ing the adoption and enforcement of sustainable 
development practices, the least that could be expected 
from academic disciplines is to align R&D projects 
with the sustainable development ethos.

4. Methodological approach for this 
prescriptive study

The methodological approach adopted for designing 
this prescriptive framework is based on the exegesis of 
an IS design science research project conducted by 
B. Kuechler and Vaishnavi (2008) in which the crea-
tion of (prescriptive) design theory through the pro-
cesses of developing and testing of an IS artefact, is 

Figure 1. Relationships between kernel theory, mid-range-theory and design theory, and the design process (modified from 
Goldkuhl, 2004).
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inextricably bound to the testing and refinement of its 
kernel theory.

The methodology, illustrated below (Figure 1), is 
derived from modifications (shaded sections) to an 
original model developed by Goldkuhl (2004).

In applying the methodology, the “Kernel the-
ories”, which frequently originate outside the IS dis-
cipline and suggest novel techniques or approaches 
to IS design problems, are often “natural science” or 
“behavioural science” theories that explain and pre-
dict, whereas “Design theories” give explicit prescrip-
tions for “how to do something”. “Kernel theories” 
provide theoretical grounding for the artefact and 
“Design theories” are considered as practical knowl-
edge used to support design activities (Goldkuhl, 
2004). “Mid-range theories” (conceptualised as; 
“data that are close enough to observed data to be 
incorporated in propositions that permit empirical 
testing”, Merton, 1949, p. 39) provide empirical 
data against which the developed artefact (design 
theories) may be tested and evaluated. The effect of 
this empirical evidence on the explanatory statements 
of the design theories, is a refinement process in 
which those explanatory statements may be revised 
to accord with the observations of the artefact that 
take place during evaluation – observations which 
expose the theories in situ (B. Kuechler & 
Vaishnavi, 2008). This methodology was chosen for 
this study because it is specifically designed for the 
purpose of creating new design theory and because it 
was assessed to be a feasible undertaking. This feasi-
bility was based on the availability of empirical data 
sourced from a preceding research project that would 
be a source of mid-range theories as well as providing 
a tested set of theoretical foundations to serve as 
kernel theories.

In this application of the B. Kuechler and Vaishnavi 
(2008) methodology, the various “theories” comprise 
the following:

● Kernel theories;
○ The principles for conducting critical IS 

research per Myers and Klein (2011) – these 
represent guiding principles to assess that the 
prescriptive methodology produced, conforms 
to established theory and provides a link 
between practice and theory.

○ An explanation of the selection of critical the-
ories, in accordance with one of the aforemen-
tioned principles, to provide the basis for 
inquiry into a specific social problem-based 
topic of research. Dependent upon the nature 
of the problem and the inclination or direction 
of a solution, the researcher may adopt more 
than one social theory to provide the philoso-
phical foundation of inquiry. The selected 
social theories inform the epistemological 

stance of the research, especially with regard 
to the sourcing and analysis of data.

○ An explanation of choosing a value position for 
the research. A further principle of CRT is the 
adoption of a value position that provides an 
ethical basis for the inquiry (Myers & Klein, 
2011). The researcher might, because of an IS 
ontology, interpret the value position from an 
IS perspective where the technologies and arte-
facts of IS are viewed as giving effect to out-
comes aligned to the precepts of the espoused 
value position and the social justice objectives 
implicit in CRT although both the problem 
definition and solution identification processes 
are essentially technology agnostic.

● Design theories are the prescriptive statements 
derived from a process of reflective evaluation 
of the relationship between the methodological 
approach applied in the evaluative study and the 
outcomes of that study. This reflective evaluation 
seeks to confirm that the cause and effect rela-
tionships between research actions and outcomes 
are accurately understood and articulated in pre-
scriptive statements. Where necessary, refine-
ments are applied in the prescriptive statements 
wherever shortcomings are identified. Thus, 
knowledge is accumulated in the process of con-
struction and evaluation of the artefact 
(Vaishnavi & Kuechler, 2004).

● Mid-range theories are obtained from prior refer-
ence study/studies in which the methodology was 
applied (and possibly originated). These studies 
serve as evaluative studies. Examples from prior 
studies are used to illustrate, assess and reassess 
the outcomes of the prescriptive processes articu-
lated in the methodology and are the sources of 
empirical data in the research process.

Based on reflection and analysis of the evaluative study, 
this paper develops a prescriptive theory for guiding 
critical research into social domains that transcend the 
realms of organisations and the enterprise, into societal 
structures that are identified through influences of 
demographics, economics, environmental factors and 
politics. Specifically, the evaluative study illustrates the 
prescribed methodology’s effectiveness for conducting 
CRT into a social service-based problem situation that 
is systemic in nature and requires the broader view 
associated with macro-social issues. The methodology 
navigates the researcher through an array of compo-
nents able to deal with sensitive, multiple and complex 
research tasks comprising:

1. Intensive or in-depth examination of local [and 
national or international] situations and issues affect-
ing communities

2. Critical explanation and comparative structural 
generalisation

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INFORMATION SYSTEMS 9



3. Open discourse and transformative redefinition 
or action

4. Reflexive-dialectic orientation that underpins all 
other components

(after Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2007)

5. Mid-range theory – evaluation of an 
example

The evaluative study providing the mid-range theories 
in this design process is an extract of the first phase of 
a design science research thesis entitled, “Towards the 
Design of a Networked Social Services Media Model to 
Promote Democratic Community Participation in 
South African Schools” (Monson, 2013). That first 
phase is entitled, “Schooling and School 
Communities in South Africa – A Critical 
Evaluation”. These faithfully reproduced, illustrative 
examples serve to convey the outcomes arising from 
the application of the methodology comprising the 
“Design Theories”. These mid-range theories are con-
tained in appendices and referred to in the main body 
of text where appropriate. These empirical examples 
comprise, sequentially, the selection and justification 
of specific social theories (these form the philosophical 
foundation for the methodology produced in this 
study as well), the adoption of a value position and 
extracts that illustrate outcomes from the application 
of the various processes detailed in the design theories 
arising from this study.

The evaluative study posed the following research 
questions; “What are the underlying causes for the 
persisting problems in South African school educa-
tion?” and

“How may democratic participation of commu-
nities in support of their schools, lead to 
transformation?”

6. Kernel theories

The Kernel Theories that explain and predict the out-
comes of the processes to develop Design Theories, 
will necessarily include key theoretical knowledge 
relevant to the category and type of artefact being 
designed.

6.1. Principles for conducting critical IS research

By way of definition, the following succinct overview 
of critical research appears on the Association for 
Information Systems’ website; “Critical researchers 
assume that social reality is historically constituted 
and that it is produced and reproduced by people. 
Although people can consciously act to change their 
social and economic circumstances, critical research-
ers recognise that their ability to do so is constrained 
by various forms of social, cultural and political 

domination. The main task of critical research is seen 
as being one of social critique, whereby the restrictive 
and alienating conditions of the status quo are brought 
to light. Critical research focuses on the oppositions, 
conflicts and contradictions in contemporary society, 
and seeks to be emancipatory i.e., it should help to 
eliminate the causes of alienation and domination” 
(https://www.qual.auckland.ac.nz/).

Critical researchers start out with a priori theoreti-
cal concepts derived from one or more critical theor-
ists although the selection of theory depends upon 
which concepts are judged to be of most relevance to 
the social situation being studied (Myers & Klein, 
2011). The social theories selected for a study would 
reflect the topic of the inquiry and influence the sour-
cing and interpretation of data. Assessment of the 
suitability of the various theories for any specific 
study would be based upon determining whether the 
theories, if applied, would embellish achievement of 
the 3 elements of insight, critique and transformative 
redefinition that characterise critical research 
(Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). The selected social theory/ 
theories should provide a lens to focus on the research 
topic in order to establish a feasible means of achiev-
ing a deep understanding of the problems, given the 
data and research resources available. They should 
also provide the direction of transformative redefini-
tion through solutions that may conceivably be facili-
tated through the application of IS at a later stage in 
the DSR process.

Guided by Myers and Klein (2011), consideration 
was given to 3 social theorists who provide distinctly 
different approaches to engaging with the objectives of 
CRT. These were Bourdieu, Foucault and Habermas. 
Bourdieu’s social theories underpin ethnography that 
engages research participants directly and in their 
natural settings in order to gain insight into problem 
situations from the perspective of the subjects of study. 
This approach was deemed inadequate for engaging 
with the macro issues pertaining to sustainable devel-
opment, especially those of a systemic nature as there 
would be a high likelihood of difficulty in reconciling 
any ethnographically defined sub-formation of society 
as being representative of the whole. Consequently, 
the social theories of Habermas and Foucault were 
assessed and compared to determine suitability for 
providing the philosophical basis for the methodology. 
From a philosophical perspective, Habermas’ social 
theory is based upon morality achieved through con-
sensus and Foucault’s is based upon real history 
exposed in terms of conflict and power (Flyvbjerg, 
1998). Foucault was considered the more appropriate 
social theorist for the methodology in the following 
respects;

Habermas’ theoretical approach to engaging with 
power through the distilling of consensual conclusions 
arising from analysis of public sphere information, is 
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less reliable and achievable in research domains where 
power may restrict or dilute access to the public dis-
course, than Foucault’s theory of the “archaeology of 
knowledge”. Foucault’s theory interrogates “discursive 
formations” compiled from written texts, including 
verifiable public sphere data, academic writings, legis-
lation, official reports and surveys, etc. that reflect the 
exercising of power. Habermas’ theories rely on sour-
cing data through accessing the public sphere of dis-
course (Myers & Klein, 2011) that encompasses 
political parties, politicians, lobbyists and pressure 
groups, mass media professionals and the vast net-
works of electronic and print media that focus on 
informing and transforming public opinion (Cukier 
et al., 2008). Specifically, academic studies, legislation 
and philosophical texts are excluded from the 
Habermas’ public sphere because they fail to meet 
one of the three “institutional criteria”, namely inclu-
sivity, upon which the Habermasian public sphere for 
discourse is based (Habermas, 1989). For data organi-
sation, Habermas postulates the (contentious) pre- 
existence of conditions for effective “discourse ethics” 
and “communicative rationality” that would deliver 
the truth by “the force of the better argument” 
(Flyvbjerg, 1998). By contrast, Foucault’s “archaeology 
of knowledge”, which examines the discursive traces 
left by the past in order to understand the processes 
that have led to what we are today (Foucault, 1972), 
provides a more robust and achievable approach for 
studying prevailing situations and circumstances aris-
ing from the legacy of past policies and actions of the 
powerful. For analysis to reveal problems, Habermas 
does not commend analysis of authority as the 
Habermasian view is of an idealistic authority reduced 
to a written constitution that defines the rules for 
democratic process (Flyvbjerg, 1998). Foucault on 
the other hand, places emphasis on analysis of author-
ity wielded by the powerful [state] as the means of 
exposing the underlying causes of a social problem 
situation. Foucault’s method addresses questions to 
three broad domains: firstly, one of reason, truth, 
and knowledge; secondly, one of power, domination, 
and government; and finally, one of ethics, self, and 
freedom, collectively forming the “Foucauldian trian-
gle” of truth, power and self (Dean, 1994a; Flynn, 
1987).

Appendix A provides an example of the process of 
selecting critical theories and detailed explanations of 
the various Foucauldian theories and concepts applied 
in the design of the methodology repeated in this 
paper.

6.2. Selecting and justifying a value position

This section explains how the application of CRT 
within a DSR project provides a means of “performing 
the conceptual investigation phase of the tripartite 

methodology for Value Sensitive Design”. “Critical 
research appears to be the only research philosophy 
that moves values to the very core of research projects” 
(Myers & Klein, 2011, p. 33) and doing so, provides 
motivation and grounding for those projects. Doing so 
also acknowledges that certain values may conflict 
with other values, so the declaration of a specific 
value position establishes the ethical considerations 
that influence a particular design process. This CRT 
approach to defining a problem and conceptualising 
a solution builds on the “Value Sensitive Design” 
methodology (Friedman et al., 2008) wherein values 
are upheld as central criteria in the design of compu-
ter-based solutions. Friedman et al. (2008) had in turn, 
built on earlier academic studies into this complex 
topic that is encapsulated by these words of 
Weizenbaum (1972);

What is wrong, I think, is that we have permitted 
technological metaphors . . . and

technique itself to so thoroughly pervade our thought 
processes that we have finally

abdicated to technology the very duty to formulate 
questions . . . . Where a simple man

might ask: “Do we need these things?”, technology 
asks “what electronic wizardry will

make them safe?” Where a simple man will ask “is it 
good?”, technology asks “will it

work?” (pp. 611–612)

Whereas the “Value Sensitive Design” is an iterative 
methodology that integrates conceptual, empirical and 
technical investigations into design processes, this 
paper is purely concerned with the conceptual inves-
tigation of the design process and the influence that 
values would have on the definition of a problem and 
the design of conceptual solutions.

The adoption of a value position requires commit-
ment and courage to be true to the ethos implied by 
the value position in the face of opposition by the 
powerful and their agents, in various roles, who may 
be opposed to your inquiry. Specifically, these are 
social values based on human concepts of morality 
and are exogenous to the IT artefact. The value posi-
tion may be based on a philosophy, an ideology, an 
ethical stance or social convention that provides 
a focus and context for both the insight and critique 
(defining the problem) as well as the transformative 
redefinition (defining the solution) activities of critical 
research processes. The implication of the imposition 
of a pre-determined value position on the research 
processes is that the researcher might have given con-
sideration to the potential impact of IS as an enabling 
influence to give effect to outcomes aligned to the 
value position but should nevertheless adopt 
a technology agnostic attitude. The researcher is 
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therefore called upon to justify the selected value posi-
tion and clearly explain its effect on transformational 
redefinition that will, at least in concept, make things 
better and be good for society. However, there are also 
potentially complementary values that might be 
encompassed in pursuing the social values and these 
are endogenous to the IT artefact. An IS researcher 
would likely be more aware of them as knowledge 
embedded through exposure to the IS discipline. 
These values are those associated with direct human 
interaction with ICTs and include values such as priv-
acy, ownership and property, physical welfare, free-
dom from bias, universal useability, autonomy, 
informed consent and trust (Friedman et al., 2008). 
The adopted value position, along with the implicit 
social justice ethos in critical research, establishes the 
ethical stance to be maintained throughout all phases 
of the inquiry. This underpinning of the DSR research 
processes with a justified value position, sets it apart 
from other applications of the paradigm because it is 
embellished with social justice objectives that define it 
as a SRD activity. An example of the selection of 
a value position is illustrated in Appendix B.

7. Design theories – a critical research 
methodology in the sustainable development 
domain

Selected social theories of Michel Foucault (herein-
after referred to in italics), including “History of the 
Present”, “Regimes of Truth”, “Regimes of Practices”, 
“Power”, “Discourse” and “Discursive Formations” 
have guided the design of the methodology explained 
hereunder. These theories provide a substantiated 
approach towards dealing with issues that are under-
pinned by power relationships that characterise 
macro-social and environmental issues. The resulting 
methodology addresses all the objectives of this study; 
primarily, it is a methodology for applying critical 
research in the pursuit of socially responsible design 
science research in the IS field; it also provides 
a practical guide for engaging in critical research the-
ory to complement the numerous IS studies devoted to 
theorising about critical research theory; additionally 
it provides an approach to performing the conceptual 
investigation phase of the tripartite methodology for 
Value Sensitive Design (Friedman et al., 2008); and 
finally the methodology gives practical effect to multi-
national state (EU & UK) policies concerning research 
and innovation in a socially responsible manner.

The designed method recommends a three-part 
process of discourse analysis that provides for 
a systematic, thematic, interrogation of non-public 
sphere data contained in ideological texts, policy 
documents, legislation and academic, peer-reviewed 
papers but also of validated public sphere data sourced 
from surveys and reputable media services. Inductive, 

deductive and dialectic reasoning are applied to vary-
ing degrees in critically analysing the data within an 
array of sub-themes that are specific to each topic of 
research.

In order to clarify the methodology both contex-
tually and conceptually, it is necessary and prudent to 
define certain principles. “Principle (Durkheim) (as 
against complete inductions which can’t be had) can 
abridge the inductive process, and allow carefully cho-
sen classifications. The origin of principles is indepen-
dent of their function in ideal theoretical system. In all 
cases there is conceptually formulated knowledge and 
the facts to be subsumed under it = theoretical expla-
nation [context of discover vs. justification]” 
(Horkheimer, 1972, p. 1). The particular principles 
for this methodology are encompassed in specific defi-
nitions for the terms; economic activity, powerful and 
society as these depict the focus of inquiry and the 
major role players in situations pertaining to the sus-
tainable development context.

The topic of research will be an economic activity 
that is responsible for giving rise to a problem situa-
tion in a macro social or environmental context. 
Economic activities encompass any activities using 
economic measures to assess their success and include, 
amongst many others, industrial, agricultural, extrac-
tion of natural resources, military capacitation, infra-
structural provisioning and social services activities. 
The terms powerful and society are ascribed meanings 
in the context of the sustainable development sce-
nario. The powerful are those who are in a position 
through might, wealth, social authority or association, 
to undertake an economic activity that imposes con-
sequences on society. The powerful, thus defined, may 
include amongst others, states, rulers, corporations, 
associations and management while society are all 
formations of the non-powerful, from the individual 
to communities in their various roles, who are subject 
to the actions of the powerful and require protection 
from abuse under the ethos of social justice.

In compliance with the three major objectives of 
critical research, the strategy engages three analytical 
activities; Insight informed by History, Critique of 
Power Relationships and Transformative Redefinition 
through Practices. The social theories and concepts of 
Foucault are adopted for reasons relating to; the 
dimensions and diversity of communities effected by 
social exclusions and unsustainable development 
practices; the power relationships between the power-
ful and societies that are implicit in economic activ-
ities; the conceptual approach provided for 
determining truth in the multi-layered and complex 
systems of administration that are typical of economic 
activities; and the intuitively sound means of deter-
mining effective practices for transformation.

Foucault’s social philosophies of discourse; archae-
ology and genealogy of knowledge, and panopticon 
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(Myers & Klein, 2011) entail that detailed historical 
studies of the topics and subjects of research are con-
ducted to reveal the interdependence of knowledge 
and power in discursive social practices. However, 
Foucault does not recommend a particular methodo-
logical approach or framework but his social theories 
pertaining to history of the present, discursive forma-
tions, regimes of truth and regimes of practice (Dean, 
1994a; Flyvbjerg, 1998; Myers & Klein, 2011) serve to 
guide the approach of the framework developed in this 
paper when informed by the contexts provided by 
Foucault’s concepts of power, truth, the state and 
society.

● Insight – In the critical research theory perspec-
tive, social reality is historically constituted and 
perpetuated by people (https://www.qual.auck 
land.ac.nz/). Insight is sought through the meth-
odology prescribed in the following passages in 
accordance with Foucault’s “Archaeology of 
Knowledge”, whereby examining the discursive 
traces left by the past in order to understand the 
processes that have led to what we are today 
(Foucault, 1972). In Foucault’s theory, the gen-
eral context of archaeology is that of a history of 
the present. The “history of the present” may be 
loosely characterised by its use of historical 
resources to reflect upon the contingency, singu-
larity, interconnections, and potentialities of the 
diverse trajectories of those elements which com-
pose present social arrangements and experience 
(Dean, 1994a). Therefore, in order to achieve 
insight into a topic of research, the historical 
route of events pertaining to the topic must 
become a focus of research. Interrogating the 
history of a research topic provides insight to 
present problems by revealing the evolution of 
situations arising from disjuncture between the 
actions of the powerful (state, rulers, corpora-
tions, management, etc.) and needs and expecta-
tions of society (citizens, communities, workers, 
consumers, etc.), over time. Through this pro-
cess, the researcher derives the clear and deep 
understanding of insight into the nature of pro-
blems and knowledge to inform, through infer-
ence, the route to solutions.

● Critique – Expose the power relationships of the 
powerful and between the powerful and society to 
critique their motives (philosophical, ideological 
and self-serving) and the consequential mechan-
isms of power (policies, decrees, plans, contracts 
or any other formalised agreements designed to 
execute the desires of power) spawned by them, 
to reveal and understand the nature of the under-
lying causes for present problems. The concept of 
power in the form of the relationship between the 
powerful (state) and society is central to 

a Foucauldian research strategy. Power structures 
and relationships define who, within the struc-
ture of powerful, wields what power, how the 
power is exercised in relation to contending 
social and political values and in which ways it 
is exercised to influence the social and political 
discourse that provide the focus for Foucault’s 
concept of regimes of truth. “Truth” is “a system 
of ordered procedures for the production, regula-
tion, distribution, circulation and functioning of 
statements”; it is linked “by a circular relation to 
systems of power which produce it and sustain it, 
and to effects of power which it induces and 
which redirect it” (Foucault, 1980, p. 133). 
Power, as it is exercised by the state [the power-
ful], “consists in the codification of a whole num-
ber of power relations which render its 
functioning possible – Foucault (1980)” (Dean, 
1994b, p. 157). Foucault describes these relations 
of power and authority, working through disci-
plinary techniques, as infrastructural powers of 
the state [the powerful] that dominate through 
the control of the micro-structures of individuals. 
Thus the state [the powerful] brings together, 
arranges, and fixes within that arrangement the 
micro-relations of power (Dean, 1994b).

● Transformative Redefinition – Infer the route to 
transformation and the practical steps necessary 
to achieve emancipation through the attainment 
of transformational objectives. This route is 
informed by the precepts of social justice and 
the value position adopted for the research 
which will later be assessed in terms of its enable-
ment through IS. As a generalisation of the many 
philosophical and political variations applied to 
its meaning, the term “social justice” implies 
a striving for the individual to receive fair and 
just treatment from society and the powerful. 
While not venturing to argue the numerous var-
iations and perspectives applied to the term, it is 
used with a bias based on the perception that it is 
analogous to principles of democracy while also 
conflicting with them, dependent upon prevail-
ing political orientation and understanding of the 
concepts at a given time (Miller, 1978). 
Therefore, in the midst of a varied spectrum of 
understandings, nuances and opinions, this 
paper refers to social justice as the extent to 
which the powerful, including governments and 
their agents, apply the collective resources of 
society, including the resources of the state, for 
the general betterment and welfare of society, in 
an accountable way.

The analysis of data therefore must not only seek to 
reveal the truth about economic activity but also seek 
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the route to transformation. In this regard, Foucault 
refers to regimes of practice as organised systems of 
practices rationalised according to particular forms of 
knowledge.

“ . . . the history of a morality has to take into 
account the different realities that are covered by 
the term. A history of ‘moral behaviours’ would 
study the extent to which actions of certain indivi-
duals or groups are consistent with rules and values 
that are prescribed for them by various agencies . . . 
a history of ‘codes’ would analyse the different sys-
tems of rules and values that are operative in a given 
society or group . . . a history of the way in which 
individuals are urged to constitute themselves as 
subjects of moral conduct would be concerned with 
the models proposed for setting up and developing 
relationships with the self, for self-reflection, self- 
knowledge, self-examination, for the decipherment 
of the self by oneself, for the transformations that 
one seeks to accomplish with oneself as object”. 
(Foucault, 1985, p. 29)

An analytic of practices can thus be worked out along 
four dimensions or forms of knowledge according to 
Foucault (1985) (Dean, 1994c):

(1) An ontological dimension, of what we seek to 
govern in ourselves or others by means of this 
practice.

(2) A deontological dimension, of what we seek to 
produce in ourselves and others when govern-
ing this element.

(3) An ascetic dimension, of how we govern this 
element, with what techniques and means. This 
would be a worldly asceticism as postulated by 
Max Weber (1905) (Wallace, 1999), as 
a practice of discipline and restraint in the pur-
suit of salvation or liberation where “the high-
est form of moral obligations of the individual 
is to fulfil his duty in worldly affairs” (Wallace, 
1999, p. 278).

(4) A teleological dimension, of the aim of these 
practices, of the kind of world we hope to 
achieve by them, of the kind of beings we aspire 
to be (Dean, 1994c).

The strategy entails an analysis of specifically 
sourced, literary data concerning the history, power 
structures & relationships and transformational issues 
related to the topic of research. These sourced data are 
arranged into discursive formations aligned to the 
themes of “History of the Present”, “Regimes of 
Truth” and “Regimes of Practice”. Interpretive analy-
sis applies phenomenological and hermeneutical pro-
cesses to produce insight into the phenomenon of the 
research topic, critique of the motives and methods of 
power and inference to deduce the routes to transfor-
mational objectives. These collectively build an 

ontological perspective of the problem that informs 
the design of a solution.

Figure 2 illustrates the sequence and activities 
described in the following framework.

The following prescriptive processes represent the 
critical research methodology. While the tutorial style 
of the text may appear dense and challenging, it is 
designed to guide inquiry into subject matter that 
may be both complex and deceptive. The prescriptive 
statements are guided by the Foucauldian theories 
mentioned above and refined through reflection on 
the experiences gained from their application.

7.1. Part one – Interrogating history

The following data sourcing and data organisation 
processes are also integral parts of the analytic pro-
cesses that follow them inasmuch as knowledge 
derived from their execution provides further data 
into the analytic cycle.

7.1.1. Sourcing data
The systemic nature of economic activities related to 
macro-social and environmental problems imbues them 
with an aura of being “too big to handle” and the complex 
practices and structures applied by them create layers of 
imperceptibility. This deliberate opaqueness implies that 
data sourced to study topics concerning these economic 
activities be gathered from sources that are reflective of as 
wide a spectrum as is feasible. Doing so provides the 
means to gain insight through a nomothetic (in the socio-
logical sense) accumulation of data to achieve an holistic 
picture (akin to a textual collage) of the problem that is 
inclusive of the multiplicity of related power relationships, 
misinformation, social consequences and environmental 
impacts. The systemic nature of macro-social and envir-
onmental issues preclude the adoption of the more idio-
graphic approaches suitable in organisational settings 
where the assurance of reliable discourse is relatively high.

In accordance with Foucault’s discursive formations, 
the form of data is limited to written texts that are subject 
to transparent rules and ethics in their formation that 
reflect a verifiable striving for accuracy and truth. As the 
inquiry focuses on the exercising of power and the rela-
tionships of the powerful, the data should include histor-
ical and current policies and agreements governing the 
execution and performance of the economic activity. 
Acceptable sources are academic papers, government pol-
icy documents, statutory reports and returns, survey 
reports, the public printed & digital media (where care 
has been taken to distinguish the “tabloid” from the 
“ethical”) and published reference works concerning the 
economic activity. In order to achieve insight into the 
motivation behind the exercising of power, the data 
should also include published policies and communica-
tions originating from the economic activity, reference 
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works on relevant ideological, philosophical and social 
theories adopted by the powerful who benefit from the 
economic activity, as well as texts of original ideological 
and philosophical treatises espoused by the powerful. As 
the ethical foundation of the research is reflected in the 
adopted value position, ideological and philosophical texts 
concerning the value position must, of necessity, be 
included. (Appendix C provides an example of a Data 
Sourcing Process from the mid-range theories)

The scoping of the inquiry requires careful considera-
tion. When dealing with issues effecting widely distributed 
communities that may be ethnically, culturally and socio- 
economically diverse, caution should be exercised as fol-
lows: The validity of data obtained from sources reflecting 
collations and analysis of empirical data that are too 
narrowly or parochially based within the broader com-
munity, are to be avoided in order to prevent results that 
are unduly skewed to cause deviations in perception and 
understanding of the broader problem situation. 
However, if the research topic and scope dictates 
a specific sub-section or strata of society, the data reflect-
ing the specific should be extracted from the wider scope 
of data in order to position the specific within the context 
of the whole. An estimation based on an informed per-
ception of the size and locale of the section of society 
effected by the economic activity is required in this regard.

Applying a rationale based on the focus of the inquiry, 
the nature of the problem being addressed would deter-
mine the scope of the inquiry. If the problem arises from 
continuing maladministration or corruption of process 
and governance, a guiding principle for making this deter-
mination is, “the proportion of society defined by the 
extent and reach of the administrative power that governs 
the economic activity”. In other words, the size of the 
effected community may be determined by the structures 
of the powerful that wield the laws and policies that 
govern the economic activity. Therefore, the more decen-
tralised the structures, the more narrowly focused may the 
community be. However, if the problem arises from con-
sequential environmental impacts, a guiding principle for 
making this determination would be “the proportion of 
society located within the geographical range of the 
adverse environmental consequences arising from the 
economic activity”. Variations and combinations of the 
nature of the problems being addressed would inform 
deviations from these guidelines.

7.1.2. Data organisation
Michel Foucault articulates three interrelated themes 
of history, power structures and transformation for 
social emancipation (Myers & Klein, 2011) for critical 
inquiry. Within each pre-defined theme, the data 

Figure 2. A framework for critical research (in pursuit of socially responsible design science).
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should also be sorted into relevant sub-themes identi-
fied by the researcher and be continuously refined as 
the researcher’s knowledge of the research topic 
increases. When further sub-themes are not forthcom-
ing, the process is complete. The rigour of this process 
ensures that all necessary and relevant aspects of the 
research topic are adequately covered. An analysis of 
the data by sub-theme and source must be undertaken 
to provide an overview of the data and its contents 
within each of the major themes in order to illustrate 
the depth and sufficiency of the sourcing process. 
(Appendix D provides an example of Data 
Organisation for Analysis from the mid-range 
theories)

7.1.3. Analytical approach
The strategy requires a thematic review of data reflect-
ing the historical and social contexts of the society 
effected by an economic activity related to either 
a macro-social or environmental issue. Upon identify-
ing an issue, a researcher would engage in finding 
responses to the questions; When, Why and How. 
Each factor arising from these questions would in 
turn be subjected to the same 3 questions. When 
responses to cycles of questions start to replicate them-
selves to the point that no new responses are uncov-
ered, the inquiry process has achieved saturation. 
Throughout this process, the researcher’s knowledge 
and understanding grows and this in turn enhances 
the researcher’s capacity for interpretation. The aim is 
to build an understanding inductively, deductively and 
dialectically, of the historically foundational circum-
stances of the society in the context of the research 
topic. (For example, if the research topic related to 
industrial pollution, data would be gathered on the 
roles and activities of all stakeholders in the economic 
activity that results in pollution, in order to identify 
and track, over time, both the causes and the conse-
quential effects.)

Insights into historically founded situations and 
circumstances are sought in the social, economic and 
demographic challenges and disparities that impact on 
society and the environment as a result of the eco-
nomic activity, in the present. Identifying issues 
requiring redress, whether due to malice, exploitation, 
malfunction, corruption or omission, establishes the 
basis for critically inferring “transformational objec-
tives” against which the effects of current policies and 
actions of the powerful, in the pursuit of an economic 
activity, are assessed in a final phase of analysis in this 
strategy. Thus, the truths about the effects caused by 
the past and current exercising of power, are exposed 
for analysis. These truths and inferred “transforma-
tional objectives” represent the problem identification 
and solution motivation. Findings arising from these 
processes are deemed truthful in terms of their “cor-
respondence between theory and social mechanisms 

(causes and effects)” and “pragmatism and consensus 
(compliance with theory and consequential social 
mechanisms) about enlightenment and change” 
(Mingers & Standing, 2020). From this problem ana-
lysis, knowledge emerges via the hermeneutical pro-
cesses described above, to inform actions leading to 
emancipation for society.

History is researched in order to achieve an insight 
into effects that past policies and actions have had on 
the consequences arising from the economic activity 
and how these effects may persist in the present. 
Instead of seeking to use documents to reconstruct 
the historical record that lies behind and beyond 
them, the route to defining a history is to bring the 
positive reality of discourse into focus and attempt the 
description of its systems of formation (Dean, 1994a). 
A useful analytic practice for this phase is the creation 
of a model or diagram as a visual aid to increasing 
understanding. In order to illustrate the formation of 
the present over time, position sub-themes under the 
main theme of History, defined by their position on 
the timeline of the economic activity, from its incep-
tion if possible, to the present. This, or any other 
suitably illustrative process can help to reveal an 
understanding, gained through analysis of the course 
of history by a deductive process of identification and 
assessment of the causes and effects, of historical 
events and circumstances. (Appendix E provides an 
example of a model depicting “The History of 
Education in South Africa” from the evaluative study)

7.2. Part two – Analysis of power relationships 
between society and the powerful

A critique on the power structures that lie behind the 
economic activity under inquiry, is achieved through 
an assessment, against the tenets of an adopted value 
position and social justice, of factors that impact nega-
tively on society. Such factors advantage the powerful 
while disadvantaging society and may arise due to 
influences, singly or in combination, of corruption, 
self-serving greed, political ambition, ideological 
zealotry and cultural influences exerted on the execu-
tion of policies governing the economic activity. These 
factors are given effect in power relationships between 
the powerful that in turn, motivate action to subvert or 
corrupt the ethical functioning of the economic activ-
ity, through exploitation of weaknesses or flaws in 
governance structures. Of concern and focus would 
be any factors that corrupt or undermine mechanisms 
of accountability and fairness between the powerful 
and society. Partners in power relationships can serve 
to obfuscate, through complexity of power structures, 
the sources of subversive influences on the govern-
ance, administration and political processes applied to 
the economic activity. The powerful, invariably inclu-
sive of the state, may also be identifiable as ideological 
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forces, political groups, corporate interests and geopo-
litical interests. Where the powerful include the state, 
an awareness of instances of “state capture” (Pradhan, 
2000) in its various forms would be central to this 
critiquing process.

The nature of the analysis of this phase is to ques-
tion and challenge, in terms of effectiveness, fairness 
and accountability, the policies and activities encom-
passing the economic activity and the discourse aris-
ing from them. During the process of assessment, 
recognition and confirmation of systematic distortions 
of truths (Foucault’s regimes of truth) established by 
the powerful, are sought. These “alternative truths” are 
implicated into the public perceptions through the 
dissemination of messages and control of the med-
iums of public discourse in the form of disinformation 
campaigns (eg. Climate change denialism), rumours, 
slogans, key phrases, distortions of substantiated 
truths and outright falsehoods concerning the circum-
stances and situations of the economic activity. 
A vigilant awareness of instances of “fake news” 
whereby content can be swiftly relayed among users 
on social media platforms with no significant third 
party filtering, fact-checking, or editorial judgement 
(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017) is required by researchers 
to maintain clear perspectives of truths in the face of 
misinformation and disinformation (Karlova & 
Fisher, 2013) that influence public discourse.

To these subversive ends, “news recommender sys-
tems” on social media platforms are harnessed to 
swamp targeted individuals with repetitive messages 
containing alternative, untruthful narratives. Targeted 
individuals are identified by algorithms that build 
target profiles according to information consumption 
preferences and demographic data. The objectives are 
to manipulate the public discourse with the manufac-
tured “regimes of truth” in order to undermine social 
resistance to acts of injustice by the powerful. Online 
fake news campaigns can invariably be recognised 
through the dubious credentials of the sources of 
messages. Manual methods have been developed for 
determining the validity and veracity of internet con-
tent (Fritch & Cromwell, 2001; Meola, 2004; Metzger 
et al., 2003) but automated systems may also be devel-
oped for these purposes (Wijnhoven & Brinkhuis, 
2015) where a situation demands it. This power rela-
tionship analysis uncovers exploitation through fail-
ures in accountability and governance that have 
negative consequential impacts upon society that in 
turn point the way to social emancipation.

The data for analysis is extracted from the preced-
ing, thematically organised discursive formations. In 
this analysis, the texts of relevant ideologies, political 
policies, legislation, corporate missions and strategies 
(or similar documents for guiding the destiny of 
a power structure and the policies emanating there-
from) as well as the texts of relevant public discourses 

concerning the outcomes and social impacts of the 
economic activity, together form discursive formations 
about the economic activity and the rules of thought 
(Foucault, 1972) that regimes of truth attempt to influ-
ence. These discursive formations, as collections of 
texts, are representations of power at work (Myers & 
Klein, 2011) in the economic activities but are in 
themselves empowering to those seeking to effect 
change.

As a precursor to the analysis, the extent to which 
the adopted value position promotes practices that 
correlate with individual emancipation in the context 
of the economic activity, should be elucidated upon. 
Conclusions, drawn from this critique-based analysis, 
provide insight into the underlying causes of problems 
in the execution of the economic activity and equip the 
researcher with an informed ontological perspective to 
seek contextually relevant solutions.

Critique of power structures reveal, within the 
organisation of the powerful, who wields what 
power, how the power is exercised in relation to con-
tending social, economic and political values and in 
what way it is exercised to establish and support dis-
tortions of truth in support of activities that disadvan-
tage society. These revelations define and articulate the 
circumstances requiring transformation for social 
emancipation. Complexity of power structures is 
a tactic that may be applied by the powerful to evade 
accountability and therefore “complexity of structure” 
itself can be an indication of potential power abuse.

This methodology differs fundamentally from 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Fairclough, 2013) 
which is founded on “critical linguistics” (Fowler et al., 
2018) as a complex methodical analysis of the lan-
guage of a discourse (written or verbal) to reveal 
insights into the way discourse reproduces (or resists) 
social and political inequality, power abuse or dom-
ination by systematically relating these to structures of 
the socio-political context. It also differs from Keller’s 
(2011) ‘sociology of knowledge approach to discourse” 
(SKAD) which is also inspired by Foucault and “exam-
ines discourses as performative statement practices 
which constitute reality orders and also produce 
power effects in a conflict-ridden network of social 
actors, institutional dispositifs, and knowledge sys-
tems” (Keller, 2011, p. 4). However, SKAD adopts 
a focus for interpretation through “social-symbolic 
orders” and the corresponding communication pro-
cesses as necessary prerequisites for the development 
of individual consciousnesses that are capable of intel-
lectual reflection. Consequently, the methodology 
described below is neither a variation of classical 
CDA nor SKAD and as it is a methodology based 
solely on interpretation of direct texts compiled into 
discursive formations rather than the application of 
techniques to interpret verbal linguistics, it is, in the 
author’s opinion, a more pragmatic and accessible 
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approach for non-sociologists engaging in problems 
associated with macro-social issues.

The following steps prescribe a methodology for the 
analysis of power through construction of the discur-
sive formations and critique of the regimes of truth 
relating to an economic activity;

● The data sourcing and organisation followed in 
“Part One” would serve the compilation of the 
discursive formations in “Part Two”. These pro-
cesses are not discrete and as new knowledge is 
discovered through their execution, they would 
be repeated and refreshed in a hermeneutic pro-
cess until no further knowledge or insight is 
perceived.

● The researcher develops an ontological perspec-
tive of the motivations of the power relationships 
between the powerful and society by reading and 
understanding relevant “Primary Philosophical 
Texts”. Those are texts written in the time and 
experience of the writers themselves. In the case 
of philosophical texts it would be the works of the 
originating philosophers. The term “philosophy” 
is used as a general term in this context and is 
inclusive of derivations such as “political philo-
sophies”, “religious philosophies” and the like. 
These documents inform the beliefs and motiva-
tions of adherents in their experiencing and 
wielding of power. There might also be instances 
where the powerful are not motivated by any 
particular code or ethos but are instead primarily 
motivated by greed and lust in the pursuit of 
wealth or power.

● Read and analyse;
○ “Secondary Philosophical Texts” which are 

texts that refer to, or are commentaries about, 
primary texts (Foucault, 1972). Secondary texts 
serve to add clarity and explanation to primary 
texts. The researcher is empowered through 
this process by developing a deeper and 
broader understanding of the adopted value 
position and other contending philosophies.

○ “Political Doctrines and Causes” are the doc-
trines that underpin the beliefs that motivate 
those wielding power. Understanding doctrine 
enables the researcher to identify the extent to 
which the powerful either conform to or devi-
ate from an espoused philosophical positions 
and provides for a critical assessment of the 
extent to which these doctrines may contend 
with social justice principles. In the situation 
where the powerful is a complex entity and 
comprises an alliance of different partners 
rather than a single, doctrinally homogeneous 
entity, the texts contained in the doctrinal texts 
of those exercising power within an alliance 
may reveal the extent to which each 

contending partner dominates in the formula-
tion of policy and (where applicable) legisla-
tion. Where the powerful party is a state, 
evidence should also be sought for external 
alliances with other states or private and cor-
porate entities to reveal evidence of potential 
state capture.

○ “Legislations and Regulations” (Foucault’s 
codification of power) are the instruments 
through which the powerful exercise power 
over society. The researcher assesses the legis-
lation’s or doctrine’s compliance with objec-
tives and principles of the adopted value 
position and social justice. Where there are 
inconsistencies with or any contradictions 
between the ethics of social justice and the 
value position on the one hand and relevant 
pieces of legislation and doctrine that impact 
on the economic activity on the other, under-
lying ideological conflicts and motives are indi-
cated within the power structures. The reasons 
for these contradictions should be sought by 
the researcher in order to obtain a deeper 
understanding of the underlying causes for 
impediments to practices that are compliant 
with the value position and social justice.

○ “Empirical Research” into all relevant aspects 
of the economic activity. As the first phase 
(Part One) of analysis reveals the “transforma-
tional objectives” pertaining to the economic 
activity, the researcher would be guided to 
uncover empirical research into the issues 
relating to those “transformational objectives”. 
Similarly, in this second phase of the research, 
findings may be made that motivate further 
data collection about the exercising of power 
by the powerful and their conflicts with the 
ethos of the value position. In a hermeneutic 
cycle, the analytical process promotes deeper 
research and the seeking of further data until 
the point is reached that the researcher attains 
a level of certainty that the critical interpretive 
analysis provides a well-founded and defensi-
ble representation of the true situation pertain-
ing to the economic activity.

It is recommended that the analysis is presented in 
a tabulated form that provides a clear illustration of 
the processes applied. A critical interrogation of ideo-
logically and doctrinally imposed policies on the func-
tioning of the economic activity must be performed in 
order to determine through inference, the extent to 
which policies may have been spawned under the 
influence of forces against social justice on the one 
hand and to assess the extent to which they comply 
with the tenets of the adopted value position, on the 
other.
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The analysis should categorise relevant policies 
through processes that identify the dominant influ-
ence within the power structures that provides the 
motivational basis for each policy. A critical and 
reflexive assessment of each policy’s compliance with 
principles of social justice and the ethos of the value 
position, is followed by a deductive assessment of the 
impacts of those policies on the functioning of the 
economic activity. Conclusions may then be drawn 
regarding the extent to which the actions of the power-
ful may impact negatively on society. Wherever pos-
sible, substantiation for conclusions should be sought 
through corroborating data in the discursive forma-
tions. Where corroborating evidence is absent, it 
should be sought but if not found, clear motivation 
and substantiation of conclusions applying inductive 
reasoning are required to justify inconsistencies with 
available data. Thus, the research problem may be 
defined and the value of a solution justified. 
(Appendix F provides an example from an extract of 
tabulated analytical processes and results.)

7.3. Part three – Identifying the route to 
transformation for social emancipation

Armed with the understanding of the economic activ-
ity gained from the preceding steps, the researcher can 
determine the extent to which social justice is either 
inhibited or promoted in the execution of the eco-
nomic activity, and thereby substantiate the potential 
of the adopted value position to enable individual 
emancipation and social transformation. Applying 
processes of dialectic reasoning, possible solutions to 
the key problems identified in the preceding processes 
are assessed against actions that conform to the ethics 
of the value position. The conclusions represent an 
understanding of society’s relationship with the eco-
nomic activity through the identification of the under-
lying causes of its problems and of the actions and 
activities as “regimes of practice” to achieve transfor-
mation. These conclusions define the objectives of 
a solution to the “transformational objectives” deter-
mined in “Part One”. Taken to its logical conclusion, 
these “regimes of practice” inform the conceptual 
solutions in the DSR process that will ultimately result 
in enabling IT artefacts.

The analysis of the structure and methods of apply-
ing the value position to the functioning of the eco-
nomic activity is shaped and rationalised in 
accordance with ontological, deontological, ascetic 
and teleological perspectives;

● The ontological basis, meaning the specification 
of a conceptualisation (Gruber, 1993), defined in 
terms of practices and structures for undermin-
ing negative consequences and promoting posi-
tive consequences of the economic activity. This 

is derived deductively and by inference from an 
analysis based on a critical comparison of the 
prevailing (currently in place) practices and 
structures of the economic activity, against local 
and international best practice regimes for simi-
lar structures and practices, relating to similar 
economic activities. [The measure for “best prac-
tice regimes” will be the extent of their compli-
ance with the ethos of the value position.] In the 
absence of examples of best practices, the 
researcher can inductively and deductively com-
pile a list of best practices criteria. A comparative 
assessment between existing practices and best 
practices of the economic activity will lead to 
a determination of their comparative worth and 
applicability to society. This comparative analysis 
will produce a description of a conceptualisation 
of practices and structures that enact social 
emancipation by enabling beneficial relationships 
between society and the economic activity.

● A deontological perspective, which aims to reveal 
the extent to which the powerful and societies, 
through their rules, regulations and norms, pro-
mote a moral obligation of socially responsible 
economic activities. This perspective is sought 
through analysing the impacts of legislation and 
regulations/policies by the powerful, on the capa-
city of all stakeholders in the economic activity to 
engage in practices that may achieve “transfor-
mational objectives”. A dialectic process is 
recommended whereby assessments are made of 
the means provided through various policies to 
answer questions posed by the “transformational 
objectives”. This analysis would provide 
a critique of the extent to which the instruments 
of governance over the economic activity serve to 
either promote or undermine the effectiveness of 
practices adopted for the socially responsible 
functioning of the economic activity. (An exam-
ple of this process from the evaluative study is 
provided in Appendix G)

● An ascetic perspective of society is sought, which 
in this instance refers to an attitude of worldly 
asceticism by communities, to either benefit from 
the economic activity or prevent harm by the 
economic activity. By deducing which specific 
activities may be adopted by committed (disci-
plined, restrained and prepared to undertake 
ascetic self-denial if necessary) communities to 
achieve transformation and by establishing to 
what extent these activities are either permissible 
or not, is accomplished through a process of 
matching them to enabling clauses within pre-
vailing legislations/policies and assessing thereby, 
the ascetic intent of communities for embracing 
enabling practices. If the analysis reveals that 
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legislative or regulated barriers inhibit access to 
fair and efficient practices for achieving transfor-
mation of negative consequences from the eco-
nomic activity; alternatives must be sought that 
identify how activities that uphold social justice 
principles may be adopted by society to circum-
vent the effects of stifling policies. Caution must 
be exercised to take cognisance of inequalities 
within the communities, of a socio-political and 
socio-economic nature, that may impact on 
a society’s capacity to adopt recommended prac-
tices. Similarly, legislation/policies may be ade-
quate but the agents of the powerful may not be 
compliant with the legislative intent for reasons 
of either non-capacity or corruption. The pre-
sence of identified inequalities provide qualifying 
factors on the perspective of ascetic practices. 
Again, a tabulated representation of the relation-
ship between “transformational objectives”, leg-
islation/policies governing the economic activity 
and the tenets of value position is recommended 
in order to illustrate the processes followed in 
reaching conclusions. The analysis is deductive 
and dialectic. (Appendix H provides an example 
of this analysis.)

● Finally in the quest for transformation, 
a teleological perspective is sought by identi-
fying specific practices for accessing the ben-
efits and avoiding the harm of the economic 
activity, to give effect to the kind of world 
that we hope to achieve through them. These 
practices are selected and justified in terms of 
the preceding analytical processes of the prac-
tices. A teleological perspective of the func-
tioning of the economic activity is pursued by 
assessing factors that inhibit the attainment 
of “transformational objectives” and making 
a determination about specific activities that 
may overcome those inhibiting factors. 
Through a process of analysis based on dia-
lectic and deductive reflection, any identified 
factors of obstructive legislation/policies, 
socio-political constraints and socio- 
economic circumstances would be considered 
and assessed in order to determine what 
actions by communities would be most 
appropriate for achieving “transformational 
objectives”. This analysis is intended to illus-
trate how adherence to practices founded on 
social justice principles could empower 
society to achieve transformation for an 
improvement in their social circumstances. 
It is recommended that the researcher firstly 
establishes a set of practices that may be 
considered generally applicable practices. 

Although the analysis up to this point is 
necessarily technologically agnostic, an IS 
researcher’s world view may reasonably 
include views based upon the pragmatic use 
of ICTs to effect socially just economic activ-
ities. These generally applicable practices 
could uphold values (amongst others) per-
taining to human welfare, ownership and 
property, privacy, freedom from bias, univer-
sal usability, trust, autonomy, informed con-
sent, and accountability (Friedman et al., 
2008).

The epistemological basis for these practices are 
determined firstly by reflecting on what kind of gov-
ernance structures for the economic activity may be 
effective and secondly by reflecting on how society 
should go about influencing the adoption of the 
value position. The responses to these reflections are 
necessarily biased by the ethical rationale of the study 
which is the adopted value position and its enablement 
through ICTs. Therefore, generally applicable prac-
tices should be;

● Practices that dictate the establishment of gov-
ernance structures for the economic activity that 
enable the adoption of social justice principles 
and practice.

● Practices that could promote the implementation 
of processes supporting the adopted value 
position.

Framed within the context provided by the generally 
applicable practices; the researcher should follow 
a process of dialectic reasoning, whereby the 
researcher poses questions and provides well- 
reasoned answers that reflect the researcher’s own 
knowledge and perceptions about the economic activ-
ity and the circumstances and legislative/governance 
framework surrounding it. The questions posed 
should interrogate the methods and structures 
required to add effect to the generally applicable prac-
tices in order to define practical steps for achieving 
teleological outcomes. In a 2 step process; the 
researcher should firstly pose relevant questions with 
a substantiated rational basis for each one of them, and 
provide answers to each of the questions, again with 
supporting rationalisations. These responses would be 
“effective practices for governance of the economic 
activity”. (An example of this process is depicted in 
Appendix I.)

Thus the study would provide the answer to pro-
blems in the functioning of an economic activity, in 
the form of defined practices which may inform the 
design of a conceptual IS solution.
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7.4. The IS opportunity: changing inquiry focus to 
create technologies for upholding social justice 
and combating abuses of power

The above methodology and similar socially focused 
methodologies open up opportunities for Information 
Systems as a discipline in the SRD scenario. The IS dis-
cipline should be ideally positioned to play an impactful 
role due to the pervasiveness of ICTs throughout com-
munities, administrative organisations, economic struc-
tures and industrial systems. These opportunities may be 
grasped as the discipline is positioned to engage with 
systemic, real-world research topics that encompass 
a broader research understanding of the problem scenar-
ios, through the application of appropriate methodologies. 
However, in common with many other disciplines, the IS 
discipline is inclined towards engaging with the micro 
rather than the macro. “Forscher (1963) lamented that 
academic scholarship was becoming fixated on generating 
lots of pieces of knowledge – bricks – but was far less 
concerned with putting them together into a cohesive 
whole that could fully explain the corpus of their inquiry. 
With time, he worried that brickmaking would become 
an end in itself” (Hoffman, 2016, p. 77). In macro issues 
(social and environmental) there is complexity associated 
with the diversity of norms, terminologies and traditions 
arising from the multiplicity of disciplines and stake-
holders, as well as the obfuscation of communications 
arising from the desire of power to control discourse 
and obscure power relationships. Under these circum-
stances and in research situations that specifically deal 
with the macro-social issues, the application of ideo-
graphic research methods is not necessarily a reliable 
approach and more nomothetic methods are called for. 
There is a need for applying different methodological 
knowledge, rather than the replication or marginal exten-
sion of the use of well-known empirical models (Rowe, 
2014). By persisting with an epistemic approach that has 
predominated in IS research thus far (Lee, 2010), the 
chances of grasping the opportunity and meeting the 
challenge, are reduced.

Reflective of the pervasive application of IS across all 
research disciplines and social constructs, critical theory 
offers the IS discipline a multidisciplinary research 
approach to society which combines perspectives drawn 
from political economy, sociology, cultural theory, philo-
sophy, anthropology and history. It thus overcomes the 
fragmentation endemic to established academic disci-
plines in order to address issues of broader interest 
(Bronner & Kellner, 1989). However, fairly contemporary 
research trends indicate that IS researchers predominantly 
approach research with an episteme-centric understand-
ing of knowledge while the techne-centric and phronesis- 
centric forms of knowledge are under-utilised (Lee, 2010). 
Episteme is knowledge of what already exists, such as 
mathematics while techne is knowledge of how to do, 
accomplish or create. Phronesis is knowledge of practical 

judgement concerning how we should conduct ourselves 
in life and covers aspects such as ethics. If more IS research 
was focused on how to create and accomplish solutions 
(techne-centric) that apply practical wisdom to achieving 
virtuous outcomes (phronesis-centric), IS research could 
play increasingly relevant roles by contributing something 
different from what other disciplines contribute (Lee, 
2010). Meanwhile, beyond the discipline, in acknowledge-
ment of the wide social adoption of IS and in recognition 
of the necessity for the unencumbered nature of ICT 
usage by individuals to be protected and of the potential 
for social benefits to be derived therefrom; the right of the 
individual to access the Internet was declared 
a fundamental freedom by the United Nations General 
Assembly in 2012. The prevailing scenario of socially 
adopted ICTs not only reflects the relational dynamics 
of society but also influences societal behaviour through 
their utility. The technologies have moved beyond the 
capacity for people to deploy them only as remote 
enabling tools, towards a role as mediators between people 
and their environments where the technologies may 
become imbedded in the various fabrics of our environ-
ments to heighten our perceptive capabilities, increase our 
monitoring capacities and facilitate our social interactions 
in Active Technology Environments (Aydin et al., 2019).

In this prevailing reality, the approach to IS research 
requires an expanded definition of the discipline that does 
not in any way diminish its roles in the organisational 
context (favoured by business schools) nor remove the 
focus on the centrality of the artefact but nevertheless 
unshackles it from unnecessary and inappropriate restric-
tions that might inhibit the focus and scope of critical 
research endeavours. This paper therefore proceeded 
from the context provided by the following proffered 
definition;

“The study of the practices for creating ICTs and 
integrating them with humanity in a broad sense, 
unlimited by any type of organisation or categorisa-
tion of utility.”

The question arises as to the willingness of the IS disci-
pline to make the move beyond the (almost exclusively) 
organisational perspective of IS. Will academia, with its 
organisational predisposition in personnel and established 
courseware, be prepared to face this kind of change with 
due urgency? The difficulty in doing so is perhaps 
reflected in the length of this paper which has had to 
elaborate on many contextual issues to justify this reposi-
tioning, before getting to its core focus.

Another deterring (or appealing) aspect of enga-
ging in CRT is that it implies “taking on the system”. 
Would the discipline and academic institutions be 
inclined to risk the potential opposition from struc-
tures of power that could be encountered? Research 
accuracy in CRT-based projects would therefore be of 
paramount importance so as to avoid being 
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discredited. That being the case, the question might 
arise as to how this methodology, by design, can 
ensure that the research actually does engage with 
power in its quest for social justice?

The assurance lies in rigorously adhering to the 
processes of the methodology itself. Foucault correctly 
recognised that in order for the powerful [states] to 
exercise policy and control over society, they would 
have to communicate their rules and regulations to 
society in a socially accessible way, as the mechanism 
for exercising power. Therefore, by including legisla-
tion, policy documents and ideological texts in the 
discursive formations for analysis, the researcher 
would be confronting directly the will and intent of 
the powerful through the very means by which they 
wield their powers over society. Other data in discur-
sive formations that concern a specific economic activ-
ity are to be critically assessed against these dictates of 
power. The prescribed forms of analysis of these data 
leads to conceptualising of transformative practices for 
achieving social justice. As Foucault observed in defin-
ing his regimes of practice, such transformation 
requires ascetic resolve.

However, having adopted this methodology to con-
ceptualise the route to solutions by engaging with the 
structures of power, how are we to determine whether 
resulting artefacts will be effective in enabling trans-
formation within the habitus and social practices 
imposed by the powerful? The answer is by ensuring 
that any proceeding steps in the DSR processes are 
conducted in similarly methodologically disciplined 
fashion as prescribed in this paper, so as to ensure 
that the ethos of social justice and adopted values are 
the standards by which IS artefacts are evaluated and 
developed. Doing so would provide an assurance, 
tempered by awareness of human ingenuity to cor-
rupt, of the intent for artefacts to function in ways that 
are aligned with social justice. The design and devel-
opment of those methodologies are topics for further 
research in pursuit of socially responsible DSR.

8. Concluding remarks

The broader focus of this paper is a belated reaction to the 
urgent global circumstances of environmental and social 
abuses engendered by the quest for perpetual, growth 
driven profit. This study addresses the macro-social and 
environmental domain of sustainable development and 
the challenge for academic engagement in effective 
research to tackle the systemic situations underpinned 
by power relationships, ideologies and social justice. It 
provides a purposeful response to the research question; 
“How may critical IS research be conducted to fulfil the 
requirements of SRD?”

The methodology described may be applied by any 
discipline to define a social problem and identify 
a route to a solution but this does not imply that the 

IS discipline should passively await problems defined 
by other disciplines before engaging further. The 
research domain is much broader than those ordina-
rily targeted by the IS discipline. The methodology is 
therefore not generally applicable for critical research 
in the narrower organisational or enterprise context. 
While the style of the methodology may veer uncom-
fortably towards the tutorial, the sometimes pernick-
ety prescriptions serve to reduce the complexity of 
inquiry for traditional IS researchers into the power 
relationships, multiple disciplines and obscured truths 
that characterise the contentious nature of the forces 
involved in unsustainable development.

The narrower context of this paper is its role as the 
“problem definition” and “solution direction” stages of 
Design Science Research projects aligned with the 
ethos of Socially Responsible Design. In this context, 
it sets a precursor to further studies on the theme of 
SRD in IS.

The contributions to IS theory encompass the 
following: Firstly, a methodological framework to 
guide researchers and address the prevailing gap 
between theory and practice, in critical IS research. 
Secondly, the reinforcement of “Socially Responsible 
Design Science Research in IS” as a relevant research 
theme that may serve to focus research opportunities 
into previously neglected domains. Thirdly, 
a proposal for a broader, less restrictive definition 
of the IS discipline in order to position it for exploit-
ing research opportunities across a greater scope of 
topics. Fourthly, the paper builds on prior IS research 
methodologies by providing an approach to perform-
ing the “conceptual investigation” phase of the tri-
partite methodology for Value Sensitive Design 
(Friedman et al., 2008) and finally, the methodology 
gives practical effect to multinational state (EU & 
UK) policies developed to incentivise and control 
research and innovation in a socially responsible 
manner.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the 
author(s).

ORCID

Mike Monson http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7756-3870

References

Allais, S. M. (2007). Why the South African NQF failed: 
Lessons for countries wanting to introduce national qua-
lifications frameworks, European Journal of Education, 
Vol. 42, No. 4, 2007.

Allcott, H., & Gentzkow, M. (2017). Social media and fake 
news in the 2016 election. Journal of Economic 

22 M. MONSON



Perspectives, 31(2), 211–236. https://doi.org/10.1257/jep. 
31.2.211 

Almond, R. E. A., Grooten, M., & Petersen, T. (Eds) (2020) 
Living planet report 2020 - Bending the curve of biodiver-
sity loss. World Wildlife Fund.

Alvesson, M., & Deetz, S. (2000). Doing critical management 
research. Sage.

Ashton, T. S. (1997). The industrial revolution 1760-1830. 
OUP Catalogue.

Avison, D., & Elliot, S. (2005). Scoping the discipline of 
information systems. In D. E. Avison & J. Pries-Heje 
(Eds.), Research in information systems: A handbook for 
research.

Aydin, C., Woge, M. G., & Verbeek, P. P. (2019). 
Technological environmentality: Conceptualizing tech-
nology as a mediating milieu. Philosophy & Technology, 
32(2), 321–338. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-018- 
0309-3 

Baldwin, M. P., & Lenton, T. M. (2020). Solving the climate 
crisis: Lessons from ozone depletion and COVID-19. 
Global Sustainability, 3. https://doi.org/10.1017/sus. 
2020.25 

Baskerville, R., & Pries-Heje, J. (2010). Explanatory design 
theory. Business & Information Systems Engineering, 2(5), 
271–282. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12599-010-0118-4 

Baumol, W. J. (2002). The free-market innovation machine: 
Analyzing the growth miracle of capitalism. Princeton 
university press.

Bolsover, G. and Howard, P. (2017) “Computational propa-
ganda and political big data: Moving toward a more 
critical research agenda.” Big Data 5:4, 273–276.

Bradley, E. H., Curry, L. A., & Devers, K. J. (2007). 
Qualitative data analysis for health services research: 
Developing taxonomy, themes, and theory. Health 
Services Research, 42(4), 1758–1772. https://doi.org/10. 
1111/j.1475-6773.2006.00684.x 

Bronner, S. E., & Kellner, D. (Eds.). (1989). Critical theory 
and society: A reader. Psychology Press.

Brooke, C. (2002). What does it mean to be ‘critical’ in IS 
research? Journal of Information Technology, 17(2), 
49–57. https://doi.org/10.1080/02683960210164336 

Carter, S. M., & Little, M. (2007). Justifying knowledge, 
justifying method, taking action: epistemologies, meth-
odologies, and methods in qualitative research. 
Qualitative Health Research, 17(10), 1316–1328. https:// 
doi.org/10.1177/1049732307306927 

Cecez-Kecmanovic, D. (2007). Critical research in informa-
tion systems: The question of methodology (pp. 1446– 
1457). ECIS.

Cecez-Kecmanovic, D., Klein, H. K., & Brooke, C. (2008). 
Exploring the critical agenda in information systems 
research. Information Systems Journal, 18(2), 123–135. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2008.00295.x 

Chisholm, L. (Ed.)(2004).Changing Class, Education and 
Social Change in Post-Apartheid South Africa, First pub-
lished in South Africa in 2004 by HSRC Press

Christie, P. (1996). Globalisation and the Curriculum: 
Proposals for the Integration of Training and Education 
in South Africa, Int. J. Educational Development, Vol 16 
(4), 407–416.

Christie, P., Butler, D. & Potterton, M. (Eds.),(2007). 
Ministerial Committee on schools that work, 13 
October 2007

Clark, C. W. (1973). Profit maximization and the extinction 
of animal species. Journal of Political Economy, 81(4), 
950–961. https://doi.org/10.1086/260090 

Colombo, U. (2001). The Club of Rome and sustainable 
development. Futures, 33(1), 7–11. https://doi.org/10. 
1016/S0016-3287(00)00048-3 

Corrigan, P., & Sayer, D. (1985). The great arch: English 
state formation as cultural revolution. Blackwell.

Cukier, W., Ngwenyama, O., Bauer, R., & Middleton, C. 
(2008). A critical analysis of media discourse on informa-
tion technology: Preliminary results of a proposed 
method for critical discourse analysis. Information 
Systems Journal, 19 (2), 175–196. Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2008.00296.x 

Dahlberg, L. (2001). The Internet and democratic discourse, 
Information, Communication & Society 4(4):615–633.

Dalton, R. J., Bürklin, W. and Drummond, A. (2001). Public 
opinion and direct democracy, Journal of Democracy, 
Volume 12, Number 4 October 2001

Davey, C. L., Wootton, A. B., Thomas, A., Cooper, R., & 
Press, M. (2007). Design for the surreal world?: A new 
model of socially responsible design. In The Sixth 
International Conference of the European Academy of 
Design.

De Rome, C., & Meadows, D. H. (1972). The limits to 
growth: A report for the Club of Rome’s project on the 
predicament of mankind. Universe Books.

De Scitovszky, T. (1943). A note on profit maximisation and 
its implications. The Review of Economic Studies, 11(1), 
57–60. https://doi.org/10.2307/2967520 

Dean, M. (1994a). Sociology, Foucault, and the uses of 
history. In M. Dean (Ed.), Critical and effective histories: 
Foucault’s methods and historical sociology. Routledge, 7- 
22.

Dean, M. (1994b). Thematics of state power. In M. Dean 
(Ed.), Critical and effective histories: Foucault’s methods 
and historical sociology. Routledge, 141-173.

Dean, M. (1994c). . . . and practices of the self. In M. Dean 
(Ed.), Critical and effective histories: Foucault’s methods 
and historical sociology. Routledge, 194-212.

dev.m, Department of Education, Republic of South Africa 
(2004). Annual Report 2003 – 2004

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy & Education, Originally 
Published in 1916, 2008 Student Handouts, Inc. Toledo, 
Ohio, U.S.A

Dourish, P. and Belotti, V. (1992). Awareness and 
Coordination in Shared Workspaces. In: Proc. of the 
Conf. on Computer-Supported Cooperative Work, pp. 
107–114

Etzioni, A. (1968). The active society. A theory of societal and 
political processes. The Free Press.

Fairclough, N. (2013). Critical discourse analysis: The critical 
study of language. Routledge.

Flynn, T. (1987, July). foucault as parrhesiast: His last course 
at the collège de france (1984. Philosophy and Social 
Criticism, 12(2–3), 213–229. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
019145378701200207 

Flyvbjerg, B. (1998, June). Habermas and Foucault: 
Thinkers for civil society? The British Journal of 
Sociology, 49(2), 210. https://doi.org/10.2307/591310 

Forrester, J. W. (1961). Industrial dynamics. 1961. Pegasus 
Communications.

Foucault, M. (1972). The archaeology of knowledge. 
Tavistock. Translated from L’Archeologie du savoir, 
(1969), Editions Gillimard.

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/knowledge: Selected interviews 
and other writings, 1972-1977. Vintage.

Foucault, M. (1985). The history of sexuality. In R. Hurley 
(Ed.), The use of pleasure (Vol. 2). Pantheon.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INFORMATION SYSTEMS 23

https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.31.2.211
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.31.2.211
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-018-0309-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-018-0309-3
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.25
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.25
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12599-010-0118-4
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6773.2006.00684.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6773.2006.00684.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/02683960210164336
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732307306927
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732307306927
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2008.00295.x
https://doi.org/10.1086/260090
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-3287(00)00048-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-3287(00)00048-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2008.00296.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/2967520
https://doi.org/10.1177/019145378701200207
https://doi.org/10.1177/019145378701200207
https://doi.org/10.2307/591310


Fowler, R., Hodge, B., Kress, G., & Trew, T. (2018). 
Language and control. Routledge.

Friedman, B., Kahn, P., & Borning, A. (2008). Value sensi-
tive design and information systems. In Kenneth Einar 
Himma & Herman T. Tavani (Eds.) The handbook of 
information and computer ethics (pp. 69–101). John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Fritch, J. W., & Cromwell, R. L. (2001). Evaluating internet 
resources: Identity, affiliation, and cognitive authority in 
a networked world. Journal of the American Society for 
Information Science and Technology, 52(6), 499–507. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.1081 

Ghoshal, S. (2005). Bad management theories are destroying 
good management practices. Academy of Management 
Learning & Education, 4(1), 75–91. https://doi.org/10. 
5465/amle.2005.16132558 

Giddens, A., and Held, D. (Eds.)(1982). Classes, power, and 
conflict: classical and contemporary debates. Univ of 
California Press.

Goldkuhl, G. (2004). Design theories in information 
systems-a need for multi-grounding. Journal of 
Information Technology Theory and Application 
(JITTA), 6(2), 7.

Gregg, D. G., Kulkarni, U. R., & Vinzé, A. S. (2001). 
Understanding the philosophical underpinnings of soft-
ware engineering research in information systems. 
Information Systems Frontiers, 3(2), 169–183. https:// 
doi.org/10.1023/A:1011491322406 

Gruber, T. R. (1993). A translation approach to portable 
ontology specifications. Knowledge Acquisition, 5(2), 
199–220. https://doi.org/10.1006/knac.1993.1008 

Habermas, J. (1989). The structural transformation of the 
public sphere: An enquiry into a category of bourgeois 
society (T. Burger, translated by). Polity Press.

Hacker K. and Van Dijk, J. (2000). Digital democracy, issues 
of theory and practice, Models of Democracy and 
Concepts of Communication, Prepublication Draft of 
Chapter 3, Sage Publications.

Hall, P. A. (2015). Varieties of capitalism. In Scott, R. A., & 
Kosslyn, S. M. (Eds.) Emerging trends in the social and 
behavioral sciences: An interdisciplinary, searchable, and 
linkable resource (pp. 1–15).

Hevner, A. R., March, S. T., Park, J., & Ram, S. (2004). Design 
science in information systems research. MIS Quarterly, 28 
(1), 75–105. https://doi.org/10.2307/25148625 

Hoffman, A. J. (2016). Reflections: Academia’s emerging 
crisis of relevance and the consequent role of the engaged 
scholar. Journal of Change Management, 16(2), 77–96. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14697017.2015.1128168 

Horkheimer, M. (1972). Traditional and critical theory. 
Critical Theory: Selected Essays, trans O'Connell, M. J. et 
al., A&C Black. 188, 243.

Howcroft, D., & Trauth, E. M. (Eds.). (2005). Handbook of 
critical information systems research: Theory and applica-
tion. Edward Elgar Publishing.

Hudson, P. (2014). The industrial revolution. Bloomsbury 
Publishing.

Kaplan, A. (1964). The conduct of inquiry: Methodology for 
behavioural science. Chandler.

Karlova, N. A., & Fisher, K. E. (2013). A social diffusion 
model of misinformation and disinformation for under-
standing human information behaviour. Information 
Research, 18(1), 573. [Available at http://InformationR. 
net/ir/18-1/paper573.html ]

Keller, R. (2011). The sociology of knowledge approach to 
discourse (SKAD). Human Studies, 34(1), 43. https://doi. 
org/10.1007/s10746-011-9175-z 

Kuechler, B., & Vaishnavi, V. (2008). On theory develop-
ment in design science research: Anatomy of a research 
project. European Journal of Information Systems, 17(5), 
489–504. https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2008.40 

Kuechler, W., & Vaishnavi, V. (2012). A framework for 
theory development in design science research: Multiple 
perspectives. Journal of the Association for Information 
Systems, 13(6), 3. https://doi.org/10.17705/1jais.00300 

Kvasny, L., & Richardson, H. (2006). Critical research in 
information systems: Looking forward, looking back. 
Information Technology & People.

Kyriakopoulou, K. (2011) Authoritarian states and Internet 
social media: Instruments of democratisation or instru-
ments of control?, Human Affairs21, 1, 18–26.

Lee, A. S. (2010). Retrospect and prospect: Information 
systems research in the last and next 25 years. Journal of 
Information Technology, 25(4), 336–348. https://doi.org/ 
10.1057/jit.2010.24 

Lewis, S. G. and Motala, S. (2004). Educational de/centrali-
sation and the quest for equity, democracy and quality. In 
Chisholm L. (Eds.), Changing Class: education and social 
change in post-apartheid South Africa, HSRC Press.

Louche, C., & Lydenberg, S. (2006, July). Socially responsi-
ble investment: differences between Europe and the 
United States. In Proceedings of the International 
Association for Business and Society (Vol.17, pp. 
112–117), Philosophy Documentation Center.

McGrath, K. (2005). Doing critical research in information 
systems: A case of theory and practice not informing each 
other. Information Systems Journal, 15(2), 85–101. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2005.00187.x 

Meola, M. (2004). Chucking the checklist: A contextual 
approach to teaching undergraduates web-site 
evaluation. Portal: Libraries and the Academy, 4(3), 
331–344. https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2004.0055 

Merton, R. K. (1949). On sociological theories of the middle 
range. In R. K. Merton (Ed.), Social theory and social 
structure (pp. 39–53). Simon & Schuster, The Free Press.

Metzger, M. J., Flanagin, A. J., & Zwarun, L. (2003). College 
student web use, perceptions of information credibility, 
and verification behavior. Computers & Education, 41(3), 
271–290. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0360-1315(03)00049-6 

Miller, D. (1978). Democracy and social justice. British 
Journal of Political Science, 8(1), 1–19. https://doi.org/ 
10.1017/S0007123400001198 

Mingers, J., & Standing, C. (2020). A framework for validat-
ing information systems research based on a pluralist 
account of truth and correctness. Journal of the 
Association for Information Systems, 21(1), 6. https://kar. 
kent.ac.uk/59930/ 

Mncube, V. (2008). Democratisation of education in South 
Africa: issues of social justice and the voice of learners?, 
South African Journal of Education vol.28 (no.1), Pretoria

Mncube, V. (2009). The perceptions of parents of their role 
in the democratic governance of schools in South Africa: 
Are they on board?, South African Journal of 
Educationvol.29 (no.1), Pretoria

Monson, M. L. (2013). Towards the design of a networked 
social services media model to promote democratic com-
munity participation in South African Schools. Doctoral 
dissertation, UCT, Faculty of Commerce.

Muller, J. (2004). Assessment, qualifications and the NQF in 
South African schooling, In Chisholm L. (Eds.), 
Changing Class: education and social change in post- 
apartheid South Africa, HSRC Press.

Myers, M. D., & Klein, H. K. (2011). A set of principles for 
conducting critical research in information systems. MIS 

24 M. MONSON

https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.1081
https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2005.16132558
https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2005.16132558
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1011491322406
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1011491322406
https://doi.org/10.1006/knac.1993.1008
https://doi.org/10.2307/25148625
https://doi.org/10.1080/14697017.2015.1128168
http://InformationR.net/ir/18-1/paper573.html
http://InformationR.net/ir/18-1/paper573.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10746-011-9175-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10746-011-9175-z
https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2008.40
https://doi.org/10.17705/1jais.00300
https://doi.org/10.1057/jit.2010.24
https://doi.org/10.1057/jit.2010.24
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2005.00187.x
https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2004.0055
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0360-1315(03)00049-6
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400001198
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400001198
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/59930/
https://kar.kent.ac.uk/59930/


Quarterly, 35(1), 17–36. https://doi.org/10.2307/ 
23043487 

Nel, E. & Binns, T. (1999). Changing the geography of 
apartheid education in South Africa, Geography,1999, 
volume 84(2), pp. 119–28

Niehaves, B., & Ortbach, K. (2016). The inner and the outer 
model in explanatory design theory: The case of design-
ing electronic feedback systems. European Journal of 
Information Systems, 25(4), 303–316. https://doi.org/10. 
1057/ejis.2016.3 

OECD. (2015a). OECD guidelines on corporate governance 
of state-owned enterprises 2015 edition. http://dx.doi.org/ 
10.1787/9789264244160-en 

OECD. (2015b). G20/OECD principles of corporate govern-
ance. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264236882-en 

Orlikowski, W. J., & Iacono, C. S. (2001). Desperately seek-
ing the “IT” in IT research–a call to theorizing the IT 
artifact. Information Systems Research, 12(2), 121–134. 
https://doi.org/10.1287/isre.12.2.121.9700 

Orlitzky, M. (Invalid Date). Free market. Encyclopedia 
Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/topic/free- 
market 

Österle, H., Becker, J., Frank, U., Hess, T., Karagiannis, D., 
Krcmar, H., Sinz, E. J., Mertens, P., Oberweis, A., & 
Sinz, E. J. (2011). Memorandum on design oriented infor-
mation systems research. European Journal of 
Information Systems, 20(1), 7–10. https://doi.org/10. 
1057/ejis.2010.55 

Palvia, P., Daneshvar Kakhki, M., Ghoshal, T., Uppala, V., & 
Wang, W. (2015). Methodological and topic trends in 
information systems research: A meta-analysis of IS 
journals. Communications of the Association for 
Information Systems, 37(1), 30. https://doi.org/10.17705/ 
1CAIS.03730 

Pasek, J., More, E. & Romer, D. (2008). Realizing the Social 
Internet? Online Social Networking Meets Offline Social 
Capital, Forthcoming: Journal of Information 
Technology and Politics

Peffers, K., Tuunanen, T., & Niehaves, B. (2018). Design science 
research genres: Introduction to the special issue on exem-
plars and criteria for applicable design science research. 
European Journal of Information Systems, 27(2), 129–139. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2018.1458066 

Peffers, K., Tuunanen, T., Rothenberger, M. A., & 
Chatterjee, S. (2007). A design science research metho-
dology for information systems research. Journal of 
Management Information Systems, 24(3), 45–77. https:// 
doi.org/10.2753/MIS0742-1222240302 

Polanyi, K. (1944). The creat transformation. Beacon.
Pradhan, S. (2000). Anticorruption in transition: 

A contribution to the policy debate. World Bank.
Primeaux, P., & Stieber, J. (1994). Profit maximization: 

The ethical mandate of business. Journal of Business 
Ethics ,  13(4), 287–294. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
BF00871675 

Purao, S. (2002). Design research in the technology of 
information systems: Truth or dare. GSU Department of 
CIS Working Paper, 34, Researchgate.net.

Rowe, F. (2014). What literature review is not: Diversity, bound-
aries and recommendations. European Journal of Information 
Systems, 23(3), 241–255. https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2014.7 

Sachs, J. D. (2015). The age of sustainable development. 
Columbia University Press.

Secretariat Of The Convention On Biological Diversity. 
(2020). Global biodiversity outlook 5. Montreal.

Sein, M. K., Henfridsson, O., Purao, S., Rossi, M., & 
Lindgren, R. (2011). Action design research. MIS 
Quarterly, 35(1), 37–56. https://doi.org/10.2307/ 
23043488 

Simon, H. A. (1969). The sciences of the artificial. MIT Press.
Smit, M. H. & Oosthuizen, I. J. (2011). Improving school 

governance through participative democracy and the law, 
South African Journal of Educationvol.31 no.1, Pretoria

Snelson-Powell, A., Grosvold, J., & Millington, A. (2016). 
Business school legitimacy and the challenge of sustain-
ability: A fuzzy set analysis of institutional decoupling. 
Academy of Management Learning & Education, 15(4), 
703–723. https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2015.0307 

Southerton, D. (Ed.). (2011). Encyclopedia of consumer cul-
ture. Sage Publications.

Stahl, B. C., Eden, G., & Jirotka, M. (2013). Responsible 
research and innovation in information and communica-
tion technology: Identifying and engaging with the ethical 
implications of ICTs. In Owen, R., Heintz, M. and 
Bessant, J. (Eds.) Responsible Innovation, 199–218.

Takeda, H., Veerkamp, P., & Yoshikawa, H. (1990). 
Modeling design process. AI Magazine, 11(4), 37.

Truex, D., & Howcroft, D. (2001). Critical analyses of ERP 
systems: The macro level (1). The Database for Advances 
in Information Systems, 32(4), 13–18.

Vaishnavi, V., & Kuechler, W. (2004). Design science 
research in information systems, January 20, 2004; last 
updated: October 23 2013. URL: http://www.desrist.org/ 
design-research-in-information-systems/ 

Van Wyk, N. (2004). School governing bodies: the experi-
ences of South African educators, South African Journal 
of Education, Vol. 24(1): 49 – 54

Van Wyk, N. (2007). The rights and roles of parents on 
school governing bodies in South Africa, International 
Journal about Parents in Education, Vol.1, (No. 0), 132– 
139.

Von Schomberg, R. (2011). Towards responsible research 
and innovation in the information and communication 
technologies and security technologies fields. 
Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European 
Union, 2011. Available at SSRN 2436399.

von Weizsäcker, E. U., & Wijkman, A. (2018). Come on! 
Springer.

Wallace, S. E. (1999). Social problems: An ecological perspec-
tive. Pearson Custom Pub.

Wallace, W. A. (2004). The economic role of the audit in 
free and regulated markets: A look back and a look 
forward. Research in Accounting Regulation, 17, 
267–298. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1052-0457(04) 
17012-4 

Weizenbaum, J. (1972). On the impact of the computer on 
society: How does one insult a machine? Science, 178, 
609–614. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.176.4035.609 

Wijnhoven, F., & Brinkhuis, M. (2015). Internet informa-
tion triangulation: Design theory and prototype 
evaluation. Journal of the Association for Information 
Science and Technology, 66(4), 684–701. https://doi.org/ 
10.1002/asi.23203 

Winter, R. (2008). Design science research in Europe. 
European Journal of Information Systems, 17(5), 
470–475. https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2008.44

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF INFORMATION SYSTEMS 25

https://doi.org/10.2307/23043487
https://doi.org/10.2307/23043487
https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2016.3
https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2016.3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264244160-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264244160-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264236882-en
https://doi.org/10.1287/isre.12.2.121.9700
https://www.britannica.com/topic/free-market
https://www.britannica.com/topic/free-market
https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2010.55
https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2010.55
https://doi.org/10.17705/1CAIS.03730
https://doi.org/10.17705/1CAIS.03730
https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2018.1458066
https://doi.org/10.2753/MIS0742-1222240302
https://doi.org/10.2753/MIS0742-1222240302
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00871675
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00871675
https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2014.7
https://doi.org/10.2307/23043488
https://doi.org/10.2307/23043488
https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2015.0307
http://www.desrist.org/design-research-in-information-systems/
http://www.desrist.org/design-research-in-information-systems/
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1052-0457(04)17012-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1052-0457(04)17012-4
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.176.4035.609
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23203
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23203
https://doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2008.44


Appendix A. An Example of Applying Selected 
Critical Social Theories – Grounding 
A Research Strategy

The social theories and concepts (hereinafter referred to in 
italics) of Foucault are adopted for reasons relating to; the 
dimensions and diversity of communities effected by 
macro social and environmental issues; the power relation-
ships between the states and societies that are implicit in 
social services and sustainable development; the concep-
tual approach provided for determining truth in the multi- 
layered and complex systems of administration that are 
typical of social services or the production of alternative 
truths and distortions in sustainable development; and the 
intuitively sound means of determining effective practices 
for transformation. Foucault’s social philosophies of dis-
course; archaeology and genealogy of knowledge, and panop-
ticon (Myers & Klein, 2011) entail that detailed historical 
studies of the objects and subjects of research are con-
ducted to reveal the interdependence of knowledge and 
power in discursive social practices. However, Foucault 
does not recommend a particular methodological approach 
or framework but his social theories pertaining to history of 
the present, discursive formations, regimes of truth and 
regimes of practice (Dean, 1994a; Flyvbjerg, 1998; Myers 
& Klein, 2011) serve to guide the approach of the frame-
work developed in this paper when informed by the con-
texts provided by Foucault’s concepts of power, truth, the 
state and society.

The concept of power in the form of the relationship 
between the state and society is central to a Foucauldian 
research strategy. Power structures and relationships define 
who, within the structure of the state, wields what power, 
how the power is exercised in relation to contending social 
and political values and in which ways it is exercised to 
influence the social and political discourse that provide the 
focus for Foucault’s concept of regimes of truth. “Truth” is “a 
system of ordered procedures for the production, regula-
tion, distribution, circulation and functioning of state-
ments”; it is linked “by a circular relation to systems of 
power which produce it and sustain it, and to effects of 
power which it induces and which redirect it” (Foucault, 
1980). Power, as it is exercised by the state, “consists in the 
codification of a whole number of power relations which 
render its functioning possible – Foucault (1980)” (Dean, 
1994b, p. 157). Foucault describes these relations of power 
and authority, working through disciplinary techniques, as 
infrastructural powers of the state that dominate through the 
control of the micro-structures of individuals. Thus, the state 
brings together, arranges, and fixes within that arrangement 
the micro-relations of power (Dean, 1994b).

The concept of society in the form of various civil society 
institutions; are constituted by voluntary associations that 
exist outside of the sphere of the state and the economy. The 
empowerment of civil society is a central concern of democ-
racy (Flyvbjerg, 1998). Fundamental to the understanding of 
the power relationship between society and the state is the 
concept of conflict between them, whereby the state exer-
cises its power through its ability to enforce control. This 
concept has assumed various interpretations in respect of 
the modern state. These interpretations vary from Corrigan 
and Sayers’ (1985) view of benign submission by society to 
the state, to the insidious and confrontational tactics of the 
state described by Mann (1988) and Giddens (1985) (Dean, 
1994b).

Foucault perceived that administered state powers are 
necessary conditions for the capitalist organisation of 

production. Foucault describes more of a “state-effect” in 
which micro-macro relations are exercised in terms of codi-
fication. The term codification identifies the state with law, 
the juridical instance and juridical discourse. Codification is 
a second-order phenomenon, presupposing a greater agency 
or power that organises and collects together the elements 
that will function as a code. Strategies are employed to 
render society and its various micro-structures amenable to 
government and administration, to render it governable and 
administrable (Dean, 1994b). Strategy is the condition of the 
assemblage of the diverse relations of power into a code that 
delineates general conditions of domination organised into 
a “more-or-less coherent and unitary strategic form” 
(Foucault, 1980) (Dean, 1994c).

In compliance with the requirements of critical research, 
the elements of insight, critique of power structures and 
transformation for social benefit (Myers & Klein, 2011) are 
encompassed in the research strategy. The research strategy 
is therefore influenced by the impacts of the chosen social 
theories and concepts on the application of those three 
elements in this critical research framework;

● The first aspect of the research strategy addressed is the 
epistemological focus of the research. The Foucauldian the-
ory referred to as history of the present provides for obtaining 
insight and understanding of prevailing situations through 
interrogation of the progress of circumstances and events 
pertaining to a given social context wherein the historical 
progress of state authority exercising its powers in a process 
of perpetual conflict with society, is played out. History 
extends to the present and the analysis of discursive forma-
tions that reflect the conflicts over time, in the exercising of 
power, are analysed to reveal the underlying causes of pro-
blems existing in the present. The implication therefore is 
a strategy that focuses on the formation and interrogation of 
discursive formations of data concerning the exercising of 
state powers in relation to the topic of research, in the 
quest for insights and understanding to be inferred from 
a history of the present.

● Secondly, the sourcing of data. The meaning of discourse in 
Foucault’s theories refers to an extended piece of text (written 
or verbal) that is governed by rules and conventions of which 
the user is largely unconscious and which influences the rules 
of thought of various discursive formations (Myers & Klein, 
2011). In the Foucauldian context, the discourse includes 
academic research, legislation and philosophical and ideolo-
gical texts as well as discourse in the public media. Compiling 
discursive formations in the context of either social services or 
environmental challenges, has dimensional implications on 
the research strategy. Communities effected by either are 
typically large, wide-spread and diverse. As such, problems 
tend to be systemic rather than localised and while a local 
instance might be a reflection of a systemic situation, care 
must be exercised to avoid inference without appropriate 
substantiation, that the local instance represents the systemic 
reality. The dimensions and diversity of communities there-
fore disqualify, as inappropriate, the idiographic approaches 
recommended by some critical research methodologies 
(Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2007), such as case-study or action 
research, as these would lack reliability due to the high risk 
of producing results reflective of the local rather than the 
systemic. Similarly, spontaneous chatter on social media 
services could only qualify as valid data if it addressed 
a focused topic and the opinions were known to reflect 
a representative sample of the relevant population. The diffi-
culty and uncertainty in confirming either of those condi-
tions, disqualifies the unrestricted and unmediated style of 
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social media posts as a source of data. The advent of compu-
tational propaganda exercised through social media plat-
forms (Bolsover & Howard, 2017), adds to the inherent 
unreliability of these platforms as sources of data. An appli-
cation of Foucault’s concept of discursive formations provides 
for devising a purpose-specific strategy for collecting data on 
social service and environmental sustainability topics that 
could be multi-faceted, multi-disciplinary and demographi-
cally diverse and for compiling qualified information reposi-
tories from which truth may be drawn through analysis.

● Thirdly, the organisation of the data. Foucault’s method is 
known as the archaeology of knowledge, whereby we engage 
in examining the discursive traces left by the past in order to 
understand the processes that have led to what we are today 
(Foucault, 1972). In Foucault’s theory, the general context of 
archaeology is that of a history of the present. The history of 
the present may be loosely characterised by its use of histor-
ical resources to reflect upon the contingency, singularity, 
interconnections, and potentialities of the diverse trajectories 
of those elements which compose present social arrange-
ments and experience (Dean, 1994a, p. 21). Extracting the 
truth about a prevailing situation requires the compilation of 
discursive formations of texts reflecting the motivation and 
outcomes of the exercising of state powers over time. 
Analysis of these structured discursive formations would 
seek to identify and expose regimes of truth to critical analysis. 
Data concerning social practices that may empower society 
to emancipate itself from any adverse effects and conditions 
resulting from either the imposition of state powers or the 
failure of states to exercise their powers, are gathered to 
inform regimes of practice that may enable transformation. 
The sourced data is therefore categorised into the three 
interrelated themes required to perform a Foucauldian cri-
tical analysis; “history”, “power structures” and “transforma-
tion for social emancipation” (Myers & Klein, 2011). This 
organisation of data facilitates an analysis to challenge “every 
abuse of power, whoever the authors, whoever the victims 
(Miller, 1993)” (Flyvbjerg, 1998) and in this way “to give new 
impetus, as far and as wide as possible, to the undefined work 
of freedom (Foucault, 1984)”.

● The fourth aspect of the research strategy is the focus of 
the data analysis. Foucault emphasises the analysis of 
modern forms of authority that constitutes the task of 
an on-going critical inquiry. “Foucault’s historical ana-
lyses lead us to critically reflect upon the conditions of 
contemporary existence, both in the sense of the organi-
sational practices we seek to explore and of our own 
research practices in doing so” (Brooke, 2002, p. 54). 
Foucault’s critical history forsakes the critique of the 
past in terms of the truth of the present but not the 
critical use of the history of reason to diagnose the prac-
tical issues, necessities, and limits, of the present (Dean, 
1994a). An emphasis on authority derived from the 
power of the state provides the means of exposing the 
underlying causes or truths pertaining to a social pro-
blem situation. The data analysis must not only seek to 
reveal the truth about social problems but also seek the 
route to transformation. In this regard, Foucault refers to 
regimes of practice as organised systems of practices 
rationalised according to particular forms of knowledge.

“ . . . the history of a morality has to take into account 
the different realities that are covered by the term. 

A history of “moral behaviours” would study the 
extent to which actions of certain individuals or 
groups are consistent with rules and values that are 
prescribed for them by various agencies . . . a history 
of “codes” would analyse the different systems of rules 
and values that are operative in a given society or 
group . . . a history of the way in which individuals 
are urged to constitute themselves as subjects of moral 
conduct would be concerned with the models pro-
posed for setting up and developing relationships 
with the self, for self-reflection, self-knowledge, self- 
examination, for the decipherment of the self by one-
self, for the transformations that one seeks to accom-
plish with oneself as object” (Foucault, 1985, p. 29).

An analytic of practices can thus be worked out along four 
dimensions or forms of knowledge according to Foucault 
(1985) (Dean, 1994c):

(1) An ontological dimension, of what we seek to govern in 
ourselves or others by means of this practice.

(2) A deontological dimension, of what we seek to produce 
in ourselves and others when governing this element.

(3) An ascetic dimension, of how we govern this element, 
with what techniques and means. This would be 
a worldly asceticism as postulated by Max Weber 
(1905) (Wallace, 1999) as a practice of discipline and 
restraint in the pursuit of salvation or liberation where 
“the highest form of moral obligations of the individual 
is to fulfil his duty in worldly affairs” (Giddens & Held, 
1982).

(4) A teleological dimension, of the aim of these practices, of 
the kind of world we hope to achieve by them, of the kind of 
beings we aspire to be (Dean, 1994c).

The analysis of the structure and methods of either 
society’s participation in a social service or society’s engage-
ment with an object of environmental sustainability rele-
vance, is therefore shaped and rationalised in accordance 
with ontological, deontological, ascetic and teleological 
perspectives;

Foucault’s theories may be aligned with achieving the 
basic principles (“equal access to power” and “indivi-
dual freedoms and liberty”) of democracy, although he 
omits to espouse democracy as a social ideal. 
Nevertheless, Foucault’s concepts of state, society and 
the power relationships between them provide an appro-
priate context for researching social services in 
a democracy where society grants the state the power 
and trust to consume public resources in the provision-
ing of services that society requires. The determination 
of truth through the critique of discursive formations 
that are reflective of the power relationships between the 
state and society pertaining to the history of the present; 
provides the theoretical basis for the strategy to conduct 
effective critical research into topics pertaining to 
macro social services. Similarly, the strategy might be 
applied to macro environmental challenges. A data ana-
lysis strategy based on these Foucauldian concepts, 
addresses questions to three broad domains: firstly, 
one of reason, truth, and knowledge; secondly, one of 
power, domination, and government; and finally, one of 
ethics, self, and freedom, collectively forming the 
“Foucauldian triangle” of truth, power and self (Dean, 
1994a; Flynn, 1987).
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Appendix B. Participative Democracy – An 
Adopted Value Position

The decision to adopt participative democracy as the value 
position for this methodology of critical IS research, is 
arrived at through recognition of the alignment of its (par-
ticipative democracy’s) tenets with the teleological objec-
tives of the socially responsible application of ICTs.

Many sources of reference claim that there is no univer-
sally accepted definition for democracy. However, there are 
two principles that many if not most definitions of democ-
racy include. The first is that all members of the society have 
equal access to power and the second is that all members 
enjoy universally recognised freedoms and liberties. 
A variety of democratic systems of government have sought 
to limit or qualify the access and rights of members of 
society to these democratic principles but the power of the 
Internet, through its capacity to reach individuals with 
enabling facilities, information and access to discourse, 
could promote the spread of democratic practices.

In the recent past (2012), widely-spread revolts erupted 
against dictatorial states and it appears evident that the 
utilisation of Internet enabled social media served to free 
the voices of societies and enabled public discourse in the 
pursuit of democratic freedoms. Hundreds of media articles 
have been written about the effect of social media in pro-
moting what became known as the “Jasmine Revolution” 
and provides a stark example of the Internet’s capacity to 
empower individuals to strive for a basic democratic free-
dom. However, the extent to which a social media may 
promote democracy is contingent upon the willingness of 
states to desist from monitoring their citizens’ communica-
tions through those self-same media and allowing discourse 
free from censorship (Kyriakopoulou, 2011).

Subject to variations in the application and meaning of 
the basic principles (“equal access to power” and “individual 
freedoms and liberty”), there are many forms of democracy. 
Participative democracy, for example, is a form limited by 
the extent to which critical discourse may be conducted 
freely through the public sphere. Participative democracy 
is a combination of deliberative and representative democ-
racy (Hacker & Van Dijk, 2000). Representative democracy 
is the model of articulating citizen demands through repre-
sentation in the form of party-based parliamentary rule and 
functions primarily through elected representatives. 
Citizens express their preferences at elections, but policy is 
actually made by the representatives that the citizenry selects 
(Dalton, Bürklin & Drummond, 2001). Deliberative democ-
racy “promotes the Internet as the means for an expansion 
of the public sphere of rational-critical citizen discourse – 
discourse autonomous from state and corporate power 
through which public opinion may be formed that can 
hold official decision makers accountable” (Dahlberg, 
2001, p616). In countries that do have democratically 
elected governments, the battle for democracy tends to 
shift from electoral democracy to democratic freedoms for 
individuals (Hacker & Van Dijk, 2000). As a result, the 
pursuit, research and analysis of structures, systems and 
services to support democracy continue to be persisting 
preoccupations of human society. The ethical rationale 
underpinning this paper and the research approach it 
recommends; is a value position in support of participative 
democracy.

Appendix C. Data Sourcing Process

History and Power.
The history of schooling in South Africa is analysed from 

a “history of the present” perspective in order to determine 
the consequences of the exercise of state powers on school-
ing education over time and identifying thereby the pro-
blems that characterise the failing education system and 
deriving from them in turn, the objectives for achieving 
transformation.

The powers presently exercised by the state are analysed 
by interrogating “discursive formations” comprised of the 
policies and legislation, inclusive of the ideological motiva-
tions behind them and determining their consequential 
effects on school education in South Africa. The extent to 
which different policies enacted by the government either 
promote or inhibit democratic principles and comply with 
the value position of participatory democracy are deter-
mined in order to expose for reflection, the state’s prevailing 
“regimes of truth”.

The sources of data were categorised into; [1] ideological 
documents, [2] legislation and policy documents, [3] peer- 
reviewed papers and academic publications, [4] surveys and 
reports and [5] media articles. These were arranged in 
a table to reflect sub-themes under each of the three major 
themes. An extract from the table (Table C1) illustrates the 
method employed;

Appendix D. Data Organisation for Analysis

The process of developing and exercising political 
power and influence, as well as its impact on education 
in South Africa through the formulation and imple-
mentation of policies, is revealed through systematically 
organising data into themes. These themes begin with 
basic beliefs that in turn spawn consequential actions, 
recorded in policies, strategies and legislation, in 
a cascading process to give effect to power. The the-
matic arrangement pursues steps that reflect on the 
underlying philosophical or ideological beliefs, political 
doctrine and strategy, policy legislation, policy out-
comes through curricula documents, academic studies 
on contending ideologies and academic studies on the 
impacts of policies on school education in South Africa, 
as follows;

● Step 1:Addressing the political philosophies. 2 
Primary texts, one on democracy and the other on 
communism as well as 3 secondary texts provide the 
fundamental understanding of the contention 
between the two philosophies.

● Step 2:Interrogating political doctrine emanating 
from the political philosophies is facilitated through 
two documents, one expounding on the political 
strategy called the National Democratic Revolution 
and the other, the first policy framework of the ANC 
entitled RDP (The Reconstruction and Development 
Programme). This interrogation provides an under-
standing of the drivers of policy formulation.

● Step 3:6 relevant policy documents provide the means to 
interpret the effect of political doctrine through the exer-
cising of legislative power on the employment of 
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educators, the governance of schools and the formulation 
of the curriculum.

(A listing and explanation of every legislated policy 
included in the analysis is provided)

● Step 4:The two national curricula formulated under 
the legislated policies are assessed through 2 acade-
mically researched works.

● Step 5:The impact of the two contending philosophi-
cal regimes are analysed with reference to 2 doctrinal 
commentaries and 3 academic papers.

● Step 6:The impacts of the policies on education in South 
Africa are assessed with reference to 8 academic papers 
on the topic and 2 reports from official surveys.

Appendix E. A Model of an Economic Activity 
mapped over time to depict “History of the 
Present” (Figure E1)

Appendix F. Analysis of Thematic Data

The thematically organised data provide a structure for 
performing a critical analysis of the contending ideologies 
that motivate the exercise of political powers through legis-
lation, their compliance with democratic principles and 
their effects on schooling in South Africa. The Foucauldian 
themes of history and power are encompassed in these data 
sources and provide for a response to the research question 
by enabling an analysis that reveals the underlying causes for 
school education failure in South Africa. The results are 
tabulated as per the extract below (Table F1);

Appendix G. Example of a Deontological 
Perspective of a Solution

Following the processes articulated in Part Three of the 
Design Theories, the regimes of practice that represent the 
route to transformation, included an ontological perspective 
of the solution as the implementation of effectively function-
ing School Governing Bodies (SGBs).

The deontological perspective of the solution was defined in 
terms of the capacity for enabling legislation to allow SGBs to 
function as agents for transformation, as per the table below 
(Table G1);

Appendix H. An Example of the Ascetic 
Perspective of a Solution

The ascetic perspective was defined not only in terms of 
activities that could overcome the influence of inhibiting 
legislation but reviewed research also identified socio- 
economic factors contributing towards the failure of SGBs 
to function effectively in most formerly Black schools. These 
factors are listed here (with corroborating references);

“ . . . . . . .
● Teacher and pupil absenteeism (Department of 

Education 2004; Nel & Binns, 1999).
● Lack of education or capacity of parents to effectively 

fulfil SGB roles (Van Wyk. 2007).
● The lack of public transport, the distance between 

place of residence and the school and times of SGB 
meetings (Van Wyk, 20072007).

● Poverty and the prevalence of HIV/AIDS inhibit the 
communities from using their social support net-
works for the purpose of building structures within 
the school (Van Wyk, 20072007).

● Parents often misconceive participatory democracy 
for political democracy and misunderstand the role 
of the school governing body (Lewis & Motala, 2004; 
Smit & Oosthuizen, 2011).

● Misunderstandings by principals, educators and par-
ents about their roles within SGB structures (Van 
Wyk, 2004).

● Denial of the rights of learners to fully participate in 
SGBs by adults, especially in township and rural 
schools (Mncube, 2008).

● Gender bias inhibits women from playing meaningful 
roles on SGBs (Mncube, 2008).

● Low levels of education, lack of information about the 
functioning of SGBs and fear of victimisation of their 
children inhibit parental participation in SGBs in 
some schools (Mncube, 2009).”

Table C1. Extract of table of sources by theme and sub-theme.
Themes Sub-themes Articles

History Early community, missionary and 
state schooling

Johnson (1982) [3], Nel & Binns (1999) [3],

Apartheid education and its 
legacy

Nel & Binns (1999) [3], Dean (2000) [3], Kallaway (2002) [3]

Post-Apartheid education Bhorat (2004) [3], Lam, Ardington & Leibbrandt (2008) [3], Ministerial Committee on Learner Retention in 
South African Schooling System, March (2008) [4], Top 100 Schools Survey (October, 2009) [4], 
Department of National Treasury (2011) [4], Atkinson (2007) [4], Mail & Guardian Online (2008) [5], 
Sunday Times (2009) [5], Bloch (2010) [5], The Witness (2011) [5]

Power Primary Philosophical Text Aristotle’s “The Athenian Constitution” (Rackman, 1922) [1], The Communist Manifesto (Marx & Engels, 
1848) [1]

Secondary Philosophical Text Broad (1930) [1], Dewey (1937) [1], Anscombe (1958) [1]
Political Doctrine ANC (1994) [1], ANC* (2011) [1], National Democratic Revolution (NDR) [1]
Legislation National Qualifications Framework (NQF) [2], South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) Act, No. 58 of 

1995 [2], Labour Relations Act, 66 of 1995 [2], National Education Policy Act, 27 of 1996 [2], South 
African Schools Act, 84 of 1996 [2], Employment of Educators Act, 76 of 1998 [2]

Curriculum 2005 Chisholm (2004) [3], Harley & Wedekind (2004) [3]
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Appendix I. Example of a Teleological 
Perspective of a Solution derived from 
dialectic analysis

A teleological perspective of SGB practice was pursued 
through reflection on the kind or mode of SGBs that may 

be established and on how communities should go about 
establishing them. The inferences made from dialectic pro-
cesses are illustrated in tabular forms and a final outcome of 
practices with corroborating rationale is presented in a table 
as per the following extract (Table I1);

Figure E1. The history of education in South Africa (late 18th century to 2008).

Table F1. Extract of policy impact analysis.
Imposing 

Political 
Power 
ANC 
Tripartite 
Alliance

Policies 
National Qualifications Framework 
(NQF) implemented under the South 
African Qualifications Authority 
(SAQA) Act, No. 58 of 1995

Compliance with Democratic Principles 
This policy, formulated by internal alliance 
structures from which the general public 
and society were excluded, prior to 
democratic elections in 1994 (Christie, 
1996). By implication, ratified through 
democratic elections where the ANC has 
majority appeal as the “liberation 
movement”. Situated within the ANC 
branded alliance, the SACP and COSATU 
subsume their political power without 
having to face the scrutiny that democratic 
election imposes (ANC*, 2011). Lacking 
public participation in the policy 
formulation processes implies an 
undemocratic process and therefore not 
compliant with participatory democracy.

Impact of Policies on Education 
Allows for the employment of under- 
qualified teachers in pursuit of the “workers’ 
agenda” (Muller, 2004), especially prior to 
the adoption of the “Employment of 
Educators Act, 76 of 1998”. 
Ideological motivation for the adoption of 
OBE (Christie et al, 2007), (Chisholm, 2004). 
Society is required to accept a new “truth” 
that vocational qualifications which 
previously had an inferior status, now have 
increased merit because they would be 
placed at the same levels of qualification in 
the NQF, as academic qualifications (Allais, 
2007). Thus the unqualified are deemed to 
be qualified and given employment as 
teachers.

Labour Relations Act, 66 of 1995 and 
various Amendments (LRA)

Tabled and adopted by the parliament 
appointed by the democratically elected 
ruling party. Public participation was limited 
to the extent to which their party’s 
representatives participate in formulation 
and adoption processes. Parliamentary 
representatives are not accountable to the 
voters directly, only to their parties (ANC**, 
2011). This party-based representative form 
of democracy provides low and indirect 
participation by the public. The LRA 
provides for union members to be legally 
favoured above other workers.

The right to strike for all unionised teachers, 
including sympathy strike action, in terms of 
collective bargaining and sectoral 
agreements (LRA). Only designated 
essential service workers may not strike 
(LRA). Teachers are not considered 
providers of essential services and are 
included in the public service sector. As 
such they may be called out on strike in 
support of any labour dispute in the entire 
public sector. The right to call strikes in 
support of social or ideological issues 
championed by the communist aligned 
COSATU is thereby entrenched.
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Table G1. Transformational legislation analysis.
Transformational Objectives SGB Practices allowed under the South African Schools Act, 84 of 1996

1. Universal school attendance for all children Address learner discipline issues – Clauses 20. (1) (d) & (e)
2. Improved teacher training Contribute to the education and training of teachers – Clause 20. (1) (e)
3. Solution to disaffected and under-qualified Black 

teachers
Provide support for teachers – Clause 20 (e) 

Recommend appointment and dismissal of teachers – Clause 20 (i)
4. De-racialisation and consolidation of Administrative 

structures
None

5. Improved learner performance in Black schools SGBs have the authority and right to positively influence the performance of learners in 
Black schools. Clause 20. (1) (a)

6. Reduction of dropout rate in Black schools Adopt a code of conduct for learners at the school – Clause 20. (d) and 
Determine times of the school day consistent with any applicable conditions of 
employment of staff at the school – Clause 20. (f)

7. Reduced class sizes Recommend to the Head of Department the appointment of educators at the school – 
Clause 20. (i) 
Administer and control school property and buildings occupied by the school – Clause 
20. (g)

8. Increased funding of Black schools The governing body may allow the reasonable use of the facilities of the school for 
community, social and school fund-raising purposes, subject to such reasonable and 
equitable conditions as the governing body may determine, which may include the 
charging of a fee or tariff which accrues to the school. – Clause 20. (2)

9. Depoliticised and balanced history curriculum None
10. Adoption of a teaching culture promoting problem- 

solving, free enquiry and active learning
SGBs have the authority and right to positively influence the provision of quality education. 

Clause 20. (1) (a) 
and 
Contribute to the education and training of teachers – Clause 20. (1) (e)

11. Removal of destructive influences on schools of the 
effects of the power struggle

All of the functions of SGBs as stated in the clauses under section 20, provide for effective 
governance by the elected and appointed SGB at any school.

Table I1. Extract of practices rationale analysis.
RESPONSES SUPPORTING RATIONALE

Establish focused channels for disseminating information for 
educating and informing the community about the purposes of 
SGBs.

This practice would create awareness of the need for SGBs. The Universal 
Declaration on Democracy (1997) prescribes that processes be followed to 
broaden the base of public participation. Inclusivity (non-exclusion of 
members on the basis of gender, race, class, etc.) for members of 
a community is a fundamental requirement of a participative, democratic 
system of school governance. Awareness is a precursor to inclusiveness.

Create information repositories for information about roles and 
activities of SGB members.

This practice will inform community members how they should participate. 
Democratic participation enables communities to generate social capital 
benefits (Pasek, More, & Romer, 2008). Democracy, as a mode of associated 
living and conjoint communicated experiences (Dewey, 1916) implies 
collaborative activities. Collaboration in turn requires awareness as “an 
understanding of the activities of others, which provides a context for your 
own activities” (Dourish & Belotti, 1992).
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