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ABSTRACT 

Information Systems (IS) research deals with the nature of information technology (IT) in our 

practices. The problem is that we, including IS researchers and practitioners, find ourselves 

deeply absorbed in our everyday practices. The fact that we tend to take our practices for granted 

makes discovering the logic of these practices an elusive enterprise. How, then, can we study these 

practices? In an attempt to furnish critical interpretations of the nature of our interaction with IT 

in our everyday practices, I used ethnographic research to study the practices of young tech savvy 

people (sometimes called “digital natives”) because in their everyday lives they are always 

absorbed in ubiquitous IT phenomena. 

The ethnographic fieldwork began with a simple overarching question: how do young IT 

professionals interact with technologies in their everyday practices? It was envisioned that the 

ethnographic fieldwork would disclose deeper layers of meaning underlying practices of epistemic 

and ontological significance in terms of engagement with technology. Indeed, following the 

entwinement perspective of Martin Heidegger, I found that people are increasingly getting 

entwined with IT in their everyday practices; but further, entwinement can be seen as a ludic 

phenomenon, that is to say a play-like engaged absorption in one’s everyday being in the world. 

Technology is thus disclosed as an ordinary plaything in their practice worlds. Further, I found 

that when engaged absorption is seen as play, practices are bounded by everyday spaces where 

many playing fields are constantly being created by the players.  

In the final phases of ethnography, spatiality was discovered as a significant aspect of the field 

enquiry: how can an ethnographer make sense of a play-like engaged practice in which, and 

precisely where he or she is already absorbed in the field? The latter half of the fieldwork was thus 

focused on the examination of the spatial field that envelops the phenomenon where a 

technological practice is grounded.  

This thesis adopts a ‘thesis with publications’ model and includes six original articles. The thesis 

also suggests some strategies to make sense of everyday practices, design practices, and the 

management of the younger workforce. Finally, the study aims to contribute to the ethnographic 

toolkit by suggesting the use of novel methodological tools such as ‘thrownness’, play or ‘ludic 

practices’, ‘entwinement’ and ‘spatial volatility’ of the fieldwork. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Information Systems (IS) research deals with the nature of information technology in our 

everyday practices. However, how can we study these practices? The problem is that we, including 

IS researchers and practitioners, are deeply absorbed in our everyday practices. In our immersion 

in everyday situations, at home, at work, or in our everyday being in the world, we unreflectively 

engage with phenomena in our practices (Dourish 2004, 2013; Dourish et al. 2010; Dreyfus 1991a, 

2008, 2012, 2014; Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2005; Sandberg 2000; Sandberg and Dall'Alba 2009; 

Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). As we go about our daily lives we use technologies and tools such as 

cars, computers and chairs. We find ourselves amidst a world of things in public, private and 

organizational spaces. While we are practically involved with phenomena at hand, we rarely give 

them our theoretical attention: rather, in our practice, we are engrossed by their practical purpose. 

It is therefore our practical engagement with phenomena that allows us to make sense of the world 

in a meaningful way.  

Heidegger (2008) says that human beings are doing beings: we are what we do. We, as a species, 

excel at developing technological tools and skillfully interacting with them. Our tools often 

become persisted in the discourse and facilitate our everyday affairs. The anthropology of material 

culture shows how distinct technologies and tools were gradually developed within our practices 

and shaped how we engage with phenomena in the world (Hodder 2012; Hodder and Hutson 

2003; Leroi-Gourhan 1993). Some scholars have also studied the introduction of modern 

technologies into work practices as a series of historical changes. In her seminal ethnography of 

changing nature of technological practices, Zuboff (1988) made sense of the introduction of 

Information Technologies (IT) in contemporary organizations by capturing one such 

transformation of practices through a ‘historical window’ on everyday practices. She disclosed 

how the emergence of new technologies triggered a shift in then prevailing practices; 

consequently, many avenues of research were opened to assist the theorizing of IT in practice. 

Today, IT has become something that we simply take for granted. While a new model of a phone 

or a new version of software might be surprising a first, very soon we become accustomed to it: 

no longer seen as ‘something new,’ rather, it is part and parcel of our everyday life. Further, many 

IT tools that facilitate everyday affairs ranging from private life to complex organizational 

practices, are increasingly ubiquitous in modern organizing spaces (Dreyfus 2008; Spinosa et al. 

1999; Winograd and Flores 1986). They are everywhere and therefore, paradoxically, they are no 

longer noticed but seen as part of the furniture. 
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One problem with IS scholarship is that scholars often theorize one’s engagement with IT from 

the disconnected perspective of an ‘armchair theorist’: a detached, positivist point of view (Davis 

et al. 1989; Venkatesh 2000; Venkatesh and Bala 2008; Venkatesh et al. 2003; Venkatesh et al. 

2012). Riemer and Johnston (2014) argue that this detached perspective relies on what a 

researcher perceives from the periphery without actually engaging with the phenomena. 

Accordingly, Vodanovich et al. (2010, pp. 715-6) say, IS researchers need to explicate how people 

are ‘engaging with’ technologies in their everyday affairs. In this thesis, in the hope of developing 

better theory, I take an engaged position and attempt to step inside the practices and study the 

phenomena from within the practices (Van de Ven 2007, pp. 268ff). In this way, I argue that an 

engaged practical enquiry may help develop critical understandings concerning how everyday 

technologies create and shape our practices. 

An opening question therefore arises: what do people do with IT, and how do they make sense of 

IT in everyday practices? There are at least two problems in trying to answer these questions. 

First, everyday practices and technological practices are increasingly entwined, and with the 

advent of ubiquitous computing the differences blurred. Second, there are an increasing number 

of new users who are persistently absorbed in the ubiquitous technologies; these tech-savvy young 

people are often referred as Millennials, Digital Natives, Generation-Y, or similar1 (e.g., Hargittai 

2010; Helsper and Eynon 2009; Leidner et al. 2010; Selwyn 2009; Selwyn and Facer 2014; Smith 

et al. 2012; Vodanovich et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2013). For them, IT is integral to their everyday 

life, and is a taken-for-granted thing with which they make sense of the world. Leidner et al. 

(2010) call for IS scholars to pay attention to the practices of young professionals within 

organizations. They say that it is important for organizations and scholarship to grasp the logic of 

contemporary practices in order to increase “the feeling of cultural belonging, making the 

environment of entry-level IT workers exciting, and creating high morale among [young 

professionals]” (Ibid, p. 229). Similarly, Wang et al. (2013, p. 416) say the problem of management 

of today’s tech-savvy young professionals is increasingly becoming “a common question” within 

many organizations.  

However, most IS scholars have employed what can be called a dualist conceptualization of 

technology and practices – one where the technology and the practices are seen as two distinctly 

different things (Mathiassen and Nielsen 2008; Riemer and Johnston 2014, pp. 274-6; Shotter 

and Tsoukas 2014). In this perspective, researchers take a detached and externally perceived 

position rather than actually engaging with people’s practices. As a result, there is much 

                                                        
1 See Appendix I on the use and emergence of various similar terminologies. 
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speculation concerning the use of IT in our everyday practices, but little field evidence from an 

engaged position (Learmonth 2006; Rousseau 2006; cf. Van de Ven 2007). Technology is thus 

seen as something extrinsic rather than intrinsic to practice.  

How can we address the question of technology in practice without falling prey to dualist 

impediments? A possible way forward can be found in the ongoing debate in the IS research 

literature regarding the nature of technology that points to two practical concerns in scholarship. 

First, technology is argued to be non-deterministic, i.e. the outcome of similar technologies is 

often dissimilar even in similar situations (e.g., Jarvenpaa and Lang 2005; Robey and Boudreau 

1999); it is thus not possible to remain separate to the technology in practices. Second, our 

practices are increasingly becoming inherently technological. In this perspective, many practical 

issues become prominent, such as the persistence of technological tools in everyday practices 

(e.g., Sülzenbrück et al. 2011), dependence on technology to make sense of the practical situations 

(e.g., Chughtai 2011; Kiran and Verbeek 2010), a continuum of technological practices in terms of 

digital fluency (e.g., Vodanovich et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2013) and everyday interactions with 

technology disclosing a shift in everyday practices (e.g., Merchant 2012). In this debate, many 

have called for a better and more engaged understanding in IS scholarship. Accordingly, this study 

seeks to answer this call and attempts to advance the theorizing of IT by doing ethnographic 

fieldwork whereby the researcher is immersed in the technological practices of young people.  

Ethnographic research has been described in IS scholarship as the most in-depth research method 

possible that allows researchers to extract multi-layer meanings (Klein and Myers 1999; Manning 

1996, 2008; Myers 1997a, 1999, 2013; Myers and Young 1997; Prasad 1997; Prasad and Prasad 

2000; Schultze 2000a; Schultze and Boland 2000b). Recently, Baskerville and Myers (2015) have 

proposed an engaged way to conduct fieldwork. The engaged approach favors immersion in 

practices prior to making sense of one’s interaction with the phenomenon. In this way, it is 

possible to interpret and understand the logic of practices from within the practices by becoming 

involved in the practices rather than simply studying them in a detached way from the outside, so 

to speak. Thus, taking a cue from ethnographic scholarship, this study followed an engaged 

approach and also adheres to some critical interpretive guidelines (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 

and Klein 2011). The details of the research method are explained in later sections. 

To begin, I shall discuss the motivation to flesh out the research questions, and move on to define 

the scope of the study and then indicate the details of research approach. I will conclude with a 

critical discussion of how various components of this ethnography are conceptually weaved 

together in a holistic text. 
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1.1 RESEARCH MOTIVATION 

In IS research, scholars have repeatedly called for more research on the practices of young 

professionals in order to better understand the changing nature of technologies and work 

practices (Leidner et al. 2010; Vodanovich et al. 2010; also, Yoo 2010, p. 217).  In this perspective, 

there is much debate concerning the differences between the work practices of new generation of 

users who grew up with technologies and those who have learned to use computers at some stage 

in their adult life (see Wang et al. 2013). Digital natives are usually defined as those who have 

grown up in a digital world (see, Margaryan et al. 2011). This means that they tend to take 

information technologies such as mobile phones and social networking technologies for granted 

in their daily lives (e.g., Joshi et al. 2010; Thornham and McFarlane 2011). Still, much of the 

debate is speculative in nature and rather distant to the contemporary practices. Given all the 

speculation about how changing nature of practices of young professionals, Vodanovich et al. 

(2010) called for ethnographic field studies to look into what digital natives are actually doing 

with IT in their practices. Precisely, they ask the question: how and why are young professionals 

engaging with ubiquitous IS? In this thesis, I take a step toward a better understanding of our 

engagement with technologies by providing field evidence from the everyday practices of young 

professionals. 

If we look back in history, however, it seems that there have always been certain people who first 

experienced and lived with a new technology (Edmunds and Turner 2005); they were often 

characterized as different based on their everyday practices (e.g. young people watching too much 

TV or more recently, young people spending too much time playing computer games). It could be 

argued that young people today are thus experiencing the latest in a series of historical 

technological changes, and that the idea of shifting technological practices is but a part of a larger 

holistic and historical whole vis-à-vis the practice world where we find ourselves.  

The impact of new information technologies on everyday practices can be seen as disruptive and 

ubiquitous. For instance, Scott (2000, p. 362) suggests that “[t]echnology has changed not only 

employment but also everyday living to an extent unimaginable just a few decades ago.” In this 

perspective, the penetration of technologies into the everyday practices is essentially seen as 

capable of bringing disruptive changes into work practices. Smola and Sutton (2002) find that 

organizational work practices are always changing, depending on the epoch and its technologies 

(cf. Zuboff 1988), and thus never remain constant. They suggest that organizations must adapt 

and understand the contemporary practices of young professionals rather than enforcing the 

legacy of practices concerning technologies.  
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In their research agenda paper, Vodanovich et al. (2010) agree that there is much speculation 

about how the practices of digital natives are different from established work practices. They 

suggest there is a need for more in-depth research on digital natives and their interaction with IS. 

They put forward the question: “how and why are digital natives engaging with [IS]?” In this 

thesis, I hope to provide some answers to this question and shed light on the intricacies present 

in the logic of practices of the younger generation of digital natives. Van de Ven (2007, p. 4) says 

“[t]he context of the practitioner is situated in particular problems encountered in everyday 

activities” (emphasized), an engaged position is thus required to study everyday practices. In this 

way, I hope to bring some of the problems in our understandings of practices to the fore and 

suggest some possible solutions. 

This thesis also has some implications for practitioners. The problem of the management of young 

professionals has been raised by many leading technology organizations (e.g., Cisco 2014; Gartner 

2013; McKinsey 2013; Microsoft 2015). For instance, Deloitte (2008) says modern organizations 

need to study young people’s everyday practices in terms of technology usage and networked staff, 

and should develop strategies for retaining young professionals. Hopefully this thesis might help 

organizations to understand the way young professionals interact with IT in organizations and, 

by doing so, enable them to better manage these young professionals.  

Hence, given the calls from both IS scholars and practitioners for a better understanding of digital 

natives and their interaction with technology, this thesis responds to these calls by focusing on 

the everyday practices of young professionals. Given that our everyday practices are often taken 

for granted, it is argued that there is a need to critically engage with practices. For instance, as 

discussed, in the context of digital natives, IT is nothing new or even exciting, but instead 

something that has been there all along or at least most of their lives; thereby the digital becomes 

a part of their social lives in their practice world. To paraphrase Heidegger (2008), their beings 

are already in a digital world. New research needs to be done from within their world rather than 

observing the practices as a spectator. We can thus grasp the exploratory research problem and 

research objective as follows: 

Research Problem: How do young IT professionals (digital natives) interact with 

technologies in their everyday practices?  

Research Objective: To critically interpret and understand the interaction of young 

professionals with information technology by studying their everyday practices  
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I hope to address the research problem and research objective by using a critical interpretive 

approach, in particular by using Heidegger (1985, 2008) and his analysis of practical engagement 

with equipment in our everyday being in the world. 

1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In the light of research motivations, I now expand the research objective into the formal questions. 

The research seeks to explore the logic of the everyday practices of young people, and it is 

motivated by two overarching questions: 

1. What do young professionals do with IT in everyday practices? 

a. This question involves looking at the material and immaterial aspects of IT, 

everyday practices and technological work in an organization setting; including 

everyday technological equipment, and the everyday spaces where they engage 

with various technologies. 

2. What do young professionals know about IT? 

a. This question involves looking at the logic of everyday practices (unreflective 

engagement), contextual knowledge (know-how, embodied practices), limited 

knowledge (heuristic); organization responses (attitude toward young people 

practices, social structures), and dependence on IT (in technological and 

organizational structures). 

1.3 RESEARCH SCOPE 

This research is informed by phenomenological hermeneutic interpretations of the concerned 

phenomena namely, technology and practices (Dreyfus 1991a, 2004, 2012; Heidegger 1985, 2008; 

Schatzki 2005a, b). In this way, I set the research focus by adjusting the theoretical lens to the 

actual everyday practices of people. Accordingly, the study favors an immersive engaged approach 

to ethnographic fieldwork to study the everyday situations in an organizational setting in which 

people interact with technologies in their everyday practices. Hence, in this immersive approach, 

there are two focal points upon which the study hinges namely, the everyday practices themselves 

and their underlying rationale (or simply the logic of practices).  

First, the starting point of enquiry is the everyday practices of the participants ‘where the action 

is’ (cf. Dourish 2004; also, Goffman 1969). In other words, the study seeks to interpret 

phenomena from within the practices. The immersed perspective also helps us to grasp the 

underlying logic of practices by being one with the participants in their practice worlds (Geertz 



Introduction 

7 
 

1973; Goffman 1989; cf. Kuhn 2012, p. 203). Thus, the choice of critical ethnography and 

phenomenological hermeneutics is apt for an immersive engaged enquiry. Second, in the wake of 

new ways of conceptualizing technological practices such as scientific, semiotic, and practical 

rationality (see, Feldman and Orlikowski 2011; Leonardi 2013), the field research itself is scoped 

and executed on the principle of the hermeneutic circle (Myers 2004; 2013, pp. 182-196). Instead 

of subscribing to an objective ontology, I took the approach of methodically examining the 

prevailing conceptualizations of practices before settling on a practical approach suited for an 

ethnographic enquiry. This involved an ongoing review of methodological and theoretical tools in 

order to meticulously grasp the logic of practices. The outcome of the dialectic practice of 

theorizing is critically discussed in Article I, and further reflected upon in Articles II and V. 

The ethnography was conducted at a technology services organization. Chapter III documents the 

further details of the research site. Given the focus on the practices of young professionals, the 

research scope was limited to people who were either: 

1. Newly hired graduates in various roles, or 

2. Fresh graduates who had started work within the organization less than a year previously. 

All of the young professionals in this organization who were engaged with IS phenomena were 

considered as potential participants. Some of the organizational IS phenomena included software 

frameworks, computer architecture, gadgets, and various types of digital devices. The focus was 

on exploring the rich variety of contemporary technological practices in an organizational setting. 

Next, I spell out the research approach, elaborating on the method and theoretical perspectives 

before moving on to explicate the research framework. 

1.4 RESEARCH APPROACH 

The research approach have three facets: 

1. An in-depth, systematic review of the IS research literature regarding the study of the 

practices in general, with a particular attention to the question of logic of practices. This 

is first introduced in Chapter I and then primarily addressed in Chapter III followed by 

separate literature reviews in Chapters IV to VIII as part of the published articles. 

2. Compilation of ethnographic data which is critical to the identification of the complexities 

of engagement with technological tools and in-depth understanding of practical use. The 

ethnographic data is presented and analyzed in published articles, Chapters IV to VIII, 

and further commentary is provided in Chapter IX. 
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3. Ethnographic data analyses informed by phenomenological hermeneutics to provide rich 

multi-perspective insight and guidelines. The multiple perspectives are the ethnographer’s 

entrance (Chapter IV), the logic of fieldwork (Chapter V), the participants’ practices 

(Chapter VI and VII) and some spatial issues in fieldwork (Chapter VIII). Finally, an 

evaluation and contribution of this ethnography is presented in the final two chapters (IX 

and X). 

Next, in order to shed some light on the foundation of this study, the theoretical underpinning of 

this ethnography is presented. 

1.5 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

The theoretical perspective of this thesis is grounded in hermeneutics. It was gradually developed 

in the early phases of the research and then continually revised during the course of the 

ethnographic fieldwork. Hermeneutics has a longstanding and established history in the IS 

scholarship as it has been used to study the complexity of everyday technologies (Boland and 

Tenkasi 1995; Lee 1994), to analyse of large complex IS projects (Myers 1994, 1995), to make sense 

of decision making process in knowledge intensive systems (Boland et al. 2010; Lee and Dennis 

2012) and to develop of new conceptual frameworks in qualitative research methods (Cecez-

Kecmanovic 2011b; Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2008; Klein and Myers 1999; Lee 1991; Myers 2004; 

Myers and Klein 2011; also, Weick 2004). 

Here, with the aim of briefly introducing hermeneutic ideas, I present the basic theoretical 

concepts prior to fleshing out it in detail. The theoretecial perspective primarily draws on 

Heidegger (1985, 2008), and his phenomenological hermeneutics of being-in-the-world 

(thrownness) as well as the analysis of equipment in terms of practices (skills, everydayness, 

experience) and spaces (lived places, spatiality). These concepts are used throughout all the 

articles; for instance, Article II draws on the concept of ‘thrownness’ in the hermeneutic circle to 

demonstrate holistic understanding within the ethnographic field; and Article III explains the 

entwinement logic of technological practices by disclosing the significance of equipment and 

skills.  

Further, in order to critically understand and challenge the taken for granted involvement with 

technological tools in everyday practices the study extends Heidegger’s analysis to the critical 

concepts of historicity (prejudice) and dialogue (play) through Gadamer (1976, 1989). Article II 

draws on the concept of the prejudice to explain how an ethnographer makes sense of the field 

practices. Articles IV and V critically develop the concept of play as a method of enquiry to disclose 
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the logic of practices. Specifically, the concept of play sheds light on materiality, temporality and 

spatiality in holistic practices of young professionals. 

In this way, the study incorporates multiple perspectives to make sense of everyday practices, 

following Myers (1999, p. 7), in an attempt to “generalize from one ethnography to theory,” with 

the aim to gradually move towards a general understanding of the role of practices in engagement 

with IT as equipment in an organization setting. Finally, following Geertz (1973, p. 26), the 

generalization is seen as local to the context rather than a universal claim; that is to say, in this 

ethnography “the essential task of theory building here is not to codify abstract regularities but to 

make thick description possible, not to generalize across cases but to generalize within them” 

(emphasized). 

The theoretical concepts are further explicated in Articles I to VI. 

1.5.1 Phenomenological Hermeneutics 

The basic themes of phenomenological hermeneutics are interpretation, dialogue, preconceptions 

and historicity (Dreyfus 1991a; Myers 1995, 2004); the core tenets also map to the principles of 

interpretive (Klein and Myers 1999) and critical (Myers and Klein 2011) research in IS insofar as 

both have roots in the hermeneutic discipline as well as in critical theory. To paraphrase Dreyfus 

(1991a, p. 162), a researcher using phenomenological hermeneutics seeks to make sense of a 

phenomenon by understanding where it belongs in a larger practice world. 

The crucial advantage of invoking a hermeneutic method in fieldwork is that it enables the 

researcher to develop a holistic understanding gradually by engaging in the field practices. A 

critical interpretive engaged approach enables a field researcher to challenge taken for granted 

assumptions, refine his or her horizon of understanding and by doing so defer any value judgment 

until the field practices become fully intelligible and meaningful. Thus, an ethnographer sees the 

field as a practice world where one is involved in situations. Here, a practical interpretation is 

required rather than following a ‘fixed plan’ of the field. Scholarship shows that there are always 

unanticipated and unforeseeable phenomena which cannot be captured in advance (Dreyfus 1996, 

p. 7; Kuhn 2012, pp. 52ff).  

The interpretive method thus involves re-examining and reinterpreting the phenomena 

holistically over time until all anomalies have been corrected and is referred as ‘the hermeneutic 

circle of understanding’ (Dreyfus 1991a; Heidegger 2008). 
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1.5.2 Hermeneutic Circle 

The concept of the hermeneutic circle suggests an interplay between history, co-constitution and 

pre–understanding of the text (Heidegger 2008). In a classical sense, our understanding of parts 

pivots on our general understanding of the whole and vice-versa. Our understanding of the text is 

thus entwined with its historical tradition and socio-cultural background. Myers (2004, p. 107), 

citing Gadamer, explains the part-whole relationship in terms of “dialectic between the 

understanding of the text as a whole and the interpretation of its parts, in which descriptions are 

guided by anticipated explanations.” He further explains the concept in terms of circular 

relationships of meaning (Gadamer 1976, 1989) and unfolding the manifold levels of meaning 

(Ricœur 1991).  

Take for instance a study of a social phenomenon such as a belief system: the part (e.g., a sacred 

symbol) can only be understood in the context of the whole (e.g., a belief system). Just by looking 

at a sacred symbol we cannot interpret the meaning. This is why it is extremely difficult, and in 

some cases impossible, to decipher archaeological objects where we only have access to ‘the part’ 

in isolation. For instance, the ancient Harrapan script of Indus valley civilization (circa 2500 

BCE), consists of 400 distinct types, organized by meticulously studying 7000 tokens, yet every 

attempt to make sense of these symbols remains futile to date (Sproat 2010). Indeed, in a 

hermeneutic critique of material culture, Geertz (1973, pp. 11ff, 76ff, 95) points out that material 

without history is insufficient for any critical understanding. 

Similarly, in the context of IS, looking at an isolated phenomenon, technological practice, or even 

a mere artifact, without considering the holistic background, in which it belongs, and the 

associated history, it is difficult to get a meaningful understanding of it. Accordingly, the 

hermeneutic circle is used in critical IS studies to grasp a technological phenomenon from 

multiple perspectives such as understanding the opposing effects of organizing tools (e.g., Sarker 

and Lee 2006), unfolding the history and uncovering the grounds of system failures (e.g., Boland 

et al. 2010), and IS adoption in terms of tool users’ context and skills in organization (e.g., Bunker 

et al. 2008). Hermeneutic approach also enables the incorporation of metaphor and narrative as 

modes of analyzes. Precisely, Dreyfus (1991a, p. 36) explains that a hermeneutic approach allows 

a flexible pluralist research design. 

I used the idea of the hermeneutic circle, developed by Heidegger (2001a, 2008) and expanded 

by Gadamer (1976, 1989), which is distinctly apt for this ethnography because the researcher is 

submerged in a practice world. Here, a field practice is seen as a part of a larger practice world 

viz. the holistic ethnographic field. For instance, by being in the field situations I was able to let 
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the practices unfold during the course of the fieldwork and deferred interpretations until the 

phenomena started to make sense. My aim was to take all possible associated practices and things 

into account in order to make sense of the field practices, what Klein and Myers (1999, p. 80) refer 

to as fitting together the “pieces of the puzzle.” Accordingly, Schatzki (2012, p. 15) says, “[a] 

practice is a nexus of doings and sayings,” and concerning sayings Heidegger (2001b, p. 129) 

explicates, “language is the house of being, that we reach what is by constantly going through this 

house.” I thus take the hermeneutic position a step further to suggest that we are always engaged 

in an interpretation between our self-understanding and our understanding the world; this is how 

we make sense of the world in our sayings and doings. Accordingly, this ethnography invokes the 

hermeneutic circle as a crucial theoretical tool that is used in fieldwork, textual analysis as well as 

in interpreting observations and interviews. Articles II and III exclusively draw on it to show the 

field as a practice world and the logic of practices in a practice world, respectively.  

1.5.3 Being in the World 

The traditional understanding of everyday practices generally suggests a) a subject-object 

dichotomy, b) a primary separation from the world by virtue of subject-object distinctions and c) 

that it is possible to make sense of everyday situations objectively through abstract principles. 

Contrary to orthodoxy, the hermeneutic concept of being-in-the-world takes the everyday 

practices as a starting point of enquiry as we ‘always already’ find ourselves absorbed in our affairs 

in everyday situations prior to the development of any conceptualization (Dreyfus 1991a, 1993; 

Dreyfus and Spinosa 2003; Heidegger 1969a, b, 1985).  

Heidegger (2008) critically interprets our everyday being-in-the-world and suggests that our 

everyday practical understandings are both holistic and primordial, viz. complete. Thus, by virtue 

of being in the world, we unreflectively engage with the ‘nexus’ of other everyday practices in what 

we do, say, and know against the background of historically accumulated knowledge as a holistic 

whole (Guignon 2012; Haar 1993; Sandberg and Dall'Alba 2009; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011; 

Stern 2000; Taylor 2006). In this perspective, our practices are entwined with the practice world; 

thus, in order to understand a practice, we need to interpret how it fits as a ‘part’ in the practice 

‘whole’. For instance, a professor cannot be reduced to a practitioner of a pedagogical practice nor 

the acquisition of an academic title; rather, a professor is entwined with a whole range of scholarly 

practices in which she must always absorb herself in order to teach, and for the sake of being a 

professor. It is thus a practical enterprise and requires one to be the person by doing the work. As 

Heidegger (2008, p. 283) succinctly put, ‘one is what one does.’ 
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The material things with which we engage, in our being in the world, are seen as holistic 

equipment entwined with our practices (Dreyfus 1992b; Lefebvre 1987; Riemer and Johnston 

2014). Here, we find ourselves unreflectively engaging with our surrounding world where 

equipment can be seen as a holistic whole of things (Dreyfus 1991a, pp. 62, 177): an entity makes 

sense only when understood in relation to other entities and to holistic use. On its own, equipment 

is unintelligible; ‘an equipment’ is an oxymoron. This is what Heidegger (2008, p. 97) refers to as 

“equipmentality” of phenomena. For instance, we understand an ‘email’ as part of a larger 

technological whole where we automatically take into account various ‘software’ and associated 

practices with which we write, send, receive and engage in using email for a certain task. An email 

on itself sans the background of IS world is unintelligible. Yet, we don’t think about such complex 

‘nexus of practices’ as they remain in the background of our being in the world. Here, we are seen 

‘always already’ entwined with our practices and, from within our practices, it is our skillful 

interactions with everyday equipment that makes our interaction significant and meaningful. 

The concepts of being-in-the-world and analysis of equipment are further explicated in Article I. 

Accordingly, Article III develops a practice framework of ‘entwinement’ using practical 

rationality. This framework presents an immersive and engaged perspective on fieldwork where 

an ethnographer is entwined with field practices and must make sense of many different horizons 

of understanding prior to any analysis (Klein and Myers 1999; Van Maanen et al. 2007); the 

entwinement framework then acts as a holistic background against further ethnographic analysis. 

The hermeneutic of being in the world also plays a central role in ethnography. As Geertz (1973) 

says, ethnographers need to ‘find their feet’ in the practice world. In this way, their prior 

knowledge sets an orientation to see the world in a specific way (prejudice) and also how their 

current situation influences their future understanding (historicity).  

1.5.4 Historicity 

Critical scholarship rejects the objective study of the history, or historicism, in favor of an 

absorbed view, that is, historicality, or historicity of the phenomenon (e.g., Gadamer 1976, pp. 

18-43; Habermas 1987; Heidegger 2008). The latter acknowledges that one is already in a 

situation from where one make sense of the phenomenon; in other words, insofar as we are 

‘always already’ in a practice world, we need to start an enquiry from an involved practice. Dreyfus 

(1991a, p. 4) suggests that “one must always do hermeneutics from within a hermeneutic circle” 

as it is not possible to get out of a practice completely: a historical perspective is always present. 

In view of that, for an ethnographic study, it makes sense to accept the historicity of the 

phenomena rather than to adopt an objective historicism; thus, it would be possible to critically 
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acknowledge and triangulate multiple horizons of understandings in our practices (Myers 1997a, 

2004). 

Article II discusses how the historicity of the field researcher entwines with the history of the field 

and participants; I find that history cannot be separated from technological practices in the field. 

Further, as the researcher attempts to make sense of the field as a hermeneutic circle, historicity 

enables critical dialogue within the field (cf. Clifford 2012). Article VI discusses historicity from a 

spatial perspective and sheds light on the spatial significance of practices. I found that trivial 

historical details were the source of rich meaning in the organization’s spaces and also related to 

the participants’ sense of belonging in workplaces. 

1.5.5 Preconception 

The notion of preconception suggests that one always make sense of the world from a specific 

vantage point. Heidegger (2008, pp. 191ff) spells out the intricacies of our preconceptions to show 

that we always build new interpretations on the backdrop of our existing understandings; and 

that it is not possible to fully escape, or set aside, our existing practical knowledge. It is thus crucial 

to recognize one’s own point of view prior to embarking on a research journey which requires 

taking into account many horizons of understanding: failing to do so may result in impediments 

to understanding. As field researchers seek to arrive at a sensible meaning that is free of inner 

contradictions, they are thus required to consider many interpretive influences in the spiral 

movements within the hermeneutic circle (cf. Myers 1995, 2004; 2013, pp. 184ff). 

Within IS studies, the hermeneutic concept of preconceptions is used in many critical analyses 

(Boland et al. 2010; Lee 1994; Myers 1994). For instance, Boland et al. (2010) find a preconception 

essentially orientates the interpretations. They identify six different points of entrance into the 

hermeneutic circle of understanding of an organizational practice. They demonstrate that each 

point of entry yields a different understanding. They were able to produce a multi-perspective 

insight using the textual interpretations of organizing practices concerning IS design. Next, the 

point of entrances in the hermeneutic circle plays a dual role, namely enabling the researcher to 

scrutinize her preconceptions, and set a trajectory of understanding grounded in preconceptions 

(Fry 2012, p. 32). In this way, the entry points in a hermeneutic circle set one’s epistemic 

orientation, as Gadamer (1989, pp. 267–298) suggests, and can be seen as types of “prejudices”. 

1.5.6 Prejudice 

According to Gadamer (1976, 1989), a good prejudice is our prior awareness of the historicity of 

meaning, what something meant before and what it means now. Our prejudices might assist us in 

a constructive interpretation (cf. Myers 2004). Conversely, bad prejudice occurs when we leap to 
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a conclusion, without critically thinking about the phenomenon (Gadamer 1989, pp. 268–9). 

Geertz (1973, p. 316) says that fieldworkers need to pay attention to their ‘prejudices’ in order to 

rescue the meaning of the text from getting lost in the politics of a practice world: 

“[The] politics of meaning is anarchic in the literal sense of unruled, not the popular one 

of unordered... [it is] "the struggle for the real," the attempt to impose upon the world a 

particular conception of how things at bottom are and how men are therefore obliged to 

act, is, for all the inability thus far to bring it to workable institutional expression, not a 

mere chaos of zeal and prejudice. It has a shape, trajectory, and force of its own.” 

Accordingly, Myers (2004) emphasizes the orientation and structure of prejudices in terms of 

critical reflection from both the researcher and the “others’” point of view in order. In doing so, a 

researcher can understand the participants’ view afresh (cf. Harvey and Myers 1995, p. 21). For 

instance, in their study of an Irish knowledge management organization, Butler and Murphy 

(2007, pp. 184ff) highlight the significance of prejudices in developing IS design principles. They 

say that by grasping prejudices in practice, one can interpret IS phenomena from many different 

perspectives. They invoked ‘prejudice’ to uncover the hidden categories of knowledge (practical, 

institutional) and various roles vis-à-vis players and spectators of practice within many subgroups 

in the organization. Thus, good prejudice is shown to be a critical tool that can disclose the 

multiple horizons of understanding in organizational IS practices which otherwise remain opaque 

to the participants (and observers) and taken for granted by the organization. 

Thus, through a dialectic of the preconceptions and historicity of both the text and the interpreters 

a critical interpretation emerges, which can disclose rich meaning and insights. Gadamer (1989) 

expands the dialectical interaction as a critical interpretive ‘play’. The concept of play is invoked 

to entwine and grasp critical hermeneutics in an ongoing dialogue in practice. 

1.5.7 Play 

The many different horizons of understanding in our everyday being in the world remain in the 

background as we unreflectively engage with phenomena (Dreyfus 2012, 2014). As we go on in 

our daily lives and sinuously make sense of the world, multiple perspectives, such as history, 

space, time, and material world, fuse with each other. The transparency of such seamless “fusion 

of horizons” is necessary to engage with phenomena rather than constantly thinking about it 

(Gadamer 1989, p. 305). Our everyday being in world is seen as a ludic phenomenon, a play, in 

which we effortlessly engage with phenomena (Gadamer 1989, pp. 102-161; Huizinga 1980). Thus, 

the ludic logic of everyday practices is referred as ‘being the most obvious and the best hidden’ 

(Lefebvre 1987, p. 8; cf. Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). We can, then, say that the ‘invisible logic’ 
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of the everyday can be seen as being unreflectively involved in a critical ludic practice where one 

is both ‘being with’ others and also ‘being in the world’, engaged in complex rituals and practices.  

The concept of play is critically discussed and developed in anthropology, sociology and related 

disciplines (Caillois 1962; Gadamer 1989; Geertz 1973; Goffman 1961; Turner 1982; Vygotsky 

1967). In this perspective, Lefebvre (2002, p. 193) remarks that “[p]lay is part of every human 

activity” because it involves our engagement with everyday spaces, where a practice is ‘being 

played’, temporality vis-à-vis projection of play and our everyday interaction with surrounding 

world. Articles IV and V develop the concept of play by building on hermeneutic principles and 

draw insights from advancements in ethnographic scholarship. 

Next I discuss the ethnographic research method that I used. I shall pay particular attention to 

the nature of ethnographic enquiry in organizational settings, and follow with a discussion of core 

concepts from critical interpretive scholarship that are used in building the theoretical framework 

of this study. 

1.6 ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

Ethnography is an anthropological method that has been used by IS scholars to study IS 

phenomena (e.g., Avison and Myers 1995; Harvey and Myers 1995; Myers 1997a, 1999; Sengers 

2011; Zuboff 1988). The type of ethnography I used is perhaps best described as critical 

ethnography. Although it uses the principles of interpretive field research it has an embedded 

critical component to invoke hermeneutic suspicion and ethnographic doubt in the analyses 

(Klein and Myers 1999; Myers and Klein 2011). Ethnographic research favors an engaged 

perspective within the field that allows a researcher to get involved with the phenomena, using 

different conceptual tools in diverse field situations, and to be intimate with participants’ 

practices. In this way, the fieldwork is considered to inform the theory rather than the theory 

justifying the fieldwork, as Geertz (2000b, p. 4) argues: 

“To an ethnographer, sorting through the machinery of distant ideas, the shapes of 

knowledge are always ineluctably local, indivisible from their instruments and their 

encasements. One may veil this fact with ecumenical rhetoric or blur it with strenuous 

theory, but one cannot really make it go away.” 

Accordingly, I approached the field with basic theoretical tools and gradually enriched the 

framework during the course of the fieldwork through the ‘local’ vantage points from within the 

field practices. Following Geertz, the development of a framework can be seen from the very early 
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access to the ethnographic field, and it is intimately entwined with the nature of the field as well 

as the fieldwork. 

The fieldwork was conducted at a large scale technology services organization, PlayOrg (a 

pseudonym like all other names in this ethnography). The participants were young IT 

professionals. The fieldwork began with a simple guiding question, that is: how do young 

professionals interact with technology? In this way, it was envisioned that the ethnographic 

fieldwork would reveal deeper layers of meaning apropos epistemic and ontological significance 

of individuals’ interaction with technology. Indeed, as I entered the field, the organization space, 

and observed the entwinement logic of participants’ practices, the first half of my ethnographic 

work disclosed the logic of the everyday interactions with technology. In this perspective, many 

horizons of understanding were found to be seamlessly entwining in practices; these horizons 

included temporality, spatiality, materiality and sociality of practices. Here, a practice was seen 

in participants’ worlds as an interpretive play; and in such a play, technology was disclosed as an 

ordinary plaything in a ubiquitous playing field of ‘always there’ pervasive IS phenomena. Thus, I 

observed that such ludic practices were bound to the everyday spaces where many playing fields 

were constantly created by the players. Toward the end of my fieldwork, I observed instances of 

practice breakdowns in the playing field, which led to an ethnographic reflection and paying 

particular attention to space. The ethnographic field is theorized as a volatile practice world. 

The fieldwork can thus be conceptualized and unpacked in terms of three broader layers namely, 

organization space, logic of practices and spatial dialectics, as shown in Figure 1–1.  

1. organization space (entering the field, understanding one’s entrance as 

thrownness i.e. being thrown into a practice world); 

2. logic of practices (acceptance in the field into which one is thrown, making sense of 

one’s being in the field practices as entwinement, understanding entwined practices as 

play, interpreting many horizons of understanding in play through ludic practices); and 

3. spatial dialectics (understanding field movements as spatial volatility, interpreting 

spatial volatility as instances of practice breakdowns). 
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Figure 1-1 Ethnographic Research Framework 

The three layers are captured in Article II (entering the field), Articles I, III – V (entwinement 

logic of practices and ludic engagements) and Article VI (spatial volatility of the field). I next 

discuss the groundings of the ethnographic framework, then I attempt to shed light on its different 

phases. 

1.6.1 Interpretive Engaged Enquiry using Critical Ethnography 

Ethnography attempts to make sense of others’ practices by interpreting the phenomena from 

multiple horizons of understanding (Clifford 1983). This enterprise requires intense fieldwork 

and a constant reinterpretation of the fieldwork as researchers find themselves in various 

situations among, and along with, the participants. The brevity of fieldwork makes a practically 

involved enquiry ‘a moving target’ (Klein and Myers 1999).  

In an always fleeting field, ethnographers face practical risks such as being detached from their 

participants by becoming mere observers of practices, or finding themselves intimately implicated 

in the situations by being too involved in the field; others face problems as they begin to document 

what they do in the field rather than interpreting the fieldwork from a holistic perspective (Amit 

2000; Gupta and Ferguson 1997a). Recent ethnographic scholarship suggests that this dialectical 

tension in field practice can be resolved by taking a critical engaged position toward fieldwork, 

and that ethnographers need to participate in the field practices ‘along with’ the participants 

(Anteby 2013; Baskerville and Myers 2015; Crabtree et al. 2012). In this way, rich interpretations 
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can be developed by researchers immersing themselves in practices and providing a social critique 

by being close to the phenomena in the field. For instance, in a recent study of IS development at 

an healthcare organization, Mattarelli et al. (2013, p. 28) demonstrate that an immersive, 

participatory approach toward fieldwork can bring many horizons of understanding into a 

succinct plausible account of fieldwork: “prolonged engagement with the organization and its 

actors… favors the framing of important issues, while taking into account the organizational 

context’s characteristics and inter-group and professional relationships.” 

An engaged approach is also seen as important inasmuch as critical ethnography treats the 

research as a dialogic and emergent understanding of a phenomenon in a practice world (Madison 

2012, pp. 5-17; Myers 1997a; 2013, p. 96). By taking an engaged dialectic approach, a study forges 

a possibility of critically challenging the common sense view of practices within organizational 

spaces (Cecez-Kecmanovic 2011a; Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2008); and such enquiry may unmask 

hidden mechanisms of power and politics underlying technological practices (e.g., Lee and Myers 

2004). The everyday involved nature of this research, which questions and seeks to critique taken 

for granted preconceptions, therefore, makes critical ethnography the ideal choice. Kuhn (2012, 

p. 203) stresses the significance of engaged critical thinking, and suggests that a researcher must 

“discover that one is thinking and working in, not simply translating out of, a language that was 

previously foreign” (emphasized). Similarly, within IS scholarship a critical practical 

reinterpretation of phenomena is often called for, as well as “rethinking of old explanations, and 

search for new theoretical perspectives” that go beyond the classic theorists (Cecez-Kecmanovic 

et al. 2008, p. 124). 

In the subsequent sections, I discuss firstly instrument calibration in ethnographic research, then 

the unit of analysis. I conclude the section with an explanation of the overarching role of 

phenomenological hermeneutics in this enquiry. 

1.6.2 Ethnographer as Research Instrument 

In an ethnography, the researcher is the primary data collection device, and therefore the 

instrument to be calibrated (Madison 2012; Myers 2013). The logical first step, then, is the 

calibration process (e.g., Madison 2012, pp. 139-146), which I describe here, as guided by the 

principles for interpretive research (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 2013, pp. 192ff). First and 

foremost, before studying the “others,” the researcher must study him or herself. Descartes (1996) 

illuminates the process: in Discourse on the Method, he remarks: 

“[I]t seemed to me that it was most expedient to bring my conduct into harmony with the 

ideas of those with whom I should have to live; and that, in order to ascertain that these 
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were their real opinions, I should observe what they did rather than what they said, not 

only because in the corrupt state of our manners there are few people who desire to say all 

that they believe, but also because many are themselves ignorant of their beliefs” (p. 16). 

Thus, a researcher who understands and acknowledges his or her own limitations and abilities 

can set him or herself free from anxiety and understand other’s perspective of the phenomena. 

Also, acknowledging one’s mistakes enables the researcher to work effectively on it and keep the 

human element in focus. That is why, as Madison (2012, p. 139) remarks, “candor is desired,” but 

what is even more important is to critically “reflect upon the consequences of candor” in an 

involved situation. Thus, a critical dialogic understanding of prejudices and histories enables the 

researcher to be simultaneously at home in the research setting as well as to disassociate from the 

opinions and beliefs underlying the practices. As a result, a dialogue in the field upholds one’s 

involvement while enabling one to maintain some ethnographic distance (Anteby 2013). 

From an involved perspective, an ethnographer can relate to a child learning via worldly 

encounters (Goffman 1989). Because ethnography is a nonlinear research approach and in fact a 

cyclic iterative process, it requires that the ethnographer must commute between data collection 

(participant observations, interviews) and analyses (interpretation, making sense), the metaphor 

of the child is apt. Like the child, the ethnographer attempts to learn the rules, routines, and 

meanings of research setting by getting involved in it. Similarly, as Myers (1999, p. 5) explains, 

the ethnographer, like a child, develops “an intimate familiarity with dilemmas, frustrations, 

routines, relationships, and risks that are part of everyday life.” In this way, a critical ethnographer 

begins to grasp the fieldwork as an emergent process that establishes a dialogue, with constant 

reinterpretations, between the ethnographer, the participants, and the research setting. 

1.6.3 Unit of Analysis 

The ethnographic field in IS studies is often an organization; however the latter is where the 

research is conducted but not what is researched. To paraphrase Geertz (1973, p. 22), 

ethnographers don’t study organizations; they study in organizations. Ethnographers study the 

holistic practices in particular spatial situations (Rabinow 2003, 2007; Rabinow and Stavrianakis 

2013). Everyday practices are thus often seen as the starting point and the unit of analysis of 

ethnographic field research (cf. Dreyfus 1991a; also, Van Maanen 2011a). Accordingly, 

organizational scholarship suggests that the basic unit of analysis of a practice-oriented approach 

must be ‘practices’ themselves (Reckwitz 2002, p. 249; Schatzki 2005a, p. 61; cf. Veinot 2007, p. 

159). 
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This ethnography too uses everyday practices as its basic unit of analysis. Following 

phenomenological hermeneutics, I understand a practice as an ongoing historical phenomenon 

that can be described as a ‘nexus’ of what one does, and what one says, in everyday situations 

(Schatzki 2006a, 2012). In this way, the technological practices of young IT professionals only 

make sense by being seen holistically in a ‘nexus’ of other practices and in terms of how these 

practices fit in their larger practice world. Article II, for instance, interprets technological 

practices from a historical and prejudice perspective. Article VI, on the other hand, shows the 

significance of the spatial field, from the perspective of practice-breakdowns in the ‘nexus of 

practices’, in developing a critical understanding of technological practices. 

Next, in order to shed some light on the temporality of the fieldwork, I discuss the ethnographic 

phases of this research. 

1.6.4 Access to the Ethnographic Field 

As has already been said, the central thesis of this ethnography is to understand the everyday 

practices of young IT professionals. The key selection criterion of an ethnographic field (an 

organization) was simply a high presence of young professionals in the workforce. I contacted 

many different organizations, and at first many organizations were interested in my research. 

However, PlayOrg showed great interest as they have an active graduate recruiting program. They 

were also interested in developing critical understanding of management of their younger 

workforce. At PlayOrg, most of the software development departments were being driven by 

young professionals. Specifically, most young professionals are hired there to work on their 

flagship software, PlayProj. Chapter III discusses the research setting at length, including the role 

of participants and the position of ethnographer in the field. 

The initial contact with PlayOrg was made in July 2013. I joined soon afterward as a part-time 

software engineer on PlayProj. Thus, from the beginning, I was involved in the field, as an engaged 

field researcher, by virtue of being an employee. Most of our participants were in their first two 

years of employment, and I was working closely with them in PlayTeam. My position also 

provided an immediate doorway to the everyday practices of young professionals.  

1.6.5 Entrance into the Ethnographic Field 

I worked at PlayOrg for three days a week and on the other days I focused on personal and 

academic activities. Nonetheless, because I am also a programmer, historically speaking, and have 

worked for over thirteen years in corporate environments I saw my entrance in the field as rather 

fluid. Further details are provided in Chapter III in terms of my history and relationship to 

fieldwork. 
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One advantage of being an employee is that I was given full access to PlayOrg, including human 

and IT resources, and thus, the doors were opened for seamless integration into the team. This, 

again, should not be a surprise insofar as I entered the field as an employee; however, I faced a 

different problem in terms of a temptation of ‘bad prejudice’ and the temptation to leap to 

conclusions because being a programmer the field was not truly alien to me (Myers 2004). I 

overcame this quickly by letting the field practices take over rather than thinking about it. Article 

II will address the issue of prejudice, and how I was able to theorize my own entrance by 

acknowledging my historical position in the field.  

Specifically, the entrance was seen as being thrown in a hermeneutic circle of understanding; and 

the field practices were seen already in projection in the hermeneutic circle where, as an 

ethnographer, I needed to orientate myself to make sense of the field. In this perspective, Klein 

and Myers (1999) say that, in interpretive field studies, there is ‘an interplay’ between participants 

and researchers. This interplay is precisely what allowed me to ‘find my feet’ in the field (Geertz 

1973, 2000b). Insofar as the concept of entrance is still not addressed by IS scholars I turned to 

anthropology and ethnographic scholarship to grasp my entrance into the field. Article II 

documents the evidence and develops an original interpretation of the fieldworker’s entrance as 

‘thrownness’ (Heidegger 2008) and how this entrance allowed me to go through the rite of passage 

into the practice world.  

Finally, my smooth entrance was made possible through a dialogue with my participants, which 

was enabled by thrownness, as I gradually got accepted in their practice world. 

1.6.6 Acceptance in the Ethnographic Field 

Perhaps the most elusive of all of the ethnographic phases is one’s ‘acceptance’ in the field. 

Acceptance by the participants would mean that an ethnographer has become ‘one of the 

participants’ (Geertz 1973). Indeed, the field when seen by being ‘one of them’ is an authentic 

experience (Goffman 1989). However, I was working as an active employee ‘along with’ the 

participants from the beginning. How, then, could I grasp that I was ‘accepted’ in their practice 

world? Of course, there are many situations where ‘actual’ employees (non-researchers) face 

acceptance in a group. Although this topic has been discussed in anthropology, IS scholarship is 

mute on this central question of fieldwork. Further, parallel disciplines of organization and 

management studies are also silent on it. 

Anthropological scholarship reminds us that a key sign of ‘being accepted’ is a twofold rite of 

passage (Geertz 1973, 2000b). First, acceptance follows entrance. Second, acceptance in the field 

is not simply a question of temporal distance, but another rite of passage after entrance, where an 
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ethnographer position is changed from an outside researcher to the ‘part of the participants’. 

Here, Article II documents that upon entrance I was seen as ‘one of them’. Further, my status 

changed radically in the following days as people gradually got relaxed, and my position as an 

ethnographer slowly became a matter of indifference to them as they stopped paying attention to 

me as a researcher; rather, I was seen as one of them. Article IV documents the events marking 

my acceptance as I began to grasp the logic of practices as a complex ludic practice and thus found 

myself a ‘player’ in their ‘playing field’. 

1.6.7 Grasping the Logic of Field Practices 

The field is motile i.e. it is a moving target (Klein and Myers 1999). As Article II will describe, 

despite my history of being a programmer, I found the field an unfamiliar practice world where I 

had to immerse myself gradually rather than simply take it for granted. Article VI, on the other 

hand, shows the extreme volatile nature of the field. Here, the history of the field researcher 

cannot be absolutely plucked out; I approached, or rather I was thrown into, the field, with few 

theoretical ideas about what to expect.  

I began interpretations as early as the first month. Some of the developments are documented in 

Article II. Gradually, my understandings were enriched with multiple perspectives. To paraphrase 

Wittgenstein (2009), during the mid-phase of ethnography I observed a dawning of the logic of 

field practices. In the field, I observed a fusion of horizons (Myers 2004); this fusion was 

interpreted as ‘entwinement’ logic of practice where many different perspectives were seamlessly 

fusing with each other (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). My observation went against the grain and 

challenged the prevailing rationales of practices; thus, I developed new interpretations, drawing 

insights from my fieldwork, grounded in practices rather than relying on objective abstract 

concepts. Article I critically discusses the prevailing scientific rationale to interpret practices. 

Article III then develops a practical rationale, using the concept of entwinement, for practices and 

shows a practical logic is required to study the practices. 

The entwinement perspective helped me to understand how young professionals were engaging 

with technology from three broad perspectives namely, skills, equipment, and purpose. The three 

perspectives created a trilectic and thus problematized my earlier developed dialectic 

understanding; Article III sheds light on the trilectic. My participants were not only absorbed in 

technological practices in the field, but they were interacting skillfully with equipment with often 

dissimilar purposes. It was beyond a mere social and material interaction: a complex teleology 

was implicated in practice, and was further found to be deeply personal. Further, when I 

interpreted entwinement logic of practices with their involved interaction as a whole in 
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organization space, I found that many horizons of understandings were present including 

aesthetic, ludic, emotional and personal. Further, the trilectic of entwinement disclosed different 

horizons in practices make a practice holistic whole that is irreducible to a specific aspect; instead, 

to make sense of ‘what is going on’ in the field, all of the horizons needed to be taken into account. 

1.6.8 The Many Horizons of Understandings in the Field Practices 

Drawing on the mid to late stages of fieldwork, the critical insights of ludic practices indicated a 

possible deeper meaning underlying entwinement. Towards the mid-phase of fieldwork I found 

that when participants were deeply absorbed in their practices, they were in fact engaged in 

complex rituals where purpose, task, and skills drove their interactions. The entwinement became 

transparent and acted as an invisible background of their practices. Following Geertz (1973, 

2000b), I understood the unreflective interactions as ‘deep play’ and everyday technological 

interactions as ludic practices (Articles IV, V). It was only possible after I was fully engaged in 

their situations and began to unreflectively interact or play, as the other players were involved in 

the field. Their involvement included working on shared project tasks; being immersed in the 

work so much so that momentarily one feels a sense of timelessness. Mainemelis (2001) 

documents the same phenomenon in his fieldwork of organization practices, and says that such 

moments of timelessness are ‘personal rites of passages’ as they disclose how intimate a field 

researcher is ‘along with’ the participants.  

The notion of ‘deep play’ also spells out everyday interactions as complex encounters between 

‘players’ in the field and how they engage and immerse themselves with technologies. Such 

immersion otherwise remains transparent; thus, a person who is highly involved with 

technologies would appear ‘lost’ in her world. I found that when one is absorbed in a practice, 

many horizons of understandings are in fusion that make the practice intelligible as a complex 

play; the entwinement thus pushes the phenomenon at hand into the background, and the 

practical situation becomes transparent (Dourish 2004, 2013). Engaged involvement was 

uncovered as a key to understanding practice as play. The concept of play allowed me to make 

sense of practices and develop critical interpretations of practical dialectics. 

1.6.9 Interpretation of Multiple Horizons as Practical Dialectics in the Field 

The field practices were first seen from the horizons of historicity and prejudice (Article II); this 

fusion of horizon was gradually interpreted as entwinement logic of practice (Article III) which 

then indicated possibility of deeper layer of meanings as entwinement was coming to the fore as 

‘play’ (cf. Kozinets et al. 2004, p. 665). In play, I found that there are complex encounters and 

rituals and an immersion in practice, or ‘being in deep play’, making the very practice transparent 
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and holistic (Rosen 1991). This is simply because the presence of many horizons of understanding 

challenges us to interpret the practice holistically rather than from a fixed vantage point. For 

instance, Rosen (1991) says that interactions in the ethnographic field can be seen as an 

unreflective play in which ethnographers and participants are equally implicated; many horizons 

of understanding are at work. How, then, can we grasp a practice from multiple perspectives 

simultaneously? I, again, found a firm anchor in my own engaged involvement, as hinted earlier.  

In this ethnography, the field practices resemble a complex multi-perspective play which entwines 

the sociality of participants as ‘players’ with the spatiality of the field as ‘playing field’, temporal 

projection of practices as ‘play time’, and interaction with material equipment as ‘plaything’. Thus, 

I understand the unreflective engaged technological practices as complex ‘play’; Figure 1–2 

describes the theoretical underpinnings of play as developed during the course of fieldwork. This 

understanding captures and ‘entwines’ all the prior interpretation of practices.  

 

Figure 1-2 Interpretation of Field Practices as Play 

For instance, I approached the field practices from the vantage point of an ethnographer’s (“I”) 

everyday being in the world (Heidegger 2008). This allowed me to pay hermeneutic attention to 

my historicity and prejudices that might have influenced my positon in the field (Gadamer 1989). 

Consequently, I was able to grasp the logic of field practices through everyday encounters in the 

field (Goffman 1961) and also pay attention to both my and participants’ absorption in the field 

‘from within practices’ (Geertz 1973). In this way, I was able to make sense of the immersed 

involvement in the field practices as ludic practices, which hinge on the logic of play (Ibid). Finally, 
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during the course of fieldwork I gradually developed play as a critical concept, through the 

underlying philosophical positions just discussed, while constantly interpreting people’s rather 

absorbed engagement with technologies as a complex play. Thus, play builds on 

phenomenological hermeneutics and can be seen as the manifestation of the logic of our everyday 

being in the world 

 The multi-perspective nature of play allows us to shed light on the significance of spatiality, 

temporality, materiality and sociality through entwinement logic of play practices. This is 

documented at length in Articles IV and V. Finally, Article VI focuses on the spatiality of the field 

which I developed at the very late stages of fieldwork when I was fully immersed in the 

ethnographic field; here, I was able to observe interruptions in play as practice breakdowns in the 

playing field. 

1.6.10 Reflections on the Spatial Issues in the ‘Playing Field’ 

Toward the end of my fieldwork, it dawned on me that insofar as technologies are becoming 

ubiquitous and penetrating the everyday world, the very ground of my ethnography, the spatial 

field, was being shaken. Indeed, the concept of everyday space was essentially problematized 

(Amit 2000; Stocking 1983). I was in the playing field of participants. Absorbed in the field 

practices, from within the situations, I was brought next to the significance of spatiality. I found 

that spatiality was intimate to this enquiry, as it is to the ethnographic method itself: how can an 

ethnographer make sense of a practice in which he or she is already absorbed in the field? That is 

to say, the space which envelops the phenomena in which a practice is grounded, needs to be 

critically examined; in order to paint a plausible picture, one needs to know the canvas where it is 

being painted. The latter half of the fieldwork was therefore focused on the examination of 

spatiality enclosing the researcher and the participants. 

The spatial dialectics of the fieldwork shed light on the volatile nature of space and how instances 

of spatial volatility are entwined with practice breakdowns (Clifford 1997a, b, 2001). A spatial 

understanding of the technological practices brought forth a threefold meaning: (1) that our 

everyday practices are impregnated with entwinement logic of a practical rationality, (2) that 

through practical rationality a technological practice can be seen as a ludic concept, and finally 

(3) that the space in which the ludic practice, or play, is being played is a fragile dialectic prone to 

many types of volatilities (Gupta and Ferguson 1992, 1997a). Thus, the latter half of this 

ethnography forged a multi-perspective practical rationale to interpret our interaction with 

technology. 
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1.7 STRUCTURE OF THIS THESIS 

The central body of this thesis consists of six original articles, as shown in Table 1–1. The articles 

were produced during the course of the fieldwork and thus shed light on the various phases of 

ethnography, as discussed earlier. For instance, ‘Article II’ begins with examining the field as a 

practice world where an ethnographer (I) is thrown in the practices of young professionals. An 

original interpretation of ethnographers’ entrance in the field is developed as part of explicating 

the practices from multiple horizons of understanding. As I was gradually accepted in the field, 

new insights were developed as entwinement logic of practices, as produced in Article III. Further, 

Articles IV and V explore the entwined logic of practices from an engaged perspective of ‘play’. 

Finally, in Article VI, some of the spatial issues were reflected, as produced toward the end of the 

ethnographic fieldwork.
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Ethnography Article II Article III Article IV Article V Article VI 

Phase Access / Entrance Acceptance Immersion Immersion / 
Involvement 

Involvement 

Timeframe July 2013 – November 
2013 

Sept 2013 – May 2014 July 2013 – March 
2014 

July 2013 – November 
2013 

July 2013 – March 
2014 

Fieldwork 
Time 

4* months 
 

8 months 6 months  6 months 8* months 

Fieldwork 
Perspective 

Rite of Passage 
(Geertz) 

Being in the field 
(Geertz) 

Rituals; Encounters in 
Practices 
(Goffman) 

Field Practices; Spatial 
Dialectics 
(Geertz / Goffman) 

Volatility; Rite of 
Passage 
(Clifford / Geertz) 

Theoretical 
Perspective  

Thrownness 
(Heidegger / 
Gadamer) 

Being in the world 
(Heidegger) 

Play 
(Huizinga / Goffman) 

Play 
(Gadamer / Goffman) 

Practice Breakdowns  
(Heidegger / 
Gadamer) 
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Descriptions Thick / Immersive Thick / Immersive Thick / Engaged Thick / Engaged Thick / Engaged 

Ethnographic 
Toolkit Use 

Participant 
Observation; 
Qualitative Interview; 
Narrative; 
Engagement 

Participant 
Observation; 
Qualitative Interview; 
Engagement 

Participant 
Observation; 
Qualitative Interview; 
Engagement 
 

Participant 
Observation; 
Qualitative Interview; 
Engagement 

Participant 
Observation; 
Engagement;  

Contributions Theorization of One’s 
Entrance in the Field; 
Research Instrument 
Calibration 

Theorization of 
Practices through 
Entwinement; 
Practical Rationale of 
Practices 

Theorization of 
Entwinement with 
Technology as Play  

Theorization of 
Multiple Perspectives 
of Ludic Practices 

Theorization of 
Spatial Volatility as 
Practice Breakdowns 
in Entwinement 

Table 1-1 Structure of this Ethnography 
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Articles II and VI address the beginning and end of ethnography, respectively; thus, the fieldwork 

time spans and overlaps with other phases. In this way, the fieldwork time, marked by an asterisk 

(*), in Table 1 – 1 is the minimum approximated analyzed ethnographic duration. Next, the details 

of conceptual linking of all papers are discussed by taking a holistic perspective on the fieldwork. 

1.7.1 Weaving the Published Fieldwork in an Ethnography 

We can conceptualize the six published article together by understanding them as a timeline of 

ethnography. From the larger fieldwork structure perspective, as shown in Figure 1–3, Article II 

sets the scene by revealing the field as complex ‘practice world’ where an ethnographer is thrown. 

By understanding the ethnographer’s position in the field, which resembles entering a new 

country, his or her entrance is found to be entwined with their history and prejudices. Any further 

interpretation of the fieldwork therefore hinges on how an ethnographer enters the field. Indeed, 

in this ethnography, a fusion of horizons is constantly reflected throughout the interpretation of 

fieldwork in all six articles. This fusion of horizons is then understood and interpreted as 

entwinement logic of practices in Article III and paved the way for further interpretations in 

Articles IV and V. 

 

Figure 1-3 Logical Structure of Published Articles 

The field, a practice world into which the ethnographer was thrown was gradually disclosed as a 

complex ‘playing field’ where young professionals were found to be engaged with technologies as 

ludic practices, as documented in Articles IV and V. Finally, Article VI addresses how a practice 
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breakdown is seen as a spatial volatility in the organization, or ethnographic field vis-à-vis a 

practice world. The article also provides critical reflections on the fieldwork and concludes the 

ethnography. The last two chapters provide evaluations and discuss the contributions to 

knowledge of the articles. 

1.7.2 Document Structure 

In the light of research articles, the structure of this thesis can be seen as threefold namely, 

introductions, original articles, and conclusions. The detailed structure and the conceptual flow 

can be seen in Figure 1–4. 

 

Figure 1-4 Structure of Ethnography 

Chapter 1 – Introduction. The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, I introduced the 

study by presenting details including the research topic, the research question, the motivations 

behind the study, ethnographic research approach, and I defined the scope of this ethnography. 

Second, I laid out the philosophical perspective and the methodological approach of the study. 

Third, I spelled out the conceptual framework of ethnography and how the original articles are 

linked together as a holistic text. 

The next two chapters are specific literature review and research settings, respectively. 

Chapters I and  III

•Introducing the Topic
•Setting the Scene

Chapter II

•Original Article I
•Theoretical Perspective

Chapter IV

•Original Article I
•Entrance into the Field

Chapter V

•Original Article II
•Logic of Field Practices

Chapter VI

•Original Article III
•Practical Logic as Play

Chapter VII

•Original Article IV
•Multi Perspectives on 
Play

Chapter VIII

•Original Article V
•Spatial Issues in 
Fieldwork

Chapter IX

•Conclusions
•Evaluations
•Reflections
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Chapter 2 – Article I: Theoretical Framework. This article revisits the practice scholarship 

and addresses some of the key issues in IS scholarship as well as developments in parallel 

disciplines. The literature review in this chapter serves as the theoretical foundation of this 

ethnography; in order to open up the critical discussions on practices later on some of the details 

are already touched in section 1.5. 

Specifically, this chapter critically engages with the ongoing debate concerning theorization of 

practices through a scientific rationale that emerges from scientific interpretation of the everyday 

world. It highlights central problems in prevailing theories and puts forward a practical rationale 

to understand everyday practices that are grounded in the phenomenological hermeneutics. 

Chapter 3 – Research Method. This chapter essentially sets the scene for this ethnography. 

It sheds light on ‘the field’ of the fieldwork namely, PlayOrg organization; and shows how one can 

understand a typical working day in the field. Next, it describes the participants of the study, the 

role of ethnographer, and the personal relationships among them. Finally, it sheds light on the 

historicity of ethnographer, participants’ perspectives, and organizational space as a shared 

historical background against which I begin to understand the field practices. 

Chapter 4 – Article II. The article deals with the entrance phase of ethnography and how the 

fieldworker was ‘thrown’ into a practice world of young professionals. The ethnographic entrance 

in the organization space is shown from two different horizons of understandings namely, 

historicity and prejudice. The horizons of understandings are discussed from the perspectives of 

both the ethnographer and participants. The technological practices are shown to be multi-faceted 

and a historical ongoing phenomenon; it thus opens avenues for further analysis. Finally, this 

chapter theorizes entrance and highlights the significance of an ethnographer as a ‘research 

instrument’. 

Chapter 5 – Article III. This article exclusively deals with the multiple horizons of 

understanding in field practices and put forward an ‘entwinement’ view to grasp the logic of 

practices through a practical rationality. The field evidence is then shown from the trilectic logic 

of entwinement namely, skills, purposes, and equipment. This article theorizes the logic of 

technological practices of young professionals and shows that immersion in technology is a quite 

complex phenomenon; in this way, the article creates space for further discussion on entwinement 

in field practices. 

Chapter 6 – Article IV. This article is the first part of an extended interpretation of 

entwinement view of practices. Following Erving Goffman, the young IT professionals’ immersion 

in technologies is seen as a ‘play’ in which the everyday encounters and rituals become significant. 
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Further, in the fieldwork perspective, following Clifford Geertz, the involved play practices are 

understood as ‘deep play’. This article then serves the basis for the development of a framework 

of play. 

Chapter 7 – Article V. This article picks up the discussion from Article IV and addresses the 

multiple perspectives within play. Following Hang-Georg Gadamer, a critical hermeneutic 

framework of play is developed where spatiality (the playing field), temporality (the playtime), 

sociality (the players) and the materiality (the plaything) are found to be entwined in a holistic 

whole. The practices of young professionals are thus found to be intricately connected with 

organization spaces, ubiquitous technologies, and the acquisition of skills. The article links the 

discussion back to the entwinement view of practices. 

Chapter 8 – Article VI. The article specifically deals with the spatiality of the fieldwork; or, the 

playing field of the participants. The technological practices are found to be highly spatial in 

nature, and the everyday understanding and sense making of young professionals is argued to be 

bounded by the everyday spaces. The article suggests including spatiality in the interpretation of 

practices. 

Finally, this article compiles critical reflections on the ethnographic space. By revisiting some of 

the spatial issues during the course of fieldwork, it is shown that the field is a moving target and 

a volatile space where many horizons of understandings are in fusion. It is argued that 

ethnographers should pay attention to the volatile field into which they are thrown.  

Chapter 9 – Discussion and Conclusions. This chapter revisits all the fieldwork holistically, 

provides a commentary on the questions explored during the course of the fieldwork, and presents 

an evaluation of this ethnography. Following the established guidelines of critical interpretive 

ethnographic research, it builds threefold evaluation criteria. First, it addresses the theoretical 

foundations. Second, it deals with practical fieldwork. Third, it assesses the plausibility of field 

evidence. The evaluations are then extended to address the critical interpretive components of 

this ethnography. 

Finally, this chapter concludes this ethnography: It highlights the key contributions of this study 

to the IS field in terms of theory, practice and ethnographic scholarship. It also brings to the fore 

some future avenues of research and the limitations of this study. 
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2 ARTICLE I – ENGAGEMENT WITH TECHNOLOGIES IN 

EVERYDAY PRACTICES 

Abstract 

In information systems research theories relying on scientific rationality, such as actor-network 

theory and sociomateriality, have gained currency in recent years. In this paper I provide a 

critique of scientific rationality, arguing that a reliance on scientific rationality alone is 

inadequate for understanding the logic of everyday practices. I suggest that everyday practices 

follow the logic of practical rationality, not scientific rationality. I discuss how the concept of 

entwinement from phenomenological hermeneutics can provide an engaged understanding of 

everyday practices. 

Keywords– scientific rationality, sociomateriality, practical rationality, entwinement, 

phenomenological hermeneutics 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

There has been an increased interest in scientific rationality by researchers in information systems 

(IS). Scientific rationality is the belief that the logic of the natural sciences can be used to explain 

social phenomena. The physical laws of the natural sciences are assumed to be sufficient for 

explaining human action and, ideally, the theories and methods of the social sciences should be 

modelled after the natural sciences. The “natural science model” of social science research is 

believed by many to be the only way in which organizational research and IS research in particular 

can be scientific (Lee 1991, p. 343).    

One example of a social theory relying on scientific rationality is Latour’s actor-network theory. 

Actor-network theory has been used in IS research by many scholars (Cho et al. 2008; Hanseth et 

al. 2006; Walsham 1997). Actor-network theory focuses on how networks, containing both human 

and non-human elements (such as information technology), are created and maintained. 

Underlying actor-network theory is scientific rationality which relies on the theory of ‘general 

relativity’ from physics to explain social phenomena (Latour 1988). One of the key features of 

actor-network theory is a blurring of the distinction between human actors and the behavior of 

material things such as technology. Both human being and material things are regarded as actors 

(or actants) in actor-network theory (Walsham 1997).  
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Another example of a theory relying on scientific rationality is sociomateriality. The theory of 

sociomateriality has gained currency in IS research (e.g., Leonardi 2013; Orlikowski 2007; 

Orlikowski and Scott 2015; Scott and Orlikowski 2014) with a recent special issue of MIS 

Quarterly dedicated to the topic (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2014). Like actor-network theory, 

sociomateriality at its core is based on a theory from physics. Here, ‘quantum mechanics’ provides 

the theoretical basis for making sense of inherently entangled social structures (Barad 1996). 

Since matter, according to postmodern interpretations of quantum mechanics, is assumed to be 

not a thing, “but a doing, a congealing of agency…a process of iterative inter-activity” (Barad 2007, 

p. 210), so people, technology and work are likewise seen as assemblages in a process of inter-

activity. And in a similar way to actor-network theory, the theory of sociomateriality attempts to 

blur the distinction between human actors and the behavior of material things. “Instead of 

locating agency in humans (emphasizing intentionality and subjectivity), or in technologies (as 

more or less autonomous)”, human beings and technologies are seen as “composite assemblages” 

mutually entangled in a network through intra-actions (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2014, p. 811). 

I recognize that the scientific method underlying scientific rationality can be credited with 

critically advancing human knowledge and opening up new horizons of understanding (Dirac 

1981; Feynman 1965). Scientific approaches also require a continual, methodical and critical 

assessment of ideas (Kuhn 2000, 2012). However, I suggest that the use of scientific rationality 

to explain the logic of everyday practices is problematic. I argue that a reliance on scientific 

rationality alone is inadequate for understanding the logic of everyday practices. 

Hence the primary purpose of this paper is to critique scientific rationality and, following this 

critique, to suggest that the logic of practical rationality is better suited for understanding sense 

and meaning-making in human affairs. I do acknowledge that both scientific rationality and 

practical rationality are needed in IS research. 

A secondary purpose of this paper is to provide a constructive critique of the theory of 

sociomateriality. I acknowledge that there have been many discussions and debates regarding 

sociomateriality already in the IS research literature (Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2014; Mutch 2013), 

however this paper is one of the first to do so from the perspective of its underlying theoretical 

and philosophical foundation. 

In contrast to scientific rationality, I use phenomenological hermeneutics to make the case for 

practical rationality (Dreyfus 1991a; Heidegger 2008). Specifically, I follow the lead of Heidegger 

(2008) to interpret and understand the logic of practices using practical rationality. He suggests 

taking a holistic and engaged approach to interpret the logic of everyday practices including our 
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engagement with phenomena in our being in the world. This position is also sympathetic to 

human experiential engagement with phenomena and attempts to deal with the human condition 

rather than decenter it or simply bracket it out (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011; Van de Ven and 

Johnson 2006). 

The paper is structured as follows. I first provide a critique of scientific rationality, revealing its 

weakness when applied to human practices. I then provide an alternative framework grounded in 

practical rationality to make sense of the logic of practices. I conclude by discussing potential 

implications and future directions. 

2.2 SCIENTIFIC RATIONALITY – A CRITIQUE 

Scientific rationality is the belief that the theories and logic of the natural sciences can be used to 

explain social phenomena. The physical laws of the natural sciences are assumed to be sufficient 

for explaining human action. For my critique, I shall examine the most prevalent of such 

approaches in IS scholarship, that is of sociomateriality, where the underlying theory is quantum 

mechanics from physics. Jones (2014a) reminds us that the term socio-material, “with or without 

the hyphen,” is in currency since at least the mid-20th century. Thus, I acknowledge the various 

prior theorizing (e.g., Suchman 2007), and set my focus only on the contemporary sociomaterial 

position which has emerged from scientific rationality using quantum metaphysics. 

Sociomateriality argues that it is the quantum entanglements that create meaning in practice. 

Using  “agencies of observation” and what she calls “agential realism”, Barad says that all entities 

(including humans and material things) are inseparable (Barad 1996, p. 174). This idea of 

inseparability rejects human experience and embodiment in favor of inherently ‘entangled’ 

entities (Barad 2007, p. 160). In this perspective, it is also used to challenge the traditional views 

of the use of technology in practice by decentering human agency and assigning material things 

their own agency (Orlikowski 2007, p. 1436; Orlikowski and Scott 2015, p. 698). It essentially 

attempts to override the standard subject-object dichotomy and, in so doing, alter the 

conventional balance of agencies. 

Sociomateriality sees the logic of human affairs as following the scientific concept of quantum 

entanglements. Humans are placed in a perceived network in relation to other material entities. 

Sociomateriality claims that:  

i) materiality is what constitutes social practices, meaning and sense-making and,  

ii) the intra-actions enable the construction of reality and change.  
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The central argument of sociomateriality is thus built around the idea of the ‘intra-action’ of 

materials supported by the quantum entanglements at the elementary particles level. Barad 

argues that meaning- and sense-making in everyday human affairs follow a similar logic. The 

intra-action view on social affairs in effect reinstates a Cartesian logic using the rhetoric of 

quantum mechanics (Barad 2003, p. 815; Wendt 2006, pp. 199-200). 

Sociomateriality extends the thesis of ‘entanglement’ and ‘intra-action’ to suggest that all entities 

are mutually constituted, or as Orlikowski (2007, p. 1437) puts it, “the social and the material are 

constitutively entangled in everyday life.” It is a radically material viewpoint inasmuch as 

immateriality is seen as an impossibility (Scott and Orlikowski 2014, p. 879). In this viewpoint, 

technology too is seen as a sociomaterial artifact, although the idea of treating IT as an artifact 

preceded the development of the sociomaterial position (Orlikowski and Iacono 2001). 

2.2.1 Auto Critique from Scientific Perspective 

Sociomateriality builds on scientific rationality where complex scientific constructs such as 

quantum entanglements are used in the same literal way as they are used in physics. A 

fundamental criticism regarding such use of scientific rationality to explain everyday situations 

comes from physicists and natural scientists themselves: many of them state that the rules that 

govern at the quantum scale are not applicable to our everyday being in the world (Dirac 1981; 

Feynman 1965; Hawking 2010; Penrose 2004; Sagan 2006). Quantum concepts such as 

‘entanglement’ operate only within the quantum world; they are unintelligible when applied to 

everyday situation. 

Dirac (1981) says that the development of knowledge and meaning-making in everyday situations 

is historical. We make sense of the abstract against a historical background of shared meanings 

and practices. For Dirac (1981, p. vii), we are thrown into an already disclosed world where, on 

our “arrival into the world”, we need to make sense of the phenomena. Kuhn (2012) calls this 

historical background a ‘shared paradigm’ against which scientists make sense of the phenomena.  

Dirac further points out that physicists can only master the newer concepts in physics if they are 

familiar with the historical background of their properties and uses:  

“The new theories, if one looks apart from their mathematical setting, are built up from 

physical concepts which cannot be explained in terms of things previously known...which 

cannot even be explained adequately in words at all. Like the fundamental concepts which 

everyone must learn on their arrival into the world, the newer concepts of physics [or any 

discipline] can be mastered only by long familiarity with their properties and uses.” (1981, 

p. vii, emphasized) 



Article I – Engagement with Technologies in Everyday Practices 

37 
 

Saunders (1994), following Dirac, shows that phenomena make sense only within a world of 

already intelligible practices. He argues that quantum mechanics has neither the everyday 

language concepts nor the semiotic concepts to discuss adequately everyday phenomena. Penrose 

(2004, pp. 591-4) likewise says that “we seem to get along very well, in everyday life, without even 

noticing [the] entanglements,” simply because we do not live at a quantum scale (emphasized). 

Instead, our everyday world, and our familiarity in the situations in the world serves as a 

background of intelligibility of phenomena in our practices.  

We can see, therefore, that many physicists themselves state that our everyday being in the world 

is at a different ‘level’ from that of the atomic level. While concepts from quantum mechanics 

might be used as metaphors to understand the social world, by definition a metaphor should not 

be taken literally. However, as I shall now explain, there are also problems with the metaphors 

themselves. 

2.2.2 Exploring the Logic of Practices 

Sociomateriality advocates the inseparability of entities. From this position, grounded in quantum 

mechanics, it is argued that there are no individual entities as such. Separate entities are only 

manifested through intra-actions (cf. Barad 2003, p. 816; e.g., Orlikowski 2010, p. 134). We can 

see two potential issues with this logic. First, at its core, the idea of intra-action ‘reworks’ the 

classical causality (Barad 2003, p. 815; 2007, p. 140) by suggesting new ways to understand cause-

effect relationships. However, the only example that Barad provides of such intra-action for sense- 

and meaning-making is electromagnetic radiation of ‘light’ which is seen as intra-acting with the 

apparatus (Barad 2003, pp. 815-6). Many researchers has taken the quantum example at face 

value (for examples see Cecez-Kecmanovic et al. 2014) and simply applied this to the everyday 

world without examining the underlying logic. 

Second, even if entities are entangled at various times, there is always the possibility of 

disentanglement (Saunders 1995), or the possibility of de-constitution of a co-constitutive 

phenomenon. A logical and practical problem can be seen: entanglement, like any other coupling, 

is prone to the loss of binding and ultimately to a causal split, namely, decoherence (Barad 2007, 

pp. 287, 349ff; Latour 2005, p. 44). A decoherent practical outcome of a sociomaterial 

entanglement can be understood as a permanent separation of material from social. An everyday 

sociomaterial dissolution is inconsistent with the logic of quantum mechanics: such a social-

material split should be impossible at the everyday level. In contrast, this is in fact what happens 

with both technologies and practices in the social world: practices emerge, persist, migrate, and 

sometimes dissolve (see, Schatzki 2013); some technologies are superseded by others and are 
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scrapped or at best end up in a museum. I suggest that the abovementioned issue is not a mere 

deficiency of semiotics or lack of linguistic tools, as it is often claimed (Orlikowski 2007), but 

rather, a practical structural problem in the logic of scientific rationality. 

Scientific rationality of sociomateriality also rejects the immediacy of human experience and 

understanding of the world in practices (e.g., Barad 2007, pp. 157ff). The experience is seen as 

only a mediated scientific phenomenon. However, I suggest that the logic of everyday practices 

and the logic of quantum mechanics are at different ‘levels’. For instance, Feynman (1965, p. 128) 

and Sagan (2006, pp. 34ff) illustrate this point with examples from everyday life suggesting that 

life world events can neither be experienced nor interpreted in terms of scientific, let alone 

quantum constructs, and vice-versa. Feynman (1965, p. 128) points out that the behavior of things 

on a tiny scale cannot be compared with larger entities: 

“If I say they behave like particles I give the wrong impression; also if I say they behave 

like waves. They behave in their own inimitable way, which technically could be called a 

quantum mechanical way. They behave in a way that is like nothing that you have seen 

before [in the everyday situations]. Your experience with things that you have seen before 

is incomplete. The behavior of things on a very tiny scale is simply different. An atom 

does not behave like a weight hanging on a spring and oscillating. Nor does it behave like 

a miniature representation of the solar system with little planets going around in orbits. 

Nor does it appear to be somewhat like a cloud or fog of some sort surrounding the 

nucleus. It behaves like nothing you have seen before.” (emphasized) 

Feynman goes on to explicate that, albeit the laws of physics are same at all the levels, the 

comportment of phenomena is not. Insofar as, in our being in the world, our central concern is 

often our everyday practices, we cannot synonymize one level with the other; instead our focus 

should be the everyday world and situations in the world. It is also problematic to use the language 

of one level to describe the other (Dirac 1981, pp. i-ix; for ethnographic examples see Graves 

2005). For instance, we are made of atoms yet particles at subatomic levels do not ‘feel’ emotions 

like we do. Quantum entanglements of subatomic particles also cannot be interpreted as a 

metaphysical bonding. Similarly, the phenomenon of technology in an organization is not 

comparable to a quantum phenomenon. The use of scientific rationality, such as quantum 

metaphysics, to explain everyday practices regarding engagement with technology oversimplifies 

complex social phenomena (Graves 2005; Sengers 1996).  

Graves (2005), in her ethnography of physicists, finds that the rhetoric of quantum physics fails 

to capture the intricacies of physicists’ themselves in their everyday practices and their 
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engagement with materials in their practice world. In her findings, she warns against the casual 

use of scientific rhetoric saying that when metaphors are imported from another discipline, they 

always carry extra connotations, and gradually the text becomes distant from the meaning. 

Consequently, people begin to find new meaning through the imported rhetoric rather than 

critically examining their own engagement in practices. 

2.2.3 The Use of Tools 

We often find ourselves dealing with different tools in our everyday and work practices. In 

understanding our engagement with tools, scientific rationality assumes the existence of external 

tools both practically and figuratively (Barad 2007, pp. 50, 357). Latour (2002, p. 250) spells it 

out: 

“Those who believe that tools are simple utensils have never held a hammer in their hand, 

have never allowed themselves to recognize the flux of possibilities that they are suddenly 

able to envisage. One can easily understand the anthropoid monkey in Stanley Kubrick’s 

film 2001, stupefied and surprised when faced with the world opened up by a jawbone 

held like a hammer – and as a club handy for killing. If, in a famous swirling movement, 

he flings it so high and far that it becomes the space station of the future, it is because all 

technologies incite around them that whirlwind of new worlds.” (emphasized) 

Here, the assumption seems to be that tools precede practices. Tools exist ‘out there’ in the ‘world’ 

and are simply waiting for us to grasp them. The tools themselves open up the possibility of new 

worlds. However, this conceptualization of our use of tools ignores our everyday familiarity with 

them and the surrounding practice world that discloses the phenomena’s basic intelligibility. It is 

the background of an already disclosed practice world that allows us to make sense of the 

phenomena in the world through practically engaging with them (Dreyfus 2007, 2012; Turner 

2012, 2014).  

A tool, equipment qua equipment, only makes sense against the background of a practice world 

(Dreyfus 1991a, p. 63; Preston 1998, pp. 520-1, 529ff; cf. Sokal 2008, pp. 152-8) and without an 

already familiar practice world, there is no intelligibility. Thus, the example of a monkey’s 

encounter with a hammer remains science fiction (see also Leroi-Gourhan 1993, p. 246). In other 

words, as Heidegger (2008, p. 97) indicates, “there “is” no such thing as an equipment” which one 

can encounter in isolation and simply start using as a meaningful tool, let alone encounter ‘new 

worlds’ with programmed meanings. 

The abovementioned Heideggerian interpretation of tool use is certainly not an exception. 

Habermas (1987) also rejects the isolated and abrupt use of material qua tools. He says that a 
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technological practice is “more than a mere natural process, for it regulates material exchange 

with nature and constitutes a world” (Ibid, p. 28). He says it is our everyday familiarity with 

equipment that enables us to engage with it in a meaningful way.  

Ayala (1987) goes a step further and says that the use of tools is also beyond material interaction, 

it is but a complex engaged sociality that underpins the development of modern technologies, as 

reflected in the history of material culture. Ayala (1987, p. 238) remarks: 

“The construction of tools depends not only on manual dexterity, but in perceiving them 

precisely as tools, as objects that help to perform certain actions, that is, as means that 

serve certain ends or purposes: a knife for cutting, an arrow for hunting, an animal skin 

for protecting the body from the cold.” (emphasized) 

We thus suggest that a phenomenon (such as IT) is only intelligible within the holistic world 

within which it is disclosed; in order to appropriate a tool, one needs to apprehend the world 

where it holistically belongs (Flint 2011; Habermas 1987, pp. 28-42). Hence, tools are neither 

artifacts nor meaningful material ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered for use, as scientific 

rationality assumes; rather, tools have a history and are part of and developed within our material 

culture (Geertz 1973). 

2.3 PRACTICAL RATIONLITY 

Recently, some scholars have called for a focus on the practical engagement in the everyday world 

in order to understand our involvement with phenomena such as technology in everyday practices 

(Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011; Van de Ven and Johnson 2006; Yoo 2010). I extend this line of 

enquiry using phenomenological hermeneutics and the work of Heidegger. In this perspective, 

instead of being detached from the practices, as scientific rationality would suggest, I take an 

immersive engaged view of everyday practices where one is seen as always already engaged in a 

practice world. Indeed, Van de Ven and Johnson (2006, p. 807) say a person (practitioner, 

researcher) is never outside “like a spectator” but inside the situations involved in a practice 

world. I thus argue that theorizing need to be done “from the inside” of practices (Van de Ven 

2007, p. 270). 

In contrast to scientific rationality (Table 2–1), Heidegger (2008, pp. 255, 416) suggests practical 

rationality using fundamental ontology where the emphasis is one’s engagement in the world (see 

also Dreyfus 1991a, pp. 109-115). While traditional ontologies are of particular domains (such as 

design, engineering, management), a fundamental ontology concerns with what makes an 

ontology possible through our ways of being in the world. This position assumes that we are first 
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entwined, always already involved, in the world and that any ontological dichotomies and 

categories are conceptualized only when our involvement in the world is interrupted. In our 

everyday practices, we unreflectively engage with things, people and equipment as we go on in 

our affairs in the world (Heidegger 2008, pp. 58, 84, 95ff). Here, one is seen ordinarily absorbed 

in practices and involved with things in the world prior to paying any thematic attention to the 

practices or phenomena. That is to say, the agency is engaged (Dreyfus and Taylor 2015, p. 102-

106; Taylor 2006). This engaged view has recently been theorized as entwinement with the 

everyday world (Sandberg and Dall'Alba 2009; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). Table 1 summarizes 

the differences between scientific and practical rationality using the examples of quantum 

metaphysics and phenomenological hermeneutics respectively. 

 Scientific Practical 

Theory Quantum Metaphysics Phenomenological Hermeneutics 
Viewpoint Postmodernism Fundamental Ontology 

Logic of Practices Quantum Entanglement Entwinement 
Understanding Ahistorical Historical 

Ontology Relational Holistic 
Subject Actor (Decentred Subject) Dasein (Engaged Person) 

Material Ontological Ontical 
Immaterial - Interpretive 

Experience Intra-active Embodied 
Intentionality Networked Background; Familiarity 

Agency Intra-active Engaged 
World - Disclosed 

Technology Artifact Equipment 
Mode Visible, Foreground Invisible, Background 

Table 2-1 Scientific and Practical Logic of Everyday Practices 

Practical rationality centers the everyday world. A (human) being that is engaged and concerned 

with the surrounding world is what Heidegger refers to as Dasein (for a discussion in IS theory 

see Riemer and Johnston 2014). In contrast to scientific rationality, in our everyday affairs, we 

understand things in the world (materiality) in terms of using them, this is what is referred as 

ontical understanding of the material (Dreyfus 1991a, p. 96). In the same vein, we engage with 

phenomena such as equipment without actually taking them as particular technologies, we simply 

use them for a purpose. Thus, equipment is seen as ordinarily invisible when we are engaged in 

practice (on the transparency of IT, see Budde and Züllighoven 1992). That is to say, our focus 

remains on the task at hand (in the foreground) and not on the technology that which we are using 

for a purpose (in the background).  

In practical rationality, the basic intelligibility of the phenomena is also referred as the 

background of practices (Dreyfus 1991a, p. xii; 2004, 2012; Taylor 2006, pp. 210ff) or the style of 
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a practice world (Spinosa et al. 1999, p. 19) through which we understand a thing the way it is, 

tool qua tool, in our everyday situations. An increased familiarity with a technological tool 

increases its intelligibility and helps us acquire complex skills by engaging with and through 

becoming practically involved with them in practice (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2005). In contrast, a 

scientific approach towards understanding everyday practices often focus only on the phenomena 

in the foreground, thus bracketing the world where a practice belongs (Barad 2007; Scott and 

Orlikowski 2014, p. 878-881). 

In this perspective, Schatzki (2002, p. 77), drawing on Winograd and Flores (1986, pp. 57, 143), 

indicates that technological meaning- and sense-making requires an ongoing understanding of 

the background practices that includes gestures, proxemics, kinesics, haptic, design, meaningful 

use of tools and so forth. A practice world is much more than just a context of a practice. Indeed, 

Heidegger (2008) says that the background of practices serves as a historical backdrop against 

which we engage and make meaning in our everyday being in the world. Practical rationality 

emphasizes a holistic understanding of our being in the world in which people, practices, and 

places are entwined as a meaningful whole. 

2.3.1 Entwinement 

Entwinement essentially concerns with our different ways of being in the world (Heidegger 2008). 

Entwinement suggests that the intelligibility of a phenomenon (such as a technology) hinges on 

our prior understandings and how it is appropriated within a practice and along with other things, 

people, equipment, and structures. In our everyday affairs, the logic of our practices is thus 

entwined with the world: things are meaningful only insofar as they fit into our holistic practice 

worlds. Our practices and their changes over time are what make up history, and these practices 

are bound to our everyday concerns (Schatzki 2013). The Heideggerian notion of entwinement is 

already used in contemporary scholarship in anthropology (Hodder 2011; Suchman 2007), 

sociology (Giddens 1995; Hughes 1987), computer science (Agre 1997; Winograd and Flores 1986) 

and organization studies (Sandberg and Pinnington 2009; Spinosa et al. 1999). 

Ewenstein and Whyte (2007) show how different ways of our engagement in technological 

practices shapes our entwinement. In a study of aesthetic knowledge in the architectural practices, 

they found that in our everyday situations, phenomena such as technologies remain in the 

background, however, any subtle change in practice worlds can alter the course of practices (p. 

696). A practice or equipment breakdown thus opens up spaces where technological changes 

occur and, in so doing, potentially changes the nature of entwinement  (cf. Winograd and Flores 

1986, pp. 163ff). 
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A practice breakdown is an important concept in understanding entwinement. Dourish (2004, 

pp. 99ff) sheds light on practice breakdowns using an example of engagement with computer 

systems. He says our engagement with IT can be ordinarily seen as a transparent practice in which 

we use the equipment unreflectively and become only aware of it if our absorption with equipment 

is broken. A breakdown thus is not necessarily a negative phenomenon; quite the contrary, it 

provides us with an opportunity to examine further the entwinement (Sandberg and Tsoukas 

2011, p. 351; Winograd and Flores 1986, p. 165). It is possible to use a practice breakdown as a 

lens to examine the nature of engagement and, in so doing, improve entwinement in everyday 

practices (Lok and de Rond 2013). 

2.3.2 Entwinement with Phenomena in Practice 

Using practical rationality, entwinement provides a way to understand engagement with 

phenomena such as IT. We can understand the engagement in terms of nature of equipment, the 

logic of using equipment, and familiarity with equipment. 

IT as Equipment: Equipment is referred to as something in the world that we use for a purpose 

in order to achieve a task that concerns us (Dreyfus 1992a; also see Rabinow 2003). In this 

perspective, IT can be interpreted as equipment that is pervasive in both our personal and 

organizational practice worlds. IT is equipmental phenomenon that can be fully grasped when 

understood as a part of a larger historic and holistic whole and amidst other technologies and 

practices (O'Donnell and Henriksen 2002; for a detailed discussion see Riemer and Johnston 

2014).  

In order to fully develop and appreciate an understanding of IT as equipment, and not just as a 

detached and ahistorical artifact (Orlikowski and Iacono 2001), let us consider equipment’s two 

broad characteristics namely, practical holism and involved engagement (Heidegger 2008). First, 

we can make sense of equipment only as a part that belongs to a whole. In other words, to say ‘an 

IT’ will be an oxymoron. Rather, to paraphrase Heidegger (1988, p. 163), IT is a contexture of 

digital tools, devices, and things; the context of IT is holistic, the world where it belongs and that 

IT can be appropriated only when seen as part of a practice world. Further, a practice world is 

historical where each thing has a history. For instance, Dreyfus (1992a) argues that certain 

equipment might be useful for some people, in time and place, but for others, without some pre-

understanding, it will appear as an object that has no apparent purpose: a mere material 

substance with physical properties. We can see devices, digital tools, systems, as part of holistic 

IT; on its own ‘IT’ is but a physical materiality without an apparent purpose. We can then say, in 
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our everyday practices, IT is meaningful instance of equipment, a part of a whole, in the world 

(Heidegger 1988, p. 162-9; 2008, p. 95-102). 

Second, equipment is engaged practical phenomena. Ordinarily speaking, we are often one with 

IT in our everyday practices. That is to say, we do not see a phone as an artifact but something 

that we use for our everyday purpose – in our engagement, the purpose hides the holism of 

equipment (Dourish 2004). Each distinct instance of equipment comes to the fore as something 

with which we engage in facilitating our everyday affairs. When we use a smartphone in order to 

write an email, we engage with the phone on its own rather than conceptualizing it as being linked 

to the mobile network, email server, and so on. Still, when our engagement is broken, due to 

technical error, it is then when we become fully aware of the holistic nature of the equipment. It 

is thus our involved engagement that determines the meaningfulness of it in our practices: 

intelligibility of IT hinges on our engagement with it.  

In entwinement, engagement with equipment, such as a mobile phone, can be seen as a device 

becoming ready to hand for the person (Dourish 2004, p. 138ff; see also Riemer and Johnston 

2014). In this engagement, the theoretical understanding of the device gradually goes into the 

background as the concomitant practical focus is switched to the task or purpose, for which one 

is engaged with the device. Weiser (1991) refers to such unreflective engagement with IT as ‘calm 

computing’ insofar as IT no longer gets in the way but allows us to ‘calmly’ engage with devices as 

we go on in our everyday situations without any interruptions (Weiser and Brown 1997). Such 

unreflective engagement is necessary for our everyday ‘being in the world’ insofar as a constant 

conceptualization of the phenomenon at hand would make it almost impossible to do anything 

smoothly. In other words, without involved engagement with phenomena the world will appear 

as a jumble of materials, and one has to constantly conceptualize the nature of equipment before 

any engagement. For instance, Dreyfus and Dreyfus (2005) say that our immersive engagement 

with equipment also facilitates the gradual acquisition of skills. They demonstrate that one 

initially encounters a technology vis-à-vis a naïve object of curiosity; but that, with ongoing 

involved engagement the skills are persisted with and embodied and, in doing so, one no longer 

thinks of the technology to be there but simply uses it skillfully and takes it for granted in everyday 

use (cf. Weick and Putnam 2006, p. 284). 

We can also illustrate this with the case of the Internet: when first introduced it was a ‘special 

case’ insofar as in order to go online, one had to remember to engage in various complex 

technological activities. However, as the technology developed and our skills improved, the 

Internet became an everyday phenomenon. It is now taken for granted and is only noticed if it is 
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down. This brings us to the point of breakdowns. A broken piece of equipment is visible 

equipment. When our engagement is interrupted by a practice breakdown or a physical 

breakdown in equipment (such as network, hardware or software failure), the otherwise ‘invisible’ 

internet technologies and practices come to the fore (Jackson and Kang 2014; Lok and de Rond 

2013; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). 

In our everyday practices, we expect IT to be simply ‘there’ without thinking about it in practices. 

Dourish (2004, p. 109), says our smooth engagement with technologies essentially hides IT in 

practice: 

“the technology itself disappears from our immediate concerns. We are caught up in the 

performance of the work; our mode of being is one of “absorbed coping.” The equipment 

fades into the background. This unspoken background against which our actions are 

played out is at the heart of Heidegger’s view of being-in-the-world.” (emphasized) 

In this way, IT can be grasped as holistic equipment that is interwoven in tapestry of everyday 

practices (Heidegger 2013, pp. 56ff; cf. Ingold 2008, p. 1807): the threads of equipmental, 

purposeful, skillful and temporal perspectives weave our technological understandings in our 

practice worlds (references to field research suppressed, see examples section below). The rich 

experiential meanings are disclosed from our immersive engagements in the world (Dourish 

2004, p. 177) rather than material entanglements inaccessible to us. Kozinets et al. (2004) say our 

everyday immersive engagements are akin to playing, being in a game, where one is fully absorbed 

with phenomena in the world and skillfully use the equipment without paying much theoretical 

attention. Practical rationality thus emphasizes understanding the logic of practical engagement 

with IT in our everyday practices rather than simply conceptualizing it as a (socio)material 

artifact. 

Reference and Assignment: The concept of entwinement suggests that the use of equipment 

follows an engaged referential logic; that is to say, in any given situation, we are often engaging 

with some equipment in order to achieve various tasks for a purpose. Heidegger (2008, pp. 42, 

95-102) explains this mechanism in terms of ‘reference’ of equipment through a skilful use, for a 

purpose, and that the purposeful ‘assignment’ of equipment creates meaning resulting in the 

further assignments. Heidegger (1988, p. 163-4) further sheds light on the nature of engagement: 

“Each individual piece of equipment is by its own nature equipment-for –– for traveling, 

for writing, for flying. Each one has its immanent reference to that for which it is what it 

is. It is always something for, pointing to a for-which. The specific structure of equipment 
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is situated by a contexture of the what-for, in-order-to. Each particular mental thing has 

as such a specific reference to another particular equipmental thing.” (original emphasis) 

In this way, the contexture of equipment can be understood in the following aspects of practical 

use (Heidegger 2008, p. 97): skillful use (in order to), equipment (with which), purpose (towards 

which), and identities (for the sake of which). The ways of encountering and engaging with 

equipment are thus seen as a cyclical reference and assignment (Dreyfus 1992a): a hermeneutic 

circle. Riemer and Johnston (2014) say this mechanism is at the core of our involvement with 

modern IS equipment. In this way, we can begin to understand the complexity of engagement 

with IS equipment by understanding how it is used in our everyday practices. 

Equipment only makes sense when meaningfully manifested in the context of a goal. So, an IT 

device without practical significance is only a meaningless, unintelligible object. Similarly, the 

goal is intelligible in the context of the identity of a person who is set to attain it. For instance, in 

the context of the use of the digital devices: we might use our blogging skills in order to write a 

blog post, with a mobile, as a step towards writing an opinion piece, for the sake of being a blogger 

(see Figure 1). Thus, being a blogger is a way of being in the world that allows us to share our 

opinions with others instantaneously. Insofar as a blogger’s purpose can be seen as to share ideas 

and thoughts instantly with a (potentially global) audience, the role of equipment (the Internet) 

becomes prominent because it makes this phenomenological enterprise possible (for a discussion 

on identity and equipment, see Riemer and Johnston 2014, p. 6). 

 

Table 2-2 Reference and Assignment of Equipment 

in-order-to

•Use: Write a 
blog

with-which

•Tool: Internet

toward-which

•Purpose: 
Opinion piece

for-the-sake-of-
which

•Identity: 
Blogger
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The temporal flow practices represented in Figure 1 is holistic and folds onto itself as a 

hermeneutic circle (Guignon 2012). We can only make sense of a part in the context of a holistic 

whole; it is thus not possible to examine an aspect, or a specific instance of IT, in isolation or in 

strict material terms. First, in the example, the Internet (equipment) only makes sense when 

referring to the purpose of writing a blog (purpose) and the goal of the blog entry is intelligible 

toward being a blogger (identity). The reverse is also true, that is, a blogger can only make sense 

as a part of his or her activity of blogging (purpose) and the goal of becoming a blogger adds up 

against a technological background of the internet. Also, none of the structures involved in the 

temporal flows are meaningful on their own. For instance, writing a blog post without the Internet 

is simply not possible. Also, in order to be a blogger, one’s blogging practices must always be in 

projection: writing a single blog post does not make one a blogger. Rather one must engage in 

blogging practice in order to be a blogger. 

Dreyfus (1991a, p. 95) further interprets the practical holism of entwinement vis-à-vis the 

constitution of one’s self, a way of being in the world. Our entwinement is that which coordinates 

all the activities for the sake of becoming something, an identity that is always in projection 

(Guignon 2012). Using the example of a blogger, one cannot become a blogger simply by using a 

computer system to write one article, rather in order to be a blogger one must always write blog 

articles. The holistic coordination of practices thus both stems from and increments familiarity 

with the equipment. 

Familiarity with Equipment: It is our everyday familiarity with phenomena in our everyday 

being in the world that makes our engagement with equipment, such as everyday IT, meaningful, 

intelligible, skillful and our comprehension rather automatic (Dreyfus 1991a, p. 102). Through a 

persistent cycle of references and assignment in background practices, an increment in familiarity 

causes an increment in understanding and skills. For example, as we develop proficiency in 

writing blog posts, our technical skills incrementally become automatic. This transparency of skill 

unloads experiential cargo and allows us to reflect critically in practices and build contextual 

knowledge, such as writing blog posts while assessing the analytics of Internet traffic, which in 

turn adds to better blogging as a practical skill (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2005, p. 788; Shotter and 

Tsoukas 2014).  

In developing everyday familiarity with equipment, such as IT, background practices play an 

important role concerning new understandings through one’s engagement. For instance, in a 

study of the practices of care workers, Yakhlef and Essén (2013) note that a practitioner’s 

increased everyday familiarity with health systems allows her to make better decisions in work 
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practices. On the other hand, poor familiarity was shown to lead to practice breakdowns and 

constant theoretical conceptualization in practice. The latter plays a double role in practice: it 

inhibits engagement but at the same time forces a practitioner to pause and think about the nature 

of practice, thus enabling her to improve or develop new skills (Dreyfus 2014; Lok and de Rond 

2013). Like a breakdown, an interruption in familiarity is also not always negative; rather a it can 

provide an opportunity to improve one’s familiarity and engagement in practices (Shotter and 

Tsoukas 2014). 

2.4 EMPIRICAL EXAMPLES 

I provide two field research examples to demonstrate how entwinement can inform IS 

scholarship. The examples presented here are drawn from two previously published accounts of 

fieldwork. The examples are provided to highlight the holistic entwinement rather than explaining 

the full blown logic of engagement (such as reference/assignment, equipment, familiarity) though 

each study also sheds light on the nature of engagement as well. The first example concerns 

professional competence of lawyers at a corporate law firm (Sandberg and Pinnington 2009) and 

the second is an ethnography of young IT professionals’ immersive engagement in a technology 

services organization (reference suppressed). 

2.4.1 Professional Competence as Entwinement 

A corporate law firm might appear remote to an IS organization. However, it is an excellent 

example of a complex practice world where the nature of engagement with the phenomena 

remains quite elusive (Leifer 1988). In the world of legal practices, there is also engagement with 

IS equipment such as computer systems, interaction with various kinds of materials such as 

physical and digital documents, and people in different roles, working toward certain goals. 

Sandberg and Pinnington (2009) illustrate how work practices in a law firm are entwined with 

the world by looking at the engagement of corporate lawyers where there is “increased reliance on 

advanced technology” (p. 1147). They explore the logic of professional competence using the 

otherwise invisible practices associated with technologies in complex organizing spaces. In this 

way, they set their focus on the complex background practices (ways of being in a legal world as a 

lawyer) and not just on the simple use of technologies (e.g., documents, architecture, computer 

systems). 

Sandberg and Pinnington provide rich descriptions of what constitutes professional competence 

of a practicing lawyer. In their data analysis, they paid attention to the various ways of being a 

lawyer and “technical equipment and knowledge used in each specific way of practicing corporate 
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law” (Ibid, p. 1152). Their findings suggest professional competence cannot be reduced to 

attributes of knowledge, technologies, or skills but, in a holistic way entwining everything. 

Professional competence was found to be the interpretive understanding of a lawyer’s being and 

many particular ways through which she practices law. Each distinct way disclosed competence 

as holistic entwinement with practices in the surrounding world. The study further found, in each 

entwinement instance, there were distinctly engaged understandings of what practicing corporate 

law entails: for the sake of being a competent lawyer, one must make sense of a nexus of legal 

practices in a historic practice world in which one is entwined along with people (clients, lawyers), 

in places (office, workspace) and using devices (physical and digital documents, legal resources, 

IT) and, in so doing, make sense of the situations by holistically integrating all the perspectives. 

2.4.2 Immersive Engagement as Entwinement 

Let us consider another ethnographic example that of everyday practices of young IT professionals 

(often referred as Millennials, Generation-Y or Digital Native). I draw on my ethnographic 

fieldwork that I conducted at a fairly large technology services company that I shall call PlayOrg2. 

At PlayOrg, my study dealt with the nature of young people’s engagement with technologies in 

everyday practices. The question of integrating young people’s rather fluid engagement with IS in 

organizational work practices is becoming a common question in IS scholarship (e.g., Leidner et 

al. 2010; Vodanovich et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2013). In my fieldwork, I paid attention to the use of 

IT, the place where it is used, and how one engages with IT in different places both inside and 

outside of the organization. My findings revealed that young people’s immersive engagement 

cannot be described in terms of social attributes or material characteristics of technologies. 

Rather, the ubiquity of IT came to the fore as a background of their everyday practices where their 

skills, purpose, and equipment were disclosed as an entwined holistic whole. Each entwinement 

perspective disclosed a distinct way of being in the world. In the words of Tom, an analyst, IT can 

now be seen as a ‘feature of everyday life,’ as he reflected on their everyday immersion with IT: 

“[a technological tool] breaking down [is frustrating after] it becomes accepted technology 

[as] a feature of your life, and [because] you come to accept that it is there [whether at 

work or home], and you come to accept that it is working, and so, you are used to that and 

start to forget about it.” 

                                                        
2 See the next chapter for the details of the PlayOrg. The subsequent chapters, Article II to V, will shed light 
on the distinct phases of this ethnography. Here, I simply use a slice of the evidence to make a case for the 
theoretical framework. As I noted earlier, the framework developed during the course of the fieldwork and, 
during my doctoral studies, this chapter (Article I) was the last in the series of produced research. 
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This might appear as a radical claim to suggest IT is simply a taken-for-granted feature of our 

lives. However, I found many examples where young people expressed similar views regarding 

their engagement with IT. They tended to see IT as an everyday thing that is ‘simply there’ in the 

background. The engagement with IT that is always available and always on was understood as 

entwinement that envelopes everything and blurs any distinction between technologies at work 

or technologies at home. That is to say, work practices transparently entwine everyday practices 

and places. I found that, from young people’s perspective, IT is no longer a special case that we 

use for one specific purpose in a specific place; rather it is part and parcel of our everyday lives. 

Engagement with IT is essentially becoming a question of understanding our many ways of being 

in the world. 

One can make a counter argument: the above two examples can also be seen as instances of 

sociomaterial practices. I partially agree, and that is precisely the point. A scientific approach to 

understanding practices paints a partial picture, but it is just a partial picture. My proposition is 

that in order to advance IS scholarship we also need a strong practical anchor for future 

theorizing. Practical rationality is one such approach that takes the scholarship one step beyond 

the conventional scientific rationality and closer to the world of the everyday. 

2.5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has put forward the concept of entwinement using practical rationality to make sense 

of our engagement in everyday practices. My argument, based on the phenomenological 

hermeneutics of Heidegger, is that in our everyday practices we are already entwined with our 

surrounding world. Our immersed engagement is the starting point of enquiry into practices and 

this requires an understanding based on practical rationality rather than detached scientific 

rationality. 

The everyday enterprise of our skillful engagement with IT (from a mobile phone to large scale 

complex systems) involves a practice world where our understandings are always orientated 

toward certain purposes. Using the language of Heidegger, ‘using’ a phone mobile is an engaged 

activity. We might use our phone in order to do something (e.g. send a text message), it is the 

equipment with which we do it (the phone, the software and network to which it is connected), 

the purpose towards which it is done (e.g. to tell our friend the time of a dinner appointment), 

and for the sake of which we did it (we are friends, and we want to eat together). Everyday 

practical situations and the logic of engagement are thus dissimilar to the atomic scale of things 

insofar as the meaning emerges from within our practices (Lee 1991, p. 347). Understanding such 

everyday interaction with IT using quantum mechanics seems to us to be a rather simplistic 
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reduction of what is a complex phenomenon within a particular historical period of human 

society. For example, using a mobile phone to communicate with a friend over long distances was 

simply not possible 100 years ago.  

My critique has discussed four potential issues in theorizing practices using scientific rationality. 

First, scientific rationality is indifferent to the concept of holistic practice ‘world’. This is not 

necessarily a problem in scientific rationality but, in fact, is a key characteristic of it. For instance, 

we often need to take a detached perspective on phenomena in order to explain it scientifically. 

However, in our everyday world where we live and engage with equipment, we are always already 

involved. Scientific rationality ignores the holistic world within which everyday practices occur. 

For IS scholarship, a study of technology in everyday practices is thus deemed incomplete if it 

does not take the surrounding world into account. 

Second, scientific rationality paints an incomplete picture of practices insofar as we make sense 

of the phenomena from an already existing orientation or vantage point within an already 

disclosed world. In other words, the phenomena are spatiotemporal and an activity such as skill 

acquisition takes place over time and space (Dreyfus and Spinosa 2003). We interpret the 

phenomena based on our previous historical experience. Again, we can say that talking about the 

Internet 100 years ago would have made no sense whatsoever. A study of practices thus needs to 

begin from an existing perspective grounded in the everyday world. IS scholarship needs to 

understand and theorize by getting closer to the world of practice and people rather than divorcing 

the theory from the practice world.  

Third, the ordinary unreflective use of tools is found to be holistically involved: the role of agency 

is argued to be engaged. In a practical sense, agency cannot be reduced to a perceived detached 

network of entities. Simply decentering or ignoring human agency ignores also how we actually 

use tools and the purposes for which we use them. Instead of taking a perceived detached 

approach to IT, we need to examine IT by being engaged with it (Van de Ven 2007; Van de Ven 

and Johnson 2006). 

Fourth, since scientific rationality brackets out human understanding, history and experience, 

rich contextual accounts of human practices and culture risk being sidelined. In a sense, scientific 

rationality paints a reductionist view of a physical asocial and ahistorical world (Heidegger 2008, 

pp. 250-2). However, as I have shown, practices are historical. By bracketing off the human 

understanding of spatial and “temporal flow of practices,” Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011, p. 342) 

warn, theories might suffer from ‘heuristic generalizations’ and researchers risk becoming merely 

“spectators of practice” in research. Similarly, Carman (2005, p. 295) warns that the absence of 
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engaged experientiality is synonymous to being mere “spectators of our own action”. In IS 

scholarship, any discussion of practices needs to address how and where people are engaging in 

practices, and it is this engagement over time and space that can help us examine the dynamics of 

engagement. Practical rationality encourages scholars and practitioners toward a more engaged 

involvement in practice as opposed to studying phenomena from a detached perspective. 

Finally, practical rationality problematizes the conventional notions of materiality by suggesting 

engagement with technologies in everyday practices where one is seen as always already engaged 

with the technological things in the surrounding world. Contrary to scientific rationality, where a 

practice is seen as essentially ahistorical, practical rationality can help reveal many horizons of 

understanding such as the historical, cultural and political aspects of one’s engagement with 

phenomena. All of these aspects play major roles in meaning- and sense-making in advancing our 

understanding of IS phenomena.  

Of course, multiple horizons of understanding can also be taken in order to interpret phenomena 

at different levels. Hence I acknowledge that scientific rationality is important for developing an 

understanding of practices from a detached theoretical perspective. It is possible to invoke both 

rationalities by using them at different levels for detached insights as well as involved engaged 

insights (Van de Ven 2007, pp. 269ff; Van de Ven and Johnson 2006). Scholars might want to use 

both practical rationality along with scientific rationality in terms of understanding the purpose 

and scope of systems in design science (Gregor and Jones 2007); understanding an engaged 

approach toward IT strategy (Weick 2012, p. 146; Weick and Putnam 2006, pp. 283-5); and 

exploring the dynamics of restoration of practice breakdowns (Lok and de Rond 2013) among 

others. 

My key point, however, is that scientific rationality alone is insufficient for an understanding of 

practices. A metaphorical use of scientific constructs to make the case for meaning- and sense-

making of social phenomena ignores our practical engagement in everyday practices in the world. 

Although scientific rationality can provide useful conceptual insights, I have suggeseted that, by 

understanding entwinement with our everyday being in the world, we can advance our IS theories 

and, in so doing, bring our research closer to the world of the everyday. 
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3 ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH METHOD AND THE FIELD 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter discusses the ethnographic research method that was used and describes the field 

site. The ethnographic field is often seen as a physical site, a distinct geographic location, in a 

cultural or an organizational perspective. Recent debates in ethnographic research question the 

rigid interpretations of the field as a confined spatial locale; on the contrary, the ethnographic 

field is argued to be an open, fluid, dynamic, complex and a highly capricious spatiality (e.g., Amit 

2000; Clifford 1997b; Gupta and Ferguson 1997a; Watson 1999). Likewise, Klein and Myers 

(1999, p. 73) suggest that the field is a ‘moving target’ which is always in projection. I accordingly 

take the position that the field is a plastic concept. The spatiality of the field is extensively 

discussed in Article VI of this ethnography. Here, I shed light on how the ethnographic field 

research was conducted. 

In ethnographic research in IS, the focus of study is often the phenomenon of social and cultural 

aspects of information technology within an organizational setting. Avison and Myers (1995, p. 

48) say an ethnographer, by immersing herself in practices, “seeks to place the phenomena 

studied in its [sic] social and cultural context.” Accordingly, IS scholars using ethnography have 

focused on issues concerning gender (Habib and Cornford 2002; Harvey 1997), knowledge 

management (Schultze and Boland 2000a, b), political aspects of technology at work (Lee and 

Myers 2004; Manning 1996; Myers and Young 1997; Prasad and Prasad 2000; Ravishankar et al. 

2013) and organizing practices (Barley 1983, 1986, 1996; Suchman 1995; Suchman et al. 1999; 

Zuboff 1988). Further, ethnography is found to be useful to study the design issues concerning 

technologies in everyday practices (Baskerville and Myers 2015; Blomberg et al. 2003; Crabtree 

et al. 2012; Wasson 2000) as well as for advancing the debate in qualitative research methods 

(Bell et al. 2005; Mattarelli et al. 2013; Myers 1997b, 1999; Myers and Young 1997; Prasad 1997; 

Vaast and Levina 2006). 

In a recent ethnographic enquiry concerning the logic of everyday practices, Vaast and Levina 

(2006) studied organizational practices in their fieldwork and found that practices often “emerge 

from historically and socially embedded relationships.” Practices are not a result of a 

deterministic causal chain of action and reaction (p. 199). In this way, Vaast and Levina highlight 

that organizations are living worlds that are ‘ever changing’ and participants are found to be 

entwined in an intricate mesh of practices that can only be made intelligible through a holistic 

understanding of an organization as a practice world (cf. Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). 



Ethnographic Research Method and the Field 

60 
 

Bell et al. (2005) go a step further in their ethnography of practices concerning domestic 

technologies in social organizations. They find that the social organizations are indeed an ever 

changing phenomenon; in their study of ‘homes’, going against the grain, they find not only that 

the homes are radically dissimilar within the same spatial context (such as sharing geographic 

location), but that the use of technologies in social practices changes the very spatiotemporal 

aspects of social organizing practices and spaces. They suggest that a simple objective focus on an 

individual, a group, or phenomena such as technologies as a unit of analysis is thus problematic 

(p. 165); instead, researchers need to begin their research by studying the practices holistically 

through immersing themselves in the practice worlds of participants. 

The question of immersion in everyday practices is now seen as a critical aspect of engaged field 

research (e.g., Dourish and Bell 2007; Kozinets et al. 2004; Schultze 2014). For instance, Dourish 

and Bell (2007), in their ethnographic study of ubiquitous technology and the changing nature of 

sociality, found that the introduction of technologies in everyday lives has essentially triggered a 

shift in our understanding of sociality and space. They say everyday spaces can be seen as a 

complex infrastructure through which we experience technologies in our everyday practices, 

arguing thus: “the experience of space is the experience of multiple [spatial] infrastructures” (Ibid, 

p. 424). They suggest that field researchers need to engage with the space, by immersing 

themselves into the everyday situations, as the very spatial field of research is a “critical 

interpretive resource” for people and researchers (Ibid, p. 425). Kozinets et al. (2004), too, put 

forward an immersive spatial approach and found people to be immersed in their everyday spaces 

and practices; thus, researchers need to engage with field phenomena by immersing themselves 

rather than imposing an external logic to people’s practices. In this way, the starting point of an 

enquiry can be seen as an engaged position of immersion in the situations prior to making sense 

of the practices.  

These abovementioned examples ethnographic fieldwork bring us to the question of interpretive 

enquiry using an engaged method. The rest of the chapter is structured as follows. First, various 

everyday details of the fieldwork are spelled out and these shed light on the ethnographic field as 

a complex practice world. Here, I shall lay out the general details of the fieldwork and move to 

detailed particulars. I then provide key insights into the field including the historicity of the 

ethnographer (“I”) and participants and their relationships in the field. In this perspective, I shall 

explicate working in the field and doing the fieldwork, as well as engagement and involvement in 

the field followed by ethnographic perspectives of the participants. Specifically, the aim is to 

provide information about the field setting and allow readers to step into the research site in the 
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ethnographer’s shoes. The chapter concludes by revisiting key aspects of the field and briefly 

introduces the six original articles. 

3.2  THE ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELD 

The ethnography was conducted at PlayOrg, a large scale IT organization in New Zealand. The 

fieldwork lasted just over eighteen months. I was in the field from August 2013 to March 2015, 

three days a week. In accordance with the scope of the study, only the newest and youngest IT 

staff were considered. Thus, the key participants were the young professionals, working with 

many different aspects of IS. They were primarily newly hired graduates who were in their first 

year of employment at PlayOrg. Despite the pseudonym of the research site, which is chosen to 

accentuate the concept of play, the organization itself is not involved in any game development. 

3.2.1 Data Collection 

The primary source of data collection was engaged participant observation (Baskerville and Myers 

2015; Myers 1997a, 1999). My field notes include “thick description[s]” (Geertz 1973, pp. 3ff) from 

compound data sources including attendance at meetings (weekly project meetings, user groups, 

expert groups), formal communications (email, updates), informal communications (instant 

messaging, email), audiovisual resources (photographs, audio notes), digital resources (project 

knowledge base, project IT resources) and informal chats as well as working closely with team 

members on the project knowledge base. Another critical data source is my own lived experiences 

in the field which later helped me make sense of the story from the fieldworkers’ perspective 

(Anteby 2013). Daily field notes were often taken in the presence of participants, and on occasion 

when an event was unfolding. This was only possible through the immersive nature of our engaged 

fieldwork. Notes were almost always taken on a personal workstation or a mobile device; the 

important notes also contained spatial (room, location, place, workstation, office details and so 

forth) and temporal (day of the week, actual time, project time, schedule, deadline and other 

details) and other mundane (weather, mood, noise among other aspects) details of events. I also 

conducted ten semi-structured qualitative interviews with select participants following the 

dramaturgical framework (Myers and Newman 2007). All interviews except one were digitally 

recorded, and as well I took observation notes comprising details of pre, post and the course of 

the interviews. The non-recorded interview was reconstructed from the notes taken during the 

interview. The interviews ranged from one to two hours and had a tendency to be highly candid 

and confessional in nature. Further details of data collection are provided in the research articles, 

Chapters IV to VIII. 
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3.2.2 Field Site 

PlayOrg is part of a larger organization, BigOrg. PlayOrg was founded in 2001. It has a complex 

organizational structure with five associate directors responsible for five groups within PlayOrg. 

Each of the five large groups is comprised of a number of departments ranging from software 

engineering, design, architecture, network, customer and technical support and others. There are 

approximately forty active units across all of the departments as of 2014, spanning all of the 

organization’s structure. Each unit consists of many sub-units that act as independent teams 

within a given business department. The teams are responsible for diverse IT solutions. There 

were 157 active IT projects in 2014, distributed among some 27 project teams. Each project 

produces one or more IT solutions and, as of 2014, there were 187 hosted solutions within 

PlayOrg. This creates a colossal amount of data to be used in PlayOrg solutions. This included four 

petabytes (PB) of active disk storage and 10PB archived information storage3. 

The complexity of PlayOrg’s projects can be visualized in Figure 3–1 which shows one of the 

associate directors holding the project structure of only one team (PlayTeam). Almost all of the IT 

projects were intertwined with many other teams such as network (for authentication), data (web 

services), applications hosting to name the few. In other words, the IT projects, at PlayOrg, were 

not seen as individual items but one part of a much larger IT whole. PlayTeam’s primary focus 

was development and maintenance of content management platform, from here on PlayProj, that 

is used across PlayOrg and the parent organization. 

                                                        
3 One petabyte is 1015 bytes, which is equivalent to 1000 terabytes. 
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Figure 3-1 Structure of PlayProj 

Initially, I was placed in PlayOrg’s flagship software development team, PlayTeam, to work on the 

ongoing IT design issues. With my longstanding software engineer practitioner history, I found 

that I was more often than not approached to work on various software design issues despite my 

temporary status in the organization. Thus, from the ethnographic immersion perspective, I was 

given the opportunity to be at the heart of the play in the field from the very beginning. Further, 

being a working employee also established my position as an absorbed player (as a team member) 

while at the same time being an absorbed spectator (as ethnographer) of the field practices. The 

latter further extended my role as a temporary ‘player’ in the practice world of the participants 

(cf. Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011, p. 350); and allowed me to see the practices from within just as 

the players do. The details of my role are unpacked in subsequent sections. 

3.2.3 The Ethnographic Field as a Practice World 

Although I was introduced to the team as a researcher, I joined PlayTeam as a software engineer 

on a part-time basis, and this was my official job title. I worked three days a week. The company 
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gave me this title because I am a seasoned programmer and fluent in many computer 

programming languages; also, in the initial discussions with PlayOrg management about my 

research project, it was clear that the organization could benefit from my technical skills. Although 

it was never made explicit, I later found out that this was an implicit expectation.  

My role as an employee meant that I was engaged from the very beginning, as I was placed at the 

coalface of projects. During the early phases of the fieldwork, I found it a constant struggle, 

juggling between being a researcher and being an employee. Gradually, my dual role synchronized 

and I found my feet in the field by doing the fieldwork. Insofar as the primary focus of the 

ethnography was to study the practices and people’s interaction with IS phenomena, I decided to 

let the field practices take over, so to speak. In this way, I got steadily involved in the fieldwork 

just as the participants were in their ‘work’. This helped me in two ways. First, I could get some 

relief from the cognitive toll of constant switching of roles. In particular, I dropped the mental 

effort of trying to create distinctions between the work and the fieldwork; when to observe and 

when to work; rather, I began to observe through an engaged perspective where I was always 

already in the fieldwork. Second, as I have reported in Article II, as well as in IV and V, the 

participants began to see me as ‘one of them’ rather than as a researcher, and thus, my historical 

background as a programmer helped me to achieve smooth engagement in the field. This opened 

up diverse avenues of enquiry within the field and allowed me to be comfortably absorbed in 

participants’ practice world in sundry situations. For instance, Figure 3–2 shows an early evening 

in the field where a long period of afterhours work was planned; only a few participants were on 

site and despite the superficial emptiness reflected in the photograph, it was quite a busy day in 

terms of work. On the other hand, Figure 8 shows another view where an office ‘breakfast party’ 

is in progress. These were a phenomenon which happened every now and then; an ‘unspoken 

ritual’ at work that participants took quite seriously. Although it was unplanned, I was amicably 

asked if I would like to join, since the ‘party’ was happening on Monday, and that was generally 

my day off; I nonetheless gladly accepted the invitation and it was a rewarding experience to see 

the more personal aspect of people’s practices within an organization setting. 
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Figure 3-2 A Scene from the Research Setting 



Ethnographic Research Method and the Field 

66 
 

 

Figure 3-3 Office Breakfast Party 

I found the ludic (play like) practices of participants to be both practical and experiential. In the 

beginning, it was rather difficult to grasp the phenomenon without actually participating in it. 

Here, by apprehending the complex interactions in the field as a dialectical play, I was able to 

study the practice world of participants from a multiplicity of horizons of understandings. It was 

thus not a perceived mental playing field which was only in the imagination (of participants or 

researchers), but play logic was woven into the tapestry of everyday practices (Goffman 1959, 

1963, 1971). In this way, the playing field is the everyday spatiality rather than a fixed space. The 

whole ethnographic space was found to be a holistic playing field. For instance, Gadamer (1989, 

p. 129) says that the players don’t enter “into a strange world” of play, but rather it is their “own 

world” which is transformed by their practices. Huizinga (1980, pp. 48ff, 166ff) too argues that it 

is the practical skills of the players who, as I observed in the field, transform the situation in which 

they found themselves, in a playing field. I shall elaborate on the play perspectives in Articles IV 

and V. 
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When an engaged researcher first approaches the field’s practice world, from the periphery it 

might appear that people are simply ‘lost in their own world’. But by invoking the concept of play, 

I found myself becoming an ‘absorbed spectator’ of the ongoing practices. Gradually, then, the 

invisible play became visible insofar as the “participating players are wholly absorbed in… a 

meaningful whole for an audience” (Huizinga 1980, p. 109). In order to be engaged, I seized the 

opportunity to be part of the play, by immersing myself in participants’ practices. Next, field 

observations are elaborated using the historicity of the fieldwork by shedding light on both the 

researcher’s and the participants’ perspectives. 

3.2.4 Working in the Field and Doing the Fieldwork 

A field researcher needs to begin by engaging in people’s practices by gradually taking an active 

part in their play to make sense of the field, and in doing so, attempts to access deeper meanings 

underlying the practices. Thus, engaged fieldwork sees practices in projection which are always 

future oriented rather than a goal oriented fixed game-play (cf. Baskerville and Myers 2015; alos, 

see Gadamer 1989, p. 104). Further, in an engaged fieldwork, the participants are seen as players 

in a pervasive playing field which is ‘always there’ at their disposal to step in and engage in a ‘play’ 

whenever they want (cf. Goffman 1961, pp. 37ff). On one hand, this allows an engaged researcher 

to grasp the spatiality of the field practices vis-à-vis ludic practices; yet this sudden absorption in 

play also allows “the player[s],” as Gadamer (1989, p. 109) points out, to “experience[s] the game 

as a reality that surpasses [them].” Engaged fieldwork needs to address this subtle dialectic in 

practice, where participants are always ‘ahead’ in play. I shall now discuss these subtleties in terms 

of actually doing the fieldwork in practice. 

When a fieldworker encounters a field for the first time, the researcher would want to let the play 

take over rather than using a ‘cheat sheet’ for potential actions, or attempting to systemize the 

play logic of the field practices, through an external detached logic. This situation is aptly captured 

by Kozinets et al. (2004, pp. 662-5) as they show how the people find themselves ‘being in a play’ 

in everyday situations, and the researchers need to make sense of their fluid engagement by 

becoming absorbed in the play rather than resisting the logic of play. At the start, however, I 

approached the fieldwork with great caution as I did not want to let myself be taken over by the 

field. But I soon found out that being an employee meant far more than ‘being there’ in a fixed 

space; it is being in many situations. A whole range of practices seized my ethnographic attention. 

Some of the practices in which I was actively involved were, but not limited to: 

1. Working on dedicated tasks. This required both ‘getting up to speed’ with existing 

work, becoming familiar with existing technologies, software practices, technical 
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architecture, as well as exploring potential solutions to various problems. Most of the tasks 

were related to a) a review of software security permissions to manage the PlayTeam 

technological assets, b) knowledge transfer where I was asked to acquire the expertise of 

a leaving employee (due to an unforeseen human resources issue), c) working with the 

Application Development (another team) and many other teams to set up ‘software 

development environments’ that could be used as testing area, and d) to provide ongoing 

feedback on internal software programming practices. 

2. Collaborating with others. Almost all of my work involved some level of collaboration 

within PlayTeam; this is simply the nature of many software teams where different team 

members are responsible for certain areas of project work. For instance, when setting up 

the software development environment, my work relied on the completion of many 

software tasks done by others; in this way, a slow collaboration gradually paved the way 

for developing long term relationships during the course of the fieldwork. 

3. Interacting with the team. The fieldwork, when not collaborating with others, still 

required high levels of interaction. I found that it was simply not possible to ‘sit still’ or ‘be 

on my own’ in the field – nor was it desired; I found myself thrown into a ‘soup of practices’ 

where I had to make sense of the field from within. For instance, in one of my tasks, which 

required a review of various software ‘permissions’ applied in many projects, I was given 

access to many repositories and the company’s knowledge base, but it was only through 

interaction with others that I was able to make sense of the many articles in the knowledge 

base. Some of the information was rather routine and, without others’ involvement in my 

practices, I would have dismissed it as trivial. Through discussion with others many 

hidden aspects, such as political and structural, came to the fore. On some occasions, the 

personal interactions alone were found to be richer in information than finding a whole 

repository of documentation. 

4. Interacting with other teams. The field changed significantly over the course of my 

research. Although my position was initially within PlayTeam, it became clear that being 

an employee meant constant interaction with many other teams and things. This included 

both formal and informal interactions such as meetings, ‘catch-ups’, problem-solving, 

designing, as well as giving and receiving feedback on my work. While it might appear 

strange, such practices are very much quotidian affair within technology organizations as 

there are many stakeholders of projects, often dispersed across the organization in 

different departments, and one is required to keep everyone in the loop.  
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5. Working with Infrastructure. I was constantly involved with PlayOrg’s infrastructure 

from the beginning. This included working with the internal knowledge bases, reviewing 

documentation, analyzing software architecture, giving feedback on software practices, 

creating artefacts such as ‘virtual servers’, configuring and maintaining various software 

development environments, troubleshooting software, applying software updates to many 

servers, and so forth. For instance, as part of my initial work on permissions management, 

I had to spell out certain parts of the knowledge management practices. It started as a 

routine activity as I approached other teams, but those little interactions opened the way 

for further inquiries as I found that most managers and senior staff were unaware of many 

‘permissions’ (within PlayOrg’s internal knowledge base), and they simply took them for 

granted. Still others took the level of permissions as an ‘ad-hoc’ activity and frequently 

came up with their own explanations for certain permissions, and these explanations were 

invoked in isolation in their own circumstances; thus, people were generally unaware of 

the complexity of security in the internal document repositories, let alone the answer to 

the question: what are the defined ‘levels of permissions’ in PlayOrg’s knowledge base? 

This point was then later invoked in fieldwork, when working with young professionals. I 

found out that many people were somewhat confused about the organization policy on the 

available permissions at the IS assets level. Yet others thought it was simply ‘an ad-hoc 

affair’, simply following the prevailing ‘routine’ at that time. 

6. Shadowing Senior Managers. Although my role in the team was that of a ‘software 

engineer’, my position in the field expanded rapidly. The senior managers of PlayTeam 

were keen to leverage my prior software development experience. I was working closely 

with two senior managers and soon found myself shadowing them inadvertently. Initially, 

it was an informal practice as I was asked to join various technical meetings where my role 

was to provide feedback on different technologies. However, this steadily changed into 

intense shadowing as I was asked to both provide feedback and to ‘speak’ on behalf of the 

PlayTeam. Some of the details are documented in Article II. The close working relationship 

with senior managers opened up many different paths within the team, especially to 

penetrate into the other teams and be comfortable in PlayOrg as an employee. 

7. Project Meetings. PlayTeam had regular project progress meetings. The meetings were 

held weekly, but they were not always planned; for instance, when the team was getting 

closer to a milestone, there were more frequent meetings, sometimes twice a day. I 

participated in most of the meetings, in the first six months, and later my attendance 

aligned with my three-day presences in the field. I also had to report on my own project 
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work progress. Initially, I found it exacting a cognitive toll as I had to constantly ‘think’ 

about my research role, listen carefully, write down important details which were often 

verbatim quotes, make head notes while deeply engaged; it was a constant struggle in the 

early months of the fieldwork, though as I started to be more comfortable, after being there 

in the field for few months, and things started to make sense fairly fluidly. The project 

meetings covered a broad scope including work progress, milestones, work impediments, 

technical issues, people’s issues, as well as ‘software bugs’. The ‘bugs’ were often deferred 

to more intense one-to-one meetings. Finally, PlayTeam loosely followed Agile methods 

especially SCRUM style breakdowns; but without labeling them as such. 

8. Follow-up Meetings. The project meetings were often followed by follow up meetings. 

The purpose of such meetings was to ensure progress, chase any issues that arose during 

the project meetings, and agree on any points of actions to resolve the issues. The follow-

up meetings were more abrupt, random, and often linked to the agenda of preceding 

project meetings. These meetings were also more casual, and participants were usually 

candid and blunt in their opinions. This is simply due to the brevity of the work and the 

fleeting nature of an ongoing activity where participants discussed the concise details of 

their tasks without giving much background. These meetings were extremely rich in 

information. I also found my technical background a key asset in understanding the 

discussion – without my historical understanding of software practices, it would have been 

almost impossible to make sense of many discussions in short time-span meetings. 

Indeed, for a naïve fieldworker, without an in-depth familiarity with field practices, such 

rich discussions would appear only as technical jargon-laden talks. 

9. One to One Meetings. These meetings were both unanticipated and called on demand. 

The one to one meetings were often though not always, linked to the project meetings. 

Thus, they were called only to discuss personal performance, specific technical issues such 

as design or development strategies, to give or receive input on the project tasks, or to 

simply give a comprehensive update. On other occasions, the meetings were called to give 

individual feedbacks or inputs. I was involved in some meetings with managers (to discuss 

design, strategy, and management specific issues within PlayTeam) as well as with my 

peers (to discuss technical problems that either of us was facing). These meetings were 

also rich in content and were almost always casual and friendly. 

10. Brainstorming. During the design, evaluation, and architecting phases of project work, 

the team got together and engaged in what could be seen as brainstorming sessions. 

Although, the term ‘brainstorming’ is used rather loosely, and the team never labeled it as 
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such, the purpose of such gatherings was specifically to evaluate a certain idea, review a 

technical document or design, or simply find different ways to solve a problem at hand. 

The participants of such sessions were not always the same and varied from project to 

project. As an experienced member of the team, I was often invited to join these sessions. 

Fortunately I was always treated very respectfully. For instance, one young developer once 

referred to me as ‘my guru’ during a session as I explicated their point of view using a 

historical example from my own career.  

11. Weekly ‘standups’. As the name suggest, these were quick gathering, rather than formal 

meetings, where everyone updated the team with their progress. These ‘standups’ were 

also a rich data source as there was always a personal horizon of understanding at work. 

It also showed how many people took the ‘casual’ approach to work and their interaction 

with technologies. For instance, despite the name, the participants were rarely ‘standing 

up’ during the meetings; this point was also invoked by many managers who thought that 

(younger) team members were not ‘serious’ or paying ‘enough attention’ to their work. 

Many young participants, however, saw the standups as something very informal 

inasmuch as often people were found to be playing games, chit chatting, talking on phone, 

leaving and joining the ‘standup’ abruptly and so forth. Some of the managers often ended 

up shouting frequently to seek the attention of others. As I mentioned, this point was taken 

rather seriously by the management. During the mid-to-late phases of fieldwork, it also 

disclosed a bizarre paradox of ludic activity, where the younger members saw the 

managers trying to systemize the logic of their practices: the managers attempted to 

‘formalize’ the process of meetings and required everyone to be there. However, the 

younger member resisted this formalization process and little changed while I was there. 

12. User group meetings. There were two user groups at PlayOrg. These were the ‘general’ 

and ‘expert’ user groups where people discussed PlayOrg’s software application issues and 

updates. This was mostly Microsoft based enterprise technologies. The user group 

meetings were perhaps the most technical in nature. Insofar as I have worked in the past 

with similar technologies, I was asked whether I would like to join the discussions. I 

attended two meetings, a general and an expert user group discussion. Some of the 

information found in the user group meetings ultimately paved the way for the theorizing, 

Article III in particular; and that then became the basis for Articles IV and V. 

In addition to the formal field practices just discussed, many everyday activities were found to be 

rich data sources. Following Goffman (1989) and Myers (2013), I found the apparently banal 
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aspects of the field were the most fertile and the low hanging fruits were in abundance there; in a 

sense, it is ‘where the action was’. 

1. Kitchen and ‘the coffee machine’. I found that everyday spaces such as the kitchen, 

objects such as coffee machines, and practices such as chit chats, were extremely 

important in order to make sense of field practices. Here the discussions were candid, 

casual and often very personal. I found that a small excursion to the coffee machine in the 

kitchen could soon be transformed into an intimate enquiry into their practice world. 

Indeed, this is where I was first confronted by a young software engineer who later became 

a key participant. She was curious. She wanted to know the ‘programmer’ in me. It was 

she who made me feel immediately at home in the field and she said that I was ‘one of 

them’. The details of this encounter are documented in Article II. The kitchen area played 

an important role during the course of the fieldwork and many long discussions with 

participants happened there, almost always ‘over a coffee’. 

2. Casual chats. Another aspect of the fieldwork was the everyday ‘chitchats’. This included 

a range of everyday interests such as familial, personal, marital, love, sex, teasing, jokes, 

and ‘bitching’ about others such as management as well as the organization structures in 

general. The chats were not confined to the boundary of ‘workspace’ or ‘team space’. On 

many occasions, the field was ‘quiet’ and still; yet on other occasions, it was a fiery melting 

pot, full of heated discussions and tête-à-têtes. One simply could not predict when these 

casual chats would occur or what the topic might be, but many of the key ideas in the field 

were originated in the casual chats, and later followed up in the interviews.  

3. Office ‘parties’. During the course of the fieldwork, I attended many different office 

parties, both organized by PlayTeam as well as much larger gatherings planned by 

PlayOrg. Both were rich sources of field evidence. Particularly, the quite small and highly 

personal team parties were critical in enabling my immersion, which, then also enabled 

me to be comfortable with the organization at large. Some of the examples of team parties 

were: special breakfast gatherings, potluck lunches in the office, birthday lunches, 

monthly (or pre-planned) lunch outings, occasional visits to the nearby restaurants, staff 

leaving drinks, night outs, dining out, games such as bowling and others. I found the office 

parties to be fragile territory; in this ‘space’ of organizational fieldwork, one is most 

vulnerable and exposed, the line between a researcher and a colleague gets blurred. Here, 

the discourses flow like a furious river. The topics rapidly change. We often talked from 

office politics to personal affairs, to organizational structure, technological infrastructure, 

histories of people, histories of the job, future plans, among many other topics. I had to 
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make notes in my head, sometimes writing down short pieces on my mobile phone, on 

other occasions whatever piece of paper I could find, without leaving the ongoing dialogue 

insofar as it was the involvement in the situation that is the most significant aspect of such 

everyday practices. In this way, I found the office parties were an important part of the 

fieldwork though one is not always ‘in’ the traditional sense of ‘the field’. On the contrary, 

I found ‘the field’ moved with the participants, or we can say, the spatial orientation of the 

field was determined by the position of both participants and how I found myself being 

with them in many situations. Articles II and VI shed light on the movement of the field 

and the fieldworker from entrance and spatial perspectives, respectively. 

4.  Being-there and being-with others. Finally, insofar as fieldwork is seen as ‘being 

there’ in a research setting, I was in a very literal sense there with others in the field. In 

the beginning, I often found myself thinking ‘nothing is happening’ in the field; on other 

occasions the field appeared as a carnival of practices (Gadamer 1986, p. 120; 1989, p. 

121). I soon realized that, like any other social situation, I had to ‘get to work’ in a literal 

sense insofar as I was an employee there; and that, only by immersing myself in the field, 

could I make sense of the participants’ situations. Indeed, my historical work experience 

had taught me the same lesson: work is not just about work, but the people one works 

with. They were there to help me and always made sure that I was comfortable, both in 

terms of work, as well as my fieldwork. Of course, they knew my position as a researcher, 

but I was also a teammate, and it was the latter that ultimately came to the fore as a 

prominent aspect of my research. We all were in the same terrain living through the work 

practices and working on common project tasks. However, insofar as my participants were 

the inhabitants of a practice world that I found myself thrown into, and a critical response 

to my thrownness in this situation was to ‘follow the norms’ and do what others do ‘along 

with’ them. It was being-with-others that was significant in my being-there in the field. 

This aspect is discussed in Article II where the entrance in the field is shown from the 

ethnographers’ thrownness perspective. 

Mainemelis (2001, p. 555) says many everyday activities in complex field practices are “personal 

rites of passage,” which he argues, enable absorption in the research settings. He goes on to say 

that it is one’s actual play like unreflective involvement that determines a practice as a rite of 

passage for oneself. I found that, by putting myself in many different field situations, I was able 

to change my status gradually from being a researcher to a teammate. That is to say, a deep 

immersion was attained through absorption rather than by following a systematic guideline. In 

this way, I did not deliberately try to be an engaged field researcher but I found myself gradually 
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engaged in the ongoing field practices as I got involved in the fieldwork. I steadily moved deeper 

within practices and was able to transform my status from that of an engaged observer to an 

involved participant. 

The entwinement logic of field practices brings forth the interplay of social (players), spatial 

(playing field), temporal (projection of play) and material (devices and objects as equipment) in 

historical ongoing practices. As the field started to become a ‘home’ for me, I realized and later 

theorized play as an important conceptual tool. My data collection too can be seen as a ludic 

engagement. The concept of play, as entwinement in fieldwork, enabled my smooth absorption in 

and along with participants and it got me closer to the research setting.  

3.3 HISTORICITY OF THE FIELDWORK 

Practices are inherently historical (Schatzki 2002, 2006b, 2013). The question concerning the 

logic of practices is essentially a historical enquiry (Holt and Sandberg 2011; Sandberg and 

Dall'Alba 2009; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). When a fieldworker enters the field, the entrance is 

seen as a historical entrance in a practice as well as a spatiotemporal orientation in a practice 

world (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007); this point is further critically discussed in Article II. In 

this way, the data collection in the field is found to be bound to the historicity of both the 

fieldworker and the participants. Insofar as the primary source of my ethnographic data collection 

is participant observation, the field notes can only be fully intelligible against the historical 

background of the fieldwork (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, pp. 157-176; Sanjek 1990). 

Clifford (1990) explicates the historic entwining of practices that allows fieldworkers to move 

within the field quite fluidly, and accordingly the field appears as a fluid concept; the field notes 

thus essentially reconstruct the field using multiple horizons of understanding. Clifford sheds 

light on the complex involved nature of documenting field notes: 

“Fieldnotes are by definition written "in" the field. But with increased coming and going, 

better [local and] global transport and mobility, where does the field begin and end? Indeed, 

the very identity of "fieldnotes" as a discrete corpus depends on a spatialization more and 

more difficult to maintain, a historically specific set of distances, boundaries, and modes of 

travel. As the historical and political relations of different parts of the planet shift, as [social 

and organizational] cultures interpenetrate, and as ethnography turns back on its own 

culture, "the field" becomes more and more evidently an ideal construct.” (p. 64) 

Following Clifford, I found myself in many different spatiotemporal situations in the field, as 

documented in the six articles. In the early phases of the fieldwork, it was rather overwhelming, 
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and on occasion confusing, to know, as Clifford (1990, p. 64) puts, “where does the field begin or 

end.” The fleeting nature of the field is critically theorized in Article VI. Further, Article II 

discusses the horizon of historicity in details as well as the spatiotemporality of the field, and 

Article V shows the many horizons of understanding within field practices. In order to prepare 

the ground for interpretation of field evidence, the historicity of fieldworker and participants are 

spelled out next. Both perspectives are crucial to make sense of the field evidence. They were also 

crucial for me to grasp my own historicity critically and, in doing so, I was able to understand the 

field as a practice world. 

3.3.1 Ethnographer’s Perspective 

An ethnographer’s history plays a pivotal role in doing and interpreting the fieldwork. Anteby 

(2013) says that some of the groundbreaking ethnographic insights have been made by 

ethnographers who once belonged to the same field, or in fields where the fieldwork was entwined 

with the personal history of the researcher in some way. For instance, Whyte (2012) historically 

belonged to the same ‘street corner society’ that he studied (pp. xi–xiii). Similarly, the study of 

funeral homes, by Barley (1983), was entwined with a historical event in his life, as pointed out by 

Anteby (2013, p. 1279). Here, I shed some light on my own history. However, I do not have any 

historical association with the organization or the participants; this information is disclosed to 

highlight the significance of shared practical histories of ethnographer and participants.. 

Technical Experience. I am a seasoned programmer with a long history of computer skills. My 

first encounter with a personal computer was in 1988-9 when I was still in high school. It was an 

8088 microcomputer on which I learnt the word processor called Word Star. In 1990, I learned 

the computer programming language ‘C’ on my own. After my undergraduate years in computer 

science, 1996–1999, I joined a software firm as a software engineer. Today, my technical skills 

include many computer programming languages, software design and architecture frameworks, 

distributed objects, web services, large scale databases, enterprise architecture, software builds 

and agile management of large projects. 

Organizational Experience. I have thirteen years of industry experience in IT. I also have 

worked in small startups to large scale corporations, and in diverse business areas. Further, many 

of these organizations were involved in diverse IT projects as well as with proprietary software 

products. Insofar as the nature of work depends on the type namely, product or project, I have 

always found myself in different kinds of teams. In this way, my experience made me comfortable 

to work in small local teams to very large teams, as well as global virtual teams that were dispersed 

through space and time. 
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International Experience. I have worked internationally in Asia, Europe, and New Zealand. 

In a sense, I had an advantage of prior related experience. I had worked in organizations similar 

to that where I undertook my fieldwork – mostly complex organizational environments where 

multi-generational and multi-cultural teams were the norm. Accordingly, I did not find working 

with young professionals and at the same time interacting with senior managers to be an obstacle 

upon entering the field. 

Work Roles. Throughout my professional career, I have worked in many different roles that 

have ranged from software engineer, designer, team leader and consultant, as well as software 

infrastructure architect. This, again, helped me understand the viewpoints of young professionals 

and to interpret them against the horizon of understanding of senior managers. 

3.3.2 Participants’ Perspective 

I did not have any prior information about the participants. The following historical information, 

concerning the participants, was gradually developed in the early phases of the fieldwork as I got 

closer to the people. 

Technical Experience. Most of the young professionals had only academic training and no 

formal technical training or experience. They were mostly graduates of computer science 

(although some came from humanities and arts disciplines) and had a basic understanding of 

complexities of computer systems. Further, they were required to develop a skill set in Microsoft-

based technologies such as C# programming language and SQL Server database. This is simply 

because the organizational infrastructure was mostly developed using Microsoft technologies. 

Some of the participants had experimented with mobile programming on their own, and they were 

keen to use this in work projects as well. During the mid to late phases of my fieldwork, mobile 

programming became more prominent as PlayTeam began to work on the three different 

platforms: Microsoft Windows Phone, Android and Apple iOS. I was working very closely with 

many programmers, and they often sought my input as well as feedback on their work. As 

mentioned earlier, this was made possible by my historical background in programming 

languages. 

Organizational Experience. All of the participants were in their very first jobs and had no 

prior organizational experience. This was both a requirement of my research project as well as the 

nature of PlayTeam and the hiring strategy of PlayOrg (for PlayTeam). Further, many senior 

programmers or people with prior experience were not seen as main participants in the fieldwork. 

The absence of organizational experience among the participants played an interesting role. 

Insofar as I was the most experienced member – including the senior programmers but excluding 
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the senior managers – I was often asked to share my views of ‘other organizations’ and how a 

similar software practice had been done in my prior jobs. Such questions were quite common, and 

the young professionals took delight in listening to ‘my stories’, as they were described. 

International Experience. None of the participants had any international experience, simply 

because they were in their very first jobs. As just discussed, they were always curious about 

learning about software organizations in other parts of the world where I had worked in the past. 

Here, again, I often found myself in the center of a discussion as I was asked to ‘tell stories’ of both 

organizational life and the technical expertise in various international organizations. 

Work Roles. For the young professionals, there were three different roles in PlayTeam: software 

engineer, analyst and technical support. The first two were quite blurred inasmuch as many little 

sub-roles were found intertwined such as ‘software designer’, ‘database engineer’, ‘system 

administrator’, ‘systems developer’ and so on. A single person was expected to do many different 

aspects of a technical task. The notion of DevOps was not made explicit but the managers did 

mention, on more than one occasion, that the style of work in PlayTeam is more fluid than 

conventional understandings; and, that it can be seen as DevOp rather than as a fixed work role. 

Finally, albeit most of the participants in my research project were from PlayTeam, I was 

interacting with many different departments within PlayOrg, and thus some of the participants 

were from other teams. Next, I spell out the field relations between the field researcher (“I”) and 

the participants (“them”). 

3.4 THE PARTICIPANTS AND I 

My entrance into the ethnographic field can be seen as a historical event. As I explicated earlier, 

being a programmer, I envisaged that joining the PlayOrg would be a simple activity insofar as I 

had had the experience of working in similar organizations. I am also well versed in many 

enterprise systems and technological architectures. Nonetheless, my prior understandings were 

challenged upon my entrance to the field as I found myself in a practice world where I was 

introduced as a researcher. I met PlayTeam the morning of my joining. My background and my 

research interests were made clear to the whole team. Perhaps this is the first instance of enforcing 

an ethnographic distance in the field (Anteby 2013). Of course, I did not see it as inhibiting but 

my preconceptions of me ‘being an employee’ were challenged, and I found myself a guest in their 

home. 

The concept of ‘guest’ is a fruitful way to think of the initial entrance of fieldworker and how an 

ethnographer gradually changes his or her status, through rites of passage, from being a guest to 
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being a part of the household. Jansson (2003) says that the arrival of a guest essentially disrupts 

the ongoing practices in a household (pp. 24-34); in this way, the arrival of an ethnographer in 

the field creates a practice breakdown in the field and people immerse out of the practices in which 

they are usually absorbed, and the logic of practices comes to the fore (Heidegger 2008; cf. 

Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011, pp. 344ff). That is why Goffman (1989, p. 130) counsels 

ethnographers that “[the] first day you’ll see more than you’ll ever see again.” Indeed, at the end 

of the first day, I was reflecting on my own entrance and how it can be seen as the arrival into the 

practice world where I was ‘thrown’. My thrownness as an ethnographer, which indeed was a 

guest’s arrival, soon became prominent in the early sense-making in the field. My interactions 

with the participants and the field observations on the first day also became the basis of the 

theorizing of entrance as ‘thrownness’ that were then developed in Article II. An extended snippet 

from my field notes documents my initial encounters with the field and the participants: 

“1800. In my room. 

At the end of the first day, I am thinking about Tove Jansson’s description of how arrival 

of a guest disrupts the ways of a household; but, once some time has been spent ‘being 

there’, even the presence of the guest fades away and everyone goes back to their usual 

routines. The guest brings the background to the foreground, temporarily. In the 

beginning, no one notices this subtle shift in the practices because it is the guest who is the 

center of attention, not their everyday practices which are being disrupted. She reflected 

this phenomenon in recalling how arrivals of a guest changed her point of view. Am I, the 

researcher, a guest in this practice world? It appears so, but it doesn’t look like the only 

way to understand my situation. Firstly this is true for the obvious reason that I don’t know 

how the practices are here usually; and second, though my introduction to the team 

definitely brought their focus onto me, and that focus didn’t change for a while – this is 

just human, the way we all are, curious. This perspective unfolded interestingly: this guest 

perspective seems to become prominent in the very first few hours. From what I saw and 

felt later in the day is this: that everyone just went back to whatever they were supposed 

to be doing: the usual, the routine. This also included, surprisingly and pleasantly, 

shouting at errors, talking to the machines, eating at the desks, taking random breaks, 

asking for coffee breaks, leaving early, and so on. I neither feel someone observing me nor 

do I feel that they are feeling this; they are simply absorbed back into their work. 

So, the feeling of being an outsider is already starting to fade. This is amazing. I have been 

treated with respect and utter frankness. It is as if I am on my first day of work…Earlier, 
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[a senior manager] commented on my query on team’s working hours: “You know how 

they [developers] work...you are one of us, you should know [laughs].” Good to hear that 

they find that I am one of them, and yes, I know how software teams work because I was 

part of many, not a long time ago.” (excerpt from the field notes) 

The field note discloses how the many horizons of understanding were seen in a fusion in the field. 

First, the apparent understanding of being a guest was first observed then almost instantly shifted 

to a more everyday view. Second, the shift can be seen as a disruption, or a practice break down, 

that brings the logic of practices to the fore. Third, the practice breakdown, along with a historical 

thrownness, allowed me to engage with participants at their level; it created a possibility of an 

observation ‘along with’ them rather than of them. Fourth, a historical understanding also enabled 

a casual dialogue as the participants began to see me as ‘one of them’. Next, I will shed light on 

the logic of field practices using a multiplicity of participant observation methods that helped me 

immerse in the field. 

3.4.1 Participant Observation and Observant Participation 

Participant observation is a classical data collection technique in ethnographic research that 

hinges on “commitment to fieldwork” (Stocking 1983, p. 7). The commitment requires that a 

fieldworker not only observe the field practices but also ‘participate’ in them by becoming 

involved in the day to day situations (Goffman 1989). In this way, participant-observation 

becomes more than a simple mode of ethnographic enquiry and can be seen as an involved 

practice in the field. Goffman (1989, p. 125-6) says that in participant observations, ethnographers 

are required to put themselves into field situations and live through the “same crap” the 

participants are subjected to in their everyday situation. This rather graphic observation is also 

made by Van Maanen (2011a, p. 220). While, from the periphery, this ethnography seems to be in 

a standard organizational setting, I found that there are quite complex social interactions at work 

that endorse Goffman’s insights. Article VI is dedicated to the unfolding of a field event where I 

was involved and found myself implicated in a practice breakdown in a form of temporary 

dislocation of the PlayTeam. 

My initial encounter with the field was as a participant observer, as Article II documents. 

However, I gradually moved to become an observing participant as I found myself a ‘player’ in 

their playing field, as Articles IV and V document. My involvement reconfigured my spatial 

orientation in the field, and I was able to see the field and the team from a closer, more intimate 

perspective. In many of the casual chats, the teammates discussed their personal situations that 

included familial, emotional, religious and organizational politics. The interviews, too, began to 
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be more candid and casual and took the form a free narrative. Anteby (2013, p. 1278) explains the 

logic of intimacy through an ethnographer’s personal involvement in field situations: 

“Regardless of a scholar’s position in and relation to a field, she gains access to the 

everyday life of individuals and typically develops some form of field involvement… [As] 

personal involvement gradually builds. Involvement can sometimes become so intense 

that, for example, other field participants confide their utmost secrets to the scholar” 

During the course of the fieldwork, my role gradually transformed from that of a participant 

observer to an involved, observing participant. In the later perspective, I was both an observer 

and participant, involved in practice and yet maintaining a professional distance, and this was 

when the field situations started to make sense rather fluidly. 

3.4.2 Ethnographer as Observer and Participant 

Although the participants were fully aware of my role as a researcher, I observed that, as my 

involvement increased in the field, they stopped taking notice of my role as an external researcher. 

Of course, they always knew and often inquired about my research, but they transformed their 

viewpoints from seeing me as a researcher who happened to be there, to a teammate who is also 

a researcher. This became clear gradually as once they joked about another ‘researcher’ who came 

to the organization but ‘no one knew what she was doing’ and consequently no one from the team 

made any effort to interact with her. On the other hand, a teammate once referred to me as a ‘cat’ 

of the house, referring to my transparent presence in their practice world; this event is captured 

in Article VI. 

As stated earlier, I was simultaneously involved and yet kept my ethnographic distance in the field 

practices (Anteby 2013; Clifford 1983, p. 128). In such involvement, Brewer (2000) remarks that 

many problems, such as conflicting interpretations and socializations in and out roles, can be 

addressed. However, this involvement requires an orientation in the field, which can only be 

achieved through a role that is historically entwined with the field (Hammersley and Atkinson 

2007, p. 99; Myers 2013, p. 145). Prior to my entrance into the field, I was a software engineer, 

and in the field, I was, again, a software engineer. Thus, I was able to see both the technological 

practices, by getting involved in the project tasks and getting close to the participants’ perspective 

in relation to the organizational IS as well as in everyday interactions. Brewer (2000, pp. 61-2) 

further asserts the significance of involvement through specific roles in the field: 

“With observant participation there are no problems of resocialization, acceptance or 

misunderstanding, since it is a familiar role and often in a familiar setting, but the observer 

must have a suitable role in which to observe where probing questions can be asked 
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without appearing unusual or untypical. The role must be permanent enough to allow 

intensive observation of a period of time and be sufficiently broad and encompassing to 

permit access to a cross-section of events, activities and people in the field” 

My role as a software engineer helped me to be comfortable ‘being there’ in the field and more 

specifically, made it possible to engage with organizational structures just as the participants did 

in their everyday situations. However, I observed that such involvement is a tricky business, and 

often it is not possible to distance oneself from the situations (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, 

p. 63). For instance, I was often called to give feedback on the project which was central to my 

participants’ work. On other occasions I found myself in situations where the task was to design 

technological solutions that might essentially change the nature of work practices. In this 

perspective, I found support in engaged scholarship (Anteby 2013; Baskerville and Myers 2015); 

I worked on many solutions ‘along with’ the participants rather than simply relying on my 

technical expertise which bore the risk of exploiting the ethnography through a strictly involved 

role. 

Baskerville and Myers (2015) develop the idea of ‘design ethnography’ that hinges on the “active 

engagement” in the field (p. 39). Taking a leaf from their thesis, I can say that while my role 

steered clear of specifically designing an artifact, the involved nature of my fieldwork leant toward 

the possibility of a design ethnography. This was particularly visible in the software engineering 

tasks, ‘moving along’ with the participants in designing solutions (Baskerville and Myers 2015, p. 

36). Further, I constantly found myself in different situations and worked on different parts of the 

PlayProj, as discussed earlier in section 3.1. Finally, the participants tended to involve me in many 

projects simply because I was ‘one of them’, as Article II argues at length. 

3.4.3 Participants as Observees and Interpreters 

An ethnographer in the field is implicated in the ongoing surrounding field practices by virtue of 

‘being there’ with participants in their practice world. The participants are actively involved in the 

fieldwork insofar as the participants observe the ethnographer as well as the ethnographer 

observing them. The fieldwork is a dialogue. Klein and Myers (1999, p. 74) say that participants 

are “interpreters” and “analysts” of the fieldwork insofar as they adjust their horizons of 

understanding, which in turn allows ethnographers to revise their understandings of the field 

practices. In this way, the fieldwork is a constant interpretation and participants can be seen as 

‘in a dialogue’ with the ethnographers. Throughout the fieldwork, I saw my everyday practices as 

a conversation with the participants in which both they and I were equally vocal. 
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At PlayOrg, my work involved working closely with others. Our everyday practices were essentially 

entwined. For instance, a trivial task, such as ‘going through the knowledge base’ in order to look 

for certain technical information, required close interactions with many teammates and other 

participants. Here, I would ask them about the information, and often in doing so, I had to explain 

what exactly I was looking for and what I wanted to do with it. They, then, usually explained the 

technical details before showing me how I could access that part of the knowledge base. The 

dialogical practices were thus found to have an interpretive beginning: a preface to a dialogue. In 

this way, I found that the preamble of practices is critical in order to grasp the logic of the involved 

fieldwork. 

I observed the day in day out interactions that disclose the entwinement logic of practices. First, 

some teammates often had to revise their views on technical details when I was working on the 

same task; consequently, their viewpoint would shift after our project discussions. On other 

occasion, a small chat often resulted in a longer discussion involving many other participants 

because there were more than one stakeholder, or ‘owners’, of certain knowledge base articles. 

Further, any change also had to be discussed and approved in a peer review fashion. Second, my 

work often surfaced in the everyday discussions in the field as well as in the interviews. In this 

perspective, the participants indicated how a small change, for instance, a single line of isolated 

‘programming code’, or an interpretation of a snippet of code, affected their views on technological 

practices. I found that as most of my teammates were young professionals, they were indirectly 

learning from my technological practices, as I was learning from them. As I mentioned earlier, 

one participant referred to me as ‘my guru’ even though there was no direct training involved. 

However, it is the ‘observant’ nature of participants’ practices that shed light on the shift in the 

horizon of understandings in field practices. Third, the involved nature of fieldwork discloses the 

participants as ‘analysts’ of the actual fieldwork in the rather candid discussions.  

In rare episodes, during casual chats, participants invoked my research topic to discuss how 

technology has become pervasive in everyday situations. During a team lunch at a nearby 

restaurant, after we had ordered I noticed that everyone was silent because everyone was using 

their phone for some purpose – except Amy (a pseudonym). I had a casual chat with her about 

this, and I had also interviewed her by then. My field notes record the following: 

“[As everyone was using their smartphones,] it was so vivid that Amy could not help 

noticing it and said: “look at us, we are all with our phones and not talking to each other.” 

She said it is lunch time and “we should be together here” rather than getting busy on the 

phone. Bill said sheepishly that he was checking office email. Kim, however, didn’t see it 
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as a problem, she said that at home even during dinner “the phone is always there,” she 

pointed at her phone. She said that everyone nowadays has a phone, and it is not a ‘big 

deal’ to use it all the time. However, Amy pointed to James and said that not everyone has 

a smartphone. James replied, “No, I don’t,” and added that he has a regular phone which 

he never takes with him when he goes out with friends because “I don’t see the need, I am 

here to have the lunch, not to use the phone.” Amy nodded positively and said that during 

her family dinners, “all phones are put in a phone box,” and she laughed that her mother 

even asks everyone to put their phones in a special box during dinner.” 

This little episode captures how participants interpreted and analyzed both the fieldwork and the 

fieldworker’s viewpoint in a fluid manner. On other occasion, some of the participants’ explicitly 

invoked my research to make a specific point concerning the pervasive aspect of technological 

practices. They were also curious about finding out about the research progress, and I provided 

them with my preliminary analyses, in the form of conference papers, as we had agreed in the 

research ‘consent forms’. Of course, this was a matter of both research ethics as well as general 

curiosity. Finally, I found that such discourse was also impregnated with self-reflection, as the 

events discussed here can be seen as moments of temporary practice breakdown (Sandberg and 

Tsoukas 2011, pp. 347-350) where one pauses and thinks about the ongoing practices. 

A different aspect of dialogical fieldwork is found in the ethnographic interviews where 

participants were friendly and candid, and the conversation confessional, as they revealed their 

personal viewpoints at great length. As discussed next, a critical dialogue can be seen as a free 

narrative form of the logic of practices. 

3.4.4 Free Narrative in Ethnographic Interviews 

I initially followed a semi-structured ethnographic interview model with no fixed questions, and 

instead invoked guiding queries to steer the narrative of participants. However, most the 

participants opened their hearts and discussed matters that they cared about; some examples 

include discussion on familial perspectives, personal relationships, beliefs and spirituality, among 

other matters. They were up close and personal in a free narrative form (Myers 2013, p. 209; 

Tedlock 1991). Nonetheless, all discussions were anchored in the case under discussion – the 

everyday practices and the use of technology. Almost all the interviews mirrored a tracking of the 

narrative trails of the participants and resulted in unstructured rich dialogical conversations. 

Following Clifford (1988, pp. 55-91), I invoke the narrative as a pervasive dialogical notion 

‘implicit’ in the fieldwork rather than a conventional narrative form. 
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An example of the free dialogical narrative is seen in an interview snippet, presented verbatim 

next. Here, the discussion suddenly switched to a more personal level when the participant Jim 

made known his doubts about the efficiency of IT in everyday situations. He questioned the 

ubiquity of IT in everyday life and organizational scenario. He said that he found the idea of 

ubiquitous technology problematic, and he tried to find non-technological solutions wherever 

possible in many situations – as a result, he offered a personal narrative as an alternative 

understanding. The snippet began when I asked him to consider a larger pervasive technological 

scenario: 

“But if the whole world will go technological – 

And, then we will have no option and we had no way to look outside of business <laughs> 

or we didn’t have to use our hands or legs, we just used our minds to play the game or 

anything like that, I think probably if society kind of directed itself in that way then we 

would kind of, a lot of people would merge. But I think inherently as human beings seeking, 

like, happiness <laughs>, it, there will be a lot of resistance against it. 

Can technology bring happiness? 

Umm, No <laughs>.  

But if things are efficient, are they not a source of happiness? 

No <laughs>. 

Then what is the source of happiness? 

I think, like, we have to go right back to the <pause>, okay, I'm a Buddhist so I study a lot 

of life philosophy and a lot of times we, like, the source of happiness is to bring out our 

really strong characteristics, you know, the things like overcoming problems. The other 

one is to overcome our sufferings, and there are lots of things involved in that. And, you 

know, kind of reaching our goals and being, you know, being compassionate. So 

technology can help us reach these goals but it can’t do it for us <laughs>. 

So from the Buddhist perspective, do you think the new technology has an essence or not? 

I think that technology is just technology, but the people, that’s the key to where we find 

happiness. It’s not about kind of, like, it’s not focused on the tool or whatever that we’re 

using to reach the happiness, it’s the how we can, how we look in [sic.] ourselves spiritually 

and that sort of thing to find, not find happiness, but to really bring out true happiness. 

Because there are lots of things that people think is happiness. You know, they think if I 
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can get a house that has a million things or whatever, I'm happy. But, you know, and I 

guess it also depends on what your view of happiness is. But I don't believe that happiness 

is something that is kind of obtained through something else [like technological products] 

<laughs>, [or] like obtained [through a technological means], [it] is not outside of yourself, 

it’s within yourself.” 

As the narrative shows, the discussion departed from the original question concerning 

technological interactions to an intimate revelation about personal beliefs. Most of the interviews 

were similar. I discovered that many private practices are found to be intimately entwined with 

technological practices within organizations. This is further significant as Jim, on a different 

occasion, mentioned that he sees his career, and position within PlayOrg, as a Buddhist spiritual 

phenomenon. In his viewpoint, a work practice that has little or no spiritual significance is seen 

as uncritical and not worth pursuing. Indeed, he ultimately left the organization, on the same 

grounds, during the course of the fieldwork. Such aspects are interesting but they are out of the 

scope of this study – I shall only draw on them to make the case for the logic of practices. 

3.5 SUMMARY 

This chapter has set the scene for the articles which follow. It is important to grasp the details of 

the interpretive fieldwork before engaging with the field evidence (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 

1997a, 1999, 2013; Myers and Newman 2007). I have shed light on the nature of the field, the 

position and historicity of the fieldworker in the field, data collection and working in the field, and 

my practical interaction with participants and their perspective on the fieldwork. In this way, this 

chapter has revealed the intricacies of the fieldwork and invited readers to put themselves in the 

ethnographer’s shoes. 

The next chapter is the first in a series of six original publications. The first article addresses the 

question of entrance into the field. It shows that the ethnographers’ positions in the field and their 

mode of entry is intimately entwined with the horizon of historicity and their preconceptions. The 

subsequent chapters will then explain the entwinement logic of practices, in the field, and then 

making sense of entwinement as a ludic practice. The final chapter will provide critical reflections 

on the fieldwork, during the last phase of this ethnography, and discloses the practice breakdowns 

in entwinement as spatial volatility in the field. The final two chapters will then evaluate and 

discuss the contributions of this research project. 
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4 ARTICLE II – ENTERING THE FIELD 

Abstract 

The concept of ‘the field’ is significant to ethnographic research as well as qualitative field 

research methods. However, how a field researcher approaches and then enters the field 

is usually taken for granted in the information systems research literature. I suggest that 

entrance is a distinct phase in ethnographic fieldwork that follows negotiating the access 

in the field. I argue that entrance is not a trivial event; rather, it is a rite of passage into 

a complex practice world and marks a critical field moment. Drawing on my 

ethnography and insights from hermeneutics and anthropology, I show that a practical 

understanding of the field represents a fusion of horizons where a fieldworker is thrown. 

The concept of thrownness highlights the fact that the fieldworkers’ own historicity and 

prejudices affect their entrance into the field; hence entrance into the field orientates an 

ethnographer in the field and influences the entire period of fieldwork that follows. The 

theorizing presented here is intended as a contribution toward advancing the discussion 

of qualitative research methods. 

Keywords– fieldwork, entrance, access, critical field moment, ethnography, hermeneutics, 
interpretive field research, qualitative research methods. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

Ethnographic research in Information Systems (IS) is often used in critical and interpretive 

studies of social, organizational and technological phenomena (e.g., Bell et al. 2005; Harvey and 

Myers 1995; Lee and Myers 2004; Myers and Young 1997). It is an anthropological method with 

strong philosophical and theoretical foundations (e.g., Geertz 1973, 2000b). The ethnographic 

corpus in IS research contains significant contributions to methodology such as guidelines of field 

research (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 1999), dramaturgical analysis of qualitative interviews 

(Myers and Newman 2007), spatiality in the fieldwork (Dourish and Bell 2007), confessional and 

reflexive techniques (Schultze 2000a, b), and most recently a toolkit for design ethnography 

(Baskerville and Myers 2015; cf. Nandhakumar and Jones 1997).  

The pivotal constituent of any ethnographic research is fieldwork. An ethnographic field 

researcher, or simply a fieldworker, enters the field in order to learn new social and cultural 

practices and their meanings (Myers 1999). In a sense, a fieldworker is like a child who learns by 

observing and participating in a new world (Van Maanen 2011a, p. 75; 2011b, p. 220). After 

gaining the access to the field, an ethnographer attempts to develop “an intimate familiarity with 
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the dilemmas, frustrations, routines, relationships, and risks that are part of everyday life” in 

order to enter the practice world of the participants (Myers 1999, p. 5). The entrance into the field 

orients the ethnographer in a new practice world (Geertz 1973, pp. 10-28). The moment of 

entrance relates to a rite of passage in the fieldwork and can provide access to deeper local 

knowledge of the field practices. 

Despite the significance of ethnographers’ entrée, a critical theorizing of how a fieldworker enters 

the field is absent in the IS research literature. Instead, the entrance is usually taken for granted 

as a relatively simple matter often paired with or synonymized with negotiating access to the field; 

that is, an administrative issue. The focus of discussions of qualitative methods usually centres 

the later issues concerning data collection or analysis (cf. Myers 2013, pp. 80ff, 139ff; e.g., 

Nandhakumar and Jones 1997, p. 117; Schultze 2000b, pp. 92-3). Entering the field is thus 

erroneously reduced to a rather trivial event in the course of the fieldwork, the only issue being 

one of gaining or ‘negotiating’ access to the research site. I propose that entrance into the field is 

by no means a trivial enterprise; rather, one’s entrance affects the entire course of fieldwork that 

follows: entrance is a critical field moment (Trigger et al. 2012, p. 514). Like other critical field 

moments, it is an important milepost in the fieldwork, just as, if not more important, than ‘living 

with’ (acceptance) and ‘living like’ (immersion) the participants (Van Maanen 2011a; b, p. 2, 80) 

as well as exiting from the field (Michailova et al. 2014).  

I follow Heidegger (2008) and, in particular, his being-in-the-world analysis, to develop a 

practice-oriented interpretation of entering the field. I understand a fieldworker’s entrance into 

the field as being thrown into a world where one makes sense of it using one’s historical position 

across space and time, amidst already existing structures, things and practices (Heidegger 2011, 

p. 26; cf. Schatzki 2006b, p. 171; Van Maanen 2011a); thus, I critically acknowledge that we always 

already have a horizon of understanding before we enter the field. The concept of thrownness 

suggests that we interpret and understand the world from the horizon of our prior background 

practices and experience (Heidegger 2008, p. 36ff; cf. Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013). Our 

horizon of understanding provides us with our spatiotemporal orientation in the field (cf. Geertz 

1973). Such horizons of understandings include, but are not limited to, our historicity, 

temporality, spatiality, everyday language and presuppositions of the phenomena (Gadamer 

1989). From these horizons we, then, make sense of the situations we find ourselves in the field. 

A critical field moment thus argued to be examined and understood through an interplay of 

multiple horizons of understanding. 
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In this paper, I provide a critical interpretive understanding of a fieldworker’s entrance into the 

field and how it can be theorized while remaining grounded in everyday practices. The empirical 

evidence comes from my ethnographic field study at a large-scale information technology (IT) 

services organization in Asia-Pacific (references to be added later) and using insights from critical 

hermeneutics and interpretive anthropology. I offer an interpretation of entrance into the field as 

critical field moment by analysing it through a rite of passage into a practice world where an 

ethnographer is thrown (cf. Marcus 2009, p. 12; Sluka and Robben 2012, p. 17).  

The structure of this paper is as follows. Taking a cue from the anthropological literature on 

ethnographic methods, I first discuss the need for theorization of entrance into the field. I then 

present some hermeneutic principles to lay the groundwork for my interpretations. Next, I discuss 

entrance into the field in terms of Heidegger’s concept of thrownness. This is followed by some 

empirical evidence from the field. The final section provides a critical discussion on the 

methodological implications for IS scholars and fieldworkers. 

4.2 INTERPRETING THE FIELD IN FIELDWORK 

The concept of ‘the field’ is central to qualitative enquiry, particularly ethnography and 

interpretive field research (Goffman 1989; Jones 2014b; Klein and Myers 1999; Van Maanen 

2011a; Ybema et al. 2009). However, what is the field? And what does it mean to enter the field? 

Is the field simply a locality out there, waiting to be discovered? If that is the case, then entering 

the field is a rather trivial exercise; it is a mere stepping stone after gaining access to a physical or 

virtual venue.  

Organizational fieldworkers often see physical entrance to a research site as actual entrance in the 

practice world (Harrington 2003; Jones 2014b, p. 116). That is, entrance is understood as a 

physical activity achieved by the virtue of gaining access. For example, Jones (2014b) extends 

Goffman (1989) to make a distinction between getting in (access) and getting on (entrance, 

acceptance) in the field. While a distinction between getting in and getting on is a useful one, the 

latter is a rather broad term that also includes other critical field moments such as acceptance, 

immersion and engagement in the field.  Jones however warns that while gaining access requires 

following the rules and norms of the research site, say an organization, such administrative 

strategies are not always sufficient to access let alone enter the lives of people in the field. 

Accordingly, Myers (2013, pp. 140-1) reminds us that the physical entrance only relate to the 

access to the spatial field. All fieldworkers began their journey as a strangers trying to make sense 

of the new unfamiliar world (Fine and Hallett 2014; Kunda 2013). Of course, ethnographic access 

is also neither a simple nor a once-off matter, it needs to be maintained by developing 
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relationships in the field and sustained during the course of the fieldwork (Harrington 2003). The 

politics of negotiation and interpersonal challenges are strategies of gaining sustainable access 

and not entrance in a practice world (on complex access strategies see Van Maanen 2011b, pp. 

84ff). Rather, a simple following of rules of an unfamiliar world could be treacherous as genuine 

efforts of fieldworkers could appear as mimicry and not authenticity. Indeed, a naïve 

ethnographer, in an attempt to gain rite of passage, risks appearing as stranger trying to break in 

as “burglar-researcher” in the practice world of the participants (Alvesson 2009, p. 162).  

It is one thing to arrive physically there in the field (access) and another to be there along with 

the participants (entrance) living with them in their everyday situations (Kunda 2013). The task 

of fieldworkers, after gaining access, is to gain familiarity and, in so doing, acquire certain 

knowledge about the field that will change their status from an outsider to a temporary member 

of the practice world (Moeran 2009). While ethnographic access relates to negotiation and 

rapport, entrance is an exercise of meaning- and sense-making in the field in which a fieldworker 

attempts to become part of a larger whole. Entrance in the field is thus a critical field moment 

and, living through which, fieldworkers can gain rich local knowledge from the inside of the field 

(Geertz 2000b). A local knowledge is significant as researchers needs to make important decisions 

in the field that can essentially shape the fieldwork and can force the subsequent decisions to 

certain directions (Harrington 2003, p. 594; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2009, pp. 65-6).  

In this vein, taking a leaf from anthropological scholarship, I suggest a multi-perspective practice-

oriented approach is needed to grasp the fieldworker’s entrance into the field. The entrance can 

determine fieldworkers’ position within the circle of understanding in the field, where they fit, 

and where they find themselves in the existing everyday world of the participants (Geertz 1973; 

also see, Myers and Young 1997; Rabinow 2007). How one enters the field influences the 

dynamics of the fieldwork and to a large extent determines what one is going to find out in the 

field (Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013, pp. 31-46). Entrance in a sense is a rite of passage into a 

practice world, a critical field moment (cf. Clifford 1983; see Rabinow 2007). One’s entrance into 

the field marks a status changing event that is pivotal in forging a plausible ethnography insofar 

as it can influence the entire period of fieldwork. In this perspective, entrance into the field is 

disclosed as a significant rite from a theoretical as well as a practical point of view. The way a 

fieldworker enters the field, then, determines the way fieldwork will be conducted; a problematic 

entrance might lead to problems of authenticity and plausibility of the research. 

Perhaps the significance of entrance can be further brought forth by understanding the field where 

one enters. The field is the home of the phenomena and as Dreyfus (1991a, p. 162) explicates: “we 
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can only describe the phenomena as they show themselves and show how they fit with the rest of 

human existence.” Here, the task of an ethnographer is argued to coherently document and tell a 

plausible account of how the field phenomena is entwined with practices through dialogical 

reasoning in order to preserve and disclose multiple horizons of understandings (Clifford 1988, 

p. 63). The entrance is thus an initial encounter with a complex practice world (cf. Heidegger 2011, 

pp. 210ff; Van Maanen 2011a) where the participants are already entwined in a nexus of historical 

practices (Schatzki 2010). The fieldworker encounters, lives through, and makes sense of this 

world via engaging in the everyday practices in the field (Anteby 2013; cf. Goffman 1989, p. 125). 

After gaining access, in order to achieve the entrance, the fieldworker needs to develop an intimate 

familiarity with the everyday affairs of the people (cf. Geertz 1973, pp. 432ff). Such an enterprise 

calls for absorbing oneself in the field and involves skilful coping in everyday practices to reach 

the “epistemic core” of the field (cf. Dreyfus 1991a, pp. 60ff; Fine and Hallett 2014, p. 191). In this 

way, gradually the fieldworker’s comprehension of the field phenomena becomes automatic and 

her responses transparent in practice. While access is often a negotiated process, the entrance is 

arguably an engaged practice that is often achieved by being vulnerable and involving in field 

situations (Geertz 1973, pp. 413-7; Goffman 1989). Thus, insofar as a fieldworker steadily becomes 

one with the world of participants, the field practices, too, slowly become intelligible and the field 

tend to become a familiar place rather than an alien world. A fieldworker finds her place in the 

field apropos to a part belonging to a whole by actually engaging in the field practices (cf. Anteby 

2013; contra cf. Nandhakumar and Jones 1997; for an ethnographic discussion, see Rabinow 

2007). As this transparency is achieved in practice, the field becomes a world where one belongs, 

where everything makes sense simply by virtue of being there (Geertz 2000b, p. 69; cf. Van 

Maanen 2011a), arguing thus: ‘being there’ along with the people, living in their everyday 

situations, is what gives the fieldwork significance. I now further elaborate on the significance of 

dialectical nature of being there through ‘the fundamental principle’ of interpretive field research, 

that is the concept of hermeneutic circle (see, Klein and Myers 1999, pp. 71ff). 

4.2.1 The Field as a Hermeneutic Circle 

While I acknowledge that there might be other points of departure to grasp the entrance (for a 

discussion see, Gupta and Ferguson 1997a), I draw on insights from phenomenological 

hermeneutics to theorize entrance into the field to be consistent with my interpretive lens (Geertz 

2000b; Heidegger 2008). I first of all problematize the concept of the field by mapping it to the 

hermeneutic circle insofar as it deals with the “dialectic between the understanding of the text as 

a whole and the interpretation of its parts, in which descriptions are guided by anticipated 

explanations” (Myers 2004, p. 107). Using hermeneutic circle to interpret the logic of everyday 
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practices, I understand that we always already find ourselves in a practical situation where our 

meaning- and sense-making of a current phenomenon pivots on our apposite prior experiences, 

pre-understandings and presuppositions (Gadamer 1989, pp. 268ff; Heidegger 2008, pp. 188ff). 

We are never out but inside practices from within which we make sense of the world and the 

concerned phenomena. 

Geertz (2000b, pp. 5ff) applies the concept of the hermeneutic circle to fieldwork by discussing 

how fieldworkers develop a practical understanding of the field phenomena. For example, if we 

are studying a particular culture, in the field, the part (e.g., sacred symbol) can only be understood 

in the context of the whole (e.g., a culture, a belief system). Similarly, when a fieldworker access 

the field, he or she might not be aware of the whole context, and thus has to enter the practice 

world in order to try to grasp its practical logic before moving on to make sense of the 

phenomenon (cf. Van Maanen 2011a, p. 220).  

In a sense, field researchers, too, are in a hermeneutic circle (cf. Schultze 2000a, pp. 25ff) as they 

continually engage in many interpretations of their self–understanding and of their 

understanding of the world viz. the field where they find themselves. Thus, acknowledging Geertz 

(2000b), we can say all interpretations of the field need to begin by taking an immersive view that 

one is already absorbed in the practices of the field. As Dreyfus (1991a, p. 4) succinctly points out, 

“one must always do hermeneutics from within a hermeneutic circle.” Entrance, too, can only be 

partially understood by a conceptually detached theorizing, rather it is a practically engaged 

enterprise. I now make the logic of the entrance into field explicit by discussing the structure of 

understanding in a hermeneutic circle (the field). 

4.2.2 The Structure of Understanding in a Hermeneutic Circle 

The hermeneutic circle can be seen as dialectic of many horizons of understanding. In this 

dialectic, Heidegger (2008, pp. 191ff) points to a trinity of minute horizons within every 

interpretation which he refers to as fore-structure that consists of, 

i) fore-having (our taken for granted background);  

ii) fore-sight (our assumptions concerning the interpretations); and, 

iii) fore-conception (our expectations; something we already grasp). 

The hermeneutic circle, thus, spells out the significance and intricacies of our presuppositions. 

While fore-having can be understood as what the fieldworker takes for granted about the field 

site, fore-sight is the horizon from where one observes and participates in the site, e.g., researcher, 

participant, etc. From the perspective of one horizon, one observes the other; taken together it is 
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our fore-conception which enables us to make sense of the phenomena in the field. Thus our 

background, our historicity, plays a crucial role in our everyday sense-making. In this way, before 

one develops a practical understanding of the field practices, it is essential to grasp the field 

phenomena appropriately. Heidegger (2008, p. 195) puts emphasis on one’s entrance into the 

hermeneutic circle as follows: 

What is decisive is not to get out of the circle but to come into it in the right way…. To be 

sure, we genuinely take hold of this possibility only when, in our interpretation, we have 

understood that our first, last, and constant task is never to allow our fore-having, 

foresight, and fore-conception to be presented to us by fancies and popular conceptions, 

but rather to make the scientific theme secure by working out these fore-structures in 

terms of the things themselves. 

Hence, Heidegger stresses, all understandings are connected in a series of fore-structures – 

including one’s historicity – that cannot be eliminated. He says that we cannot truly set aside our 

prior knowledge before interpreting a phenomenon. If we apply this to fieldwork, this means that 

the fieldworker needs to become as aware as possible of these fore-structures and take account of 

these interpretive influences in their entrance to the field. Being aware of fore-having, fore-sight 

and fore-conception serves as the foundation for understanding the field phenomena. We can say 

that the authenticity of the interpretation of any observation hinges on a fieldworker becoming 

aware of and transparently interacting with the phenomenon in the field; an understanding of 

these structures enables a fieldworker to go deep into participants’ practice worlds. 

Dreyfus (1991a, p. 199) advances the discussion and explicates the significance of the fore-

structure in an interpretation and redirects our attention to the circular relationship caused by 

our expectations (fore-conception) when making sense of a phenomenon. An interpretation 

occurs against a backdrop of assumptions in which the latter itself is conditioned upon the former 

through understanding (Figure 4–1). 
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Figure 4-1 Fore-structure’s Circular Relationship 

The circular relationship as illustrated in Figure 4–1 problematizes our understandings of 

everyday situations which we encounter. For instance, we develop understanding by interpreting 

a situation, but our interpretation is based on our assumptions concerning the phenomenon. 

Thus, we cannot truly set aside our presuppositions; any new understanding is always mediated 

through our historicity (Geertz 2000b). Gadamer (1989, pp. 271-3, 305) points out that our many 

horizons of understanding within the fore-structure seamlessly work or ‘fuse’ with each other. 

The field is a “fusion of horizons” in which an ethnographer takes and makes various perspectives 

through their prior and historical knowledge, their horizons of understanding (Boland and 

Tenkasi 1995; Gadamer 1989, p. 337). I will now take this idea further by discussing the 

hermeneutic concept of prejudice within an interpretation. 

4.2.3 The Role of Prejudice  

In critical hermeneutics, prejudice is not necessarily negative. According to Gadamer (1989, pp. 

269ff), a prejudice is our prior awareness or understanding of something. Our prejudices, our 

likes, and dislikes, are based on our previous experience and in a way sum up where we are coming 

from (cf. Myers 2004). In our fieldwork, research, and analyses, we cannot just detach ourselves 

from our history. Gadamer points out that without any prejudices (i.e., our pre-understanding), 

we cannot develop a new understanding of anything. However, this does not mean that all our 

prejudices are good. Bad prejudices are when we leap to conclusions, ignoring any evidence that 

might contradict our pre-understanding. In this way, Gadamer (1989, pp. 268–9) explicates that, 

prejudices are necessary for any new critical understanding to take place insofar as one is open to 

new meanings and understandings: 

All that is asked is that we remain open to the meaning of the other person or text. But this 

openness always includes our situating the other meaning in relation to the whole of our 

Interpretation

Understanding

Assumptions
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own meanings or ourselves in relation to it … This kind of sensitivity involves neither 

“neutrality” with respect to content nor the extinction of one’s self, but the foregrounding 

and appropriation of one’s own fore-meanings and prejudices. The important thing is to 

be aware of one’s own bias, so that the text can present itself in all its otherness and thus 

assert its own truth against one’s own fore-meanings. 

Accordingly, by paying critical attention to the prejudice in the fieldwork, we can say that a 

fieldworker enters a practice world with her own background practices. She, then, has to remain 

open to the meaning of this new world, while foregrounding and appropriating her own fore-

meanings and prejudices. It is important for her to be aware of her own biases so that she can 

allow the participants to assert their own truth against hers. Good prejudice thus allows an 

ethnographer to defer any value judgements and get closer to the participants’ practices in the 

field. 

4.3 GRASPING THE LOGIC OF ENTRANCE  

The field is a complex world where ethnography occurs and where the ethnographer finds herself 

(e.g., Geertz 1973; Goffman 1989; Myers and Young 1997; Schultze 2000a). In our thrownness, 

following Heidegger (2011, pp. 26, 44), the entrance into the field can be critically grasped as “the 

[spatial] state one finds oneself in.” When an ethnographer attempts to enter the field, the 

entrance is grounded in and entwined with her own fore-meanings and prejudices along with the 

fore-meanings and prejudices of the participants.  An ethnographer is thus thrown into a 

situation, but it is precisely this thrownness that enables her to respond and make sense of the 

field as a practice world (Heidegger 2008, pp. 219-224).  

The concept of thrownness suggests the authenticity of an ethnographer hinges on engaging with 

the field phenomena, getting involved and doing the activities in the field insofar as “‘one is’ what 

one does” (Heidegger 2008, p. 283). Of course, it is neither possible nor desirable to truly gain 

the native point of view, rather the hope is that, through appropriate entrance the gap between 

living like and living with the participants can be intimately closed (Van Maanen 2011b). In this 

vein, authentic ethnographic fieldwork requires the fieldworker to be practically doing the 

fieldwork and to be actively involved in the field practices (cf. Goffman 1989). This point of 

engagement is crucial for any authentic fieldwork (Golden-Biddle and Locke 1993, p. 599): it 

suggests that the fieldworker needs to be intimately involved with the participants’ practices in 

the field as opposed to becoming a mere spectator of them (Klein and Myers 1999, p. 74; cf. Van 

Maanen 2011a). 
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In the light of the above, we can see the field is not just where one finds oneself, but also how one 

finds it and what one does in it; the latter is delimited by our thrownness and the extent to which 

we engage in the fieldwork by doing the same activities as the participants. The concept of 

thrownness provides a tangible way for fieldworkers to make sense of the field. 

4.4 BEING THROWN IN THE FIELD  

Geertz (1973, p. 13) says that “finding [one’s] feet” is an important “personal experience” for 

ethnographic fieldworkers. When we are thrown into an unfamiliar situation, we need to find a 

firm place to stand on. But how do we start? If securing our feet is something that we need to do 

and practice, in order to gain entrance into the field, where do we begin? The answer lies in the 

practical engaged logic of practices: Heidegger (2008, pp. 458ff) says we are thrown and find the 

world already there before us. Thus, in our everyday practices, by the virtue of our being-in-the-

world, we are already in the world involved (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011, p. 350; cf. Schatzki 

2010); in other words, we are always already thrown in our everyday situations. We are thrown 

from one practice world to another. Rather than taking a detached conceptual position, we need 

to make sense of entrance through our engagement in the field. In thrownness, it is our horizons 

of understandings which, as shown earlier, help us make sense of the field, and help us find our 

feet. 

We encounter the field on the basis of our preconceptions, i.e. our prejudice horizon. However, 

we are thrown, not just into an environment or practice world, but also into a historical moment; 

thus our prejudice horizon is fused with the historicity of the field. Therefore, when we first 

approach the field, we have but a factical understanding of the field phenomena. One can grasp 

the difference between factual and factical as follows: while the latter is our ways to be 

(researcher, mother), the former is its properties (male, female). Dreyfus (1991a, pp. 20-5) 

explains that we can never be sure of our factical ways of understanding. In thrownness, our 

factical understanding of ourselves is always bound with others’ factical understanding of the field 

– a nexus of practices, equipment and entities – which we encounter (cf. Klein and Myers 1999, 

p. 74): our interpretation of phenomena in the field is their interpretation and vice versa. 

Heidegger (2008, p. 400) explains, 

[We get] dragged along in thrownness; that is to say, as something which has been thrown 

into the world, it loses itself in the “world” in its factical submission to that with which it 

is to concern itself. 
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Haar (1993) develops this idea further and points out that our standard response to being thrown 

is to get busy and engage ourselves in activities with one another. That is to say, we flee from 

anxiety by seeking shelter in everyday practices. That is why it is problematic to start making sense 

of the field as soon as one gains access. Rather, fieldworkers are required to do things as the 

participants do. Dreyfus (1991a, p. 236) says that we are thrown straight into the routine affairs 

of the field where the factical interpretation of practices matters more than a conceptual 

understanding. In a similar way, Ciborra and Willcocks (2006, p. 135) discuss thrownness in term 

of facticity and raise the significance of practices; they say the “concern for factical life expresses 

the re-balancing of activities,” that is, an everyday understanding of activities takes precedence in 

the field. We can then say that it is our thrownness that enables us to interpret the meaning of our 

interaction with the participants in the field.  

Further, when we find ourselves thrown into a practice world it often requires engagement with 

equipment, things and practices; again, the standard response is to follow established practices 

such as social or organizational norms before making sense of equipment and using them 

transparently (cf. Heidegger 2008, p. 190). Geertz (1973, p. 12) upholds the phenomenological 

interpretations of our engagement and provides a practical explication that hinges on making 

sense of everyday technological practices by taking a holistic engaged position: 

To play the violin it is necessary to possess certain skills, habits, knowledge, and talents, to be in 

the mood to play, and (as the old joke goes) to have a violin. But violin playing is neither the habits, 

skills, knowledge, and so on, nor the mood, nor (the notion believers in “material culture” 

apparently embrace) the violin. 

Geertz succinctly points out that playing the violin requires all of these things to come together at 

once; the whole performance is greater than the sum of the parts, and all need to be understood 

in a holistic harmony by interpreting a phenomena against a background of associated practices. 

He applies this point to fieldwork: upon encountering an unfamiliar practice, the fieldworker 

needs to take a holistic view of the field where the practice belongs before interpreting it. Further, 

a fieldworker needs to understand the significance of entwined background practices insofar as 

often these remain invisible and require one to be engaged in a practice in order to make sense of 

them. These ‘nexuses’ of background practices contain many things, purposes, norms and other 

sets of practices (Schatzki 2010). In thrownness, the participant observation, thus, is not “at them” 

as Boland (1985, p. 343) argues, but “with them.” Boland continues that in this way the 

“understanding comes step by step, layer by layer, as preconceptions, prejudices, and 

assumptions are recognized and seen through” (p. 343). Klein and Myers (1999, p. 74) go one step 
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further and elevate the participants’ status to researchers as interpreters as well as analysts 

insofar as “they alter their horizons by the appropriation of concepts used by [fieldworkers] 

interacting with them, and they are analysts in so far as their actions are altered by their changed 

horizons.” This dialectic view is also critically discussed by Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011, p. 350) 

who say the researchers, too, are “temporary participants” in the field practices. 

Hence, as fieldworkers, we find ourselves thrown in a field amidst an intricate nexuses of practices 

of the participants and equipment; in thrownness, the horizons of understandings of both the 

fieldworkers and the participants are entwined in the field. Next, I present some field evidences 

from my critical ethnography which illustrate how entrance in to the field can be understood as a 

rite of passage and theorized as thrownness in a practice world. 

4.5 RESEARCH METHOD 

I used ethnography to study the engagement with technologies in the everyday practices of young 

professionals in an organizational setting (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 1997a). The site of the 

ethnography was a large scale technology services organization in Asia-Pacific, from here onwards 

called PlayOrg. The fieldwork lasted just over eighteen months. I was in the field from August 

2013 to March 2015, three days a week. In accordance with the broader scope of the study, only 

the newest and youngest IT staff were considered. They were primarily newly hired graduates or 

people who were in their first year of employment at PlayOrg. 

As part of my ethical access negotiations, to paraphrase Geertz (1973, p. 22), I were to conduct 

fieldwork in an organization and not work for an organization in the field. It was neither my 

intention nor the management expectation to study for the organization. The access was 

maintained being an active project member at the coalface of the organization; it also meant that 

a full sustained access was implicitly gained to the organization’s IT systems and staff. Further, IT 

infrastructural access was granted simply by the virtue of being an engineer working on the 

project. The fieldwork lasted for eighteen months; the first author spent three days per week 

working on site. 

Engaged participant observation was the primary source of data. The daily field notes include 

“thick description[s]” (Geertz 1973, pp. 3-30) of the events and practices in the field. The field 

notes also include notes of weekly meetings, informal chats as well as audio notes, videos, 

photographs, personal logs and official electronic records (e.g., project communications, video-

conferencing, instant messaging, emails, graphic notes and illustrations). I also participated in 

two different recurring user group meetings. In addition to these sources, ten qualitative 
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interviews were conducted with select participants. These interviews were conducted according 

to the guidelines provided by Myers and Newman (2007). The interviews were informal, candid 

and rather confessional in nature and lasted between an hour and an hour and half. All interviews 

were digitally recorded except one. The unrecorded interview was meticulously and methodically 

reconstructed using interview notes and observation notes immediately after the session. The data 

were interpreted using hermeneutic analysis (Myers 2004) and followed the hermeneutic 

principles for interpretive field studies (Klein and Myers 1999). 

In the following discussion, I present the evidence primarily from the initial 270 hours of 

immersive observational data. This is the most relevant evidence pertaining to the entrance phase 

of the fieldwork. 

4.6 ENTERING THE FIELD 

As discussed earlier, there are many horizons of understanding in the field which determine one’s 

thrownness. Some of the examples are everyday language, historicity, prejudice, temporality and 

spatiality among others (Gadamer 1989; for a discussion in IS research, see Myers 2004). Here, I 

present the evidence for just two horizons namely, historicity and prejudice, to illustrate how a 

fieldworker’s entrance can be seen as being thrown in the ethnographic field. 

4.6.1 Horizon of Historicity 

I begin by expounding the historicity of the researcher (“I”). In my case, I, the ethnographer of 

this field research is also a seasoned programmer and has worked internationally in the corporate 

sector. During the initial contact with PlayOrg, it was evident that my prior technical skills were 

in line with the workplace IT practices of PlayTeam. Likewise, as stated earlier, my long-term 

research project objectives (i.e., studying of technological practices in organizations) were also 

somewhat closer to PlayOrg’s organizational strategy. The horizon of historicity discloses that the 

fieldworker (“I”) was thrown in a somewhat familiar world and had some pre-understanding of 

the horizons of the participants. In line with the hermeneutic of thrownness, entrance into the 

field and integrating into PlayTeam quickly became transparent as the field notes from the first 

day reflect: 

[one of the managers] commented on my query on the team’s working hours: “You know 

how they [developers] work...come on, you are one of us, you should know [laughs].” 

(Excerpt from the field notes). 

Being a researcher in an unfamiliar organization with a different culture can be challenging. Even 

the fieldworkers who once belonged to the larger practice world of the field face difficulties re-
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entering a rather familiar world (the Chicago school of fielwork is full of such examples, for a 

discussion see Anteby 2013, p. 1285). But, in this case, the fieldworker (“I”) was described as ‘one 

of us’ on the very first day of fieldwork, ostensibly because of prior work experience and histrocity. 

Being called ‘one of us’ also meant that it was much easier than expected to get intimately in touch 

with the participants’ horizons of understandings. This point further manifests itself in the candid 

and confessional nature of many informal chats and interviews. Consider my first encounter with 

a young programmer: 

In my first coffee area talk, I was asked: “You are a programmer?” I saw her eyes widen 

with curiosity. I replied yes, but when I started to give my background, I was promptly and 

continuously interrupted: “Which [programming] languages?”… “Which [software 

development] framework?” She completely ignored the fact that I was introduced as a 

researcher just a day ago. […] Her curiosity increased, as I provided details and was topped 

by a geeky compliment: “Ooh, C++ [programming language], very hard-core,” she smiled, 

almost turning into a giggle.  

[Later] when I asked her about…other team members, to my amazement I was told: “oh, 

you’ll like them; they are like us, you know, programmers!” (Excerpt from the field notes) 

What is interesting is the seemingly immediate change of perspectives of both the young 

programmer and the fieldworker (“I”). The significance of this change in practice is twofold. First, 

following Anteby (2013), we can see it as an instance of upholding ethnographic distance while 

remaining involved in the field. One minute I was the researcher, a complete stranger, doing 

research and just starting to explain what my research project is about (ethnographic distance); 

the next minute I became ‘like us’ and counted as being one of the team (ethnographic 

involvement). Without a fusion of horizon, without critically understanding our thrownness, it is 

rather difficult to be involved while keeping distance in the field. Second, I acknowledge the 

everyday aspect of this critical dialogue. Of course, this could be just a simple matter of luck or 

courtesy. But, nonetheless, it does seem to indicate a fusion of horizons, that is, the historicity of 

participants. In this case, it is the historical fact that both parties have a background in software 

development that is itself grounded in a certain set of practices, and it is this which establishes 

the dialogue. 

Although my role as researcher was clearly mentioned in the official introduction to the team, the 

young programmer seemed to forget about this and from then on simply treated me as a fellow 

software engineer; since I was working part-time as one as well. The other programmers reacted 

in the same way: none brought up the subject of research but seemed more interested in knowing 
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about the researcher’s computer science background. We can say that the horizon of historicity 

persists in the participants’ perspective. This historicity facilitated a prompt integration into the 

team as ‘one of us’ and paved the way toward engaged participation. It was no coincidence that I 

found the participants tend to became rather comfortable despite my presence as the researcher 

in the field. During project meetings and gathering, as early as in the first week, it allowed me to 

capture the evidence from within, up close and personal (see Figure 4–2). We can say that the 

participants’ understanding of the fieldworker was formed from the very first day of the fieldwork 

and influenced the entire period of fieldwork that followed. 

 

Figure 4-2 Thrown in the Ethnographic Field 

In the light of above, using the idea of historicity in thrownness, we can say that the fieldworker 

in this case quickly found his feet, but this was only because of the shared background practices. 

Conversely, I suggest that it could be much more difficult for a fieldworker to find their feet if 

there was little or no tangible link between the participants and researcher’s histories; a fusion of 

horizons in the field would take longer to manifest and be more difficult to grasp. From the outset 

this might appear as a trivial observation, however the point is precisely to highlight the criticality 

of the everyday aspects of the fieldwork such as historicity that are often bracketed out as the focus 

is set on the phenomena in the foreground. In this way, for a fieldworker, neglecting to pay 

attention to the fusion of horizons at work, the manifold entwined perspectives of understanding, 

the field could become a treacherous place to be. Critical field moments risk getting lost as a 

consequence of poor orientation in the field. 
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Using my phenomenological hermeneutic lens, we can say that the historicity determines the 

thrownness and this thrownness is based on the fore-structure of understanding. Table 4–1 

summarizes the movement of understanding that took place when the researcher entered the 

field. First, the participants already belonged to a project team (PlayTeam) and thus the software 

development background of all the participants, the norms and culture of being a software 

engineer and so forth are simply taken-for-granted (fore-having). I too had belonged to many 

different software development teams before joining PlayTeam and thus my background was also 

taken for granted. Second, the fact that all the participants and the researcher had this shared 

background meant that they immediately made certain assumptions about the ethnographer, 

from the very first encounter (fore-sight). They simply assumed that I already knew about the 

work roles in a software development environment – there was apparently no need to explain how 

the team worked. Third, the fore-having and the fore-sight led to the participants now having 

certain expectations about what the fieldworker would do (fore-conception). Since I had previous 

organizational work experience in software development, the participants simply expected me to 

be already familiar with software coding practices and hence it was seen as a critical field moment 

which allowed me to integrate smoothly into the local team. Expectations in the field, especially 

aimed toward the researcher from the researched, to be immersed in the situations, are of utmost 

importance as they need to be actualized and not just remain possibilities (Coffey 1999, pp. 88-

9). The actualization of expectation is achieved through engagement with everyday practices and 

demonstrating that the researcher is indeed ‘one of them’ by getting involved in the work during 

the fieldwork and engaged with phenomena as expected by the others. 

 fore-having fore-sight fore-conception 

Participants Project Team 

 

e.g. PlayTeam 

Work roles 

 

programmers, managers 

Local familiarity 

 

e.g., coding practices 

Researcher Software 
development 
teams 

 

Ethnographer 

 

team member, software 
engineer 

Historical familiarity 

 

corporate IT experience 

Table 4-1 Fore-structure of Horizon: Historicity 

By spelling out the components of the fore-structure of the horizon of historicity we observe how 

a researcher’s engagement with participants in the field is grounded deeply in the historicity of 

everyday practices. Further, it shows how the field is entwined with the practices of both the 

researcher and the participants. As a researcher begins to engage in the fieldwork, it is, then, the 
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dialectical interactions within this horizon that enables understanding. The pre-understandings 

of the participants and the researchers are part of an on-going dialectic. Next, I explain these pre-

understandings further using the evidence concerning the horizon of prejudice. 

4.6.2 Horizon of Prejudice 

Having presented some evidence for the horizon of historicity, I now engage with evidence for the 

horizon of prejudice, to illustrate further how a fieldworker’s entrance can be seen as being 

thrown in the ethnographic field. 

As a working member of PlayTeam, I was asked to shadow and then to proceed to manage an on-

going technological change. This was simply due to an unforeseen human resource issue. 

However, this task assignment is a practical example of a ‘good prejudice’ insofar as the managers 

had a positive pre-understanding of researcher’s skills. Part of the work required me to attend 

meetings with technology stakeholders from other involved teams (in this case, PlayGroup). In 

one such meeting, there was a brief discussion about what advice the ethnographer might be able 

to give, to counter arguments from PlayGroup. Here we observe the significance of horizon of 

prejudice: the researcher (“I”) is asked to support PlayTeam based on assumptions (prejudice) 

about the researcher’s current role and previous practical experience (horizon of historicity). In 

this way, it was possible to disclose how subtly the two horizons fused transparently in practice.  

Regarding the above, consider this excerpt from the follow up meeting with a senior manager 

which occurred soon after the intradepartmental meeting with PlayGroup representatives: 

[the manager] said that he is really glad that finally “a real dialog” has started between 

PlayTeam and other teams [i.e., PlayGroup]. When I asked him to unpack what he means, 

he explained that sometimes the developers [in PlayTeam] are so quiet in saying their 

mind, “they’ll ignore everything as long as their code is compiling.” He continued to say 

that in such situations it is impossible to let others know what their point of view is… since 

no one says ‘what the problem is’. He then thanked me politely and said that he really 

needs “someone who knows the developers’ perspective, someone who speaks for the 

developers.” (Excerpt from the meeting notes) 

We observe how good prejudice discloses the developing intimacy with field practices vis-à-vis an 

entrusting expectation (fore-conception) in the field inasmuch as the ethnographer is seen as 

someone who might be able to ‘speak’ for the participants and present a plausible account of their 

perspective. Toward the end of the meeting, the same subject came to the fore again as the 

manager disclosed, 
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…referring to the [earlier] argument with PlayGroup, [he says] it’s good to have “this 

debate” and how “no one dares says anything, no one says their point of view,” [and] that 

after such discussions, only then, “we can find a ‘common ground’ which will help us… 

building better IT systems.” 

…When I was about to leave, he revealed that “Jim is the quiet one, I know his personality, 

that's why I put you with him, so you have to do a lot of talking,” I told him that I 

understand and will make sure we are all on the same page all the time, he nodded back 

and I moved back to my desk. (Excerpt from the meeting notes) 

At first glance, this conversation seems a matter of workplace openness. However, applying the 

thrownness lens, we see that the fieldworker (“I”) is thrown in the world a) against the horizon of 

prejudice and b) the prejudice reveals others’ (participants) positions in the horizon. That is, first, 

the prejudice discloses the work habits of the participants, which is not a negative thing but simply 

their absorption in practices. Along the same lines, the researcher’s counsel is sought, by the virtue 

of good prejudice (from my point of view), as it is grounded in rituals concerning standard 

technology practices which are otherwise overlooked in developers’ everyday technological habits. 

For instance, in this case, I was already familiar with software practices’ rules and regulations 

which the developers usually take for granted as they are immersed in their work. Thus, the 

prejudice laden decision of a manager led to a larger fusion of horizons, that is, an intra-team 

dialogue between PlayTeam and PlayGroup. 

Table 4–2 summarizes the movement of understanding with respect to the horizon of prejudice. 

Note that the fore-structure of the prejudice of participants is highly contextualized to their team, 

which is the practice world where they belong. Fore-having is what the team members and the 

researcher already have and take for granted. For example, they already have the certain IT 

equipment within PlayTeam and a historical background of using this equipment. Fore-sight is 

the assumptions that are made by the participants and the researcher. These assumptions include 

habitual practices such as workplace norms. Fore-conception is the participant’s and researcher’s 

expectations e.g. their expectations regarding the team adhering to certain milestones during the 

PlayTeam’s project work. In reflection, I can say that I was strongly thrown into the field inasmuch 

as I was freely asked to support PlayTeam in an on-going dialogue with another team, despite the 

acknowledged status of field researcher as independent and, to some extent as Sandberg and 

Tsoukas (2011) put, a ‘temporary participant’ in the field practices (for a related discussion on 

ethnographic involvement with distance, see Anteby 2013; contra cf. participatory field research, 

see Baskerville and Myers 2004). The upshot, nonetheless, is that the local horizons of 
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participants fuse with the horizons of understanding of the fieldworker, and both are driven by 

their corresponding prejudices. 

 fore-having fore-sight fore-conception 

Participants Equipment 

 

e.g., PlayTeam IT 

Habitual 

 

e.g., workplace norms 

Use 

 

e.g., project work 

Researcher Equipment 

 

PlayOrg IT 

Ritual 

 

programming practices 

Purpose 

 

organizational 
ethnography 

Table 4-2. Fore-structure of Horizon: Prejudice 

Consistent with the concept of thrownness, the intricacies of the fore-structure of the horizons of 

understanding presented here suggest that a) there is a dialectical interaction in the field practices 

which the fieldworkers encounters in their entrance and b) in order to interpret this dialectic, both 

the researcher’s and participants’ perspectives need to be taken into account. 

4.7 DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this paper has been to shed some light on a fieldworker’s entrance into the field 

and how it can be theorized while remaining grounded in everyday practices. I have used the 

concept of thrownness from Heidegger along with the hermeneutic concepts of historicity and 

prejudice to illuminate the practice of entrance. As I have shown, entrance into the field influences 

how an ethnographer initially engages with the participants in the research site; precisely, the 

entrance orientates the ethnographers in the field that, then, holds sway during the course of the 

fieldwork. 

4.7.1 The Distinction of Entrance 

Many qualitative researchers have discussed the topic of gaining access to a field site; insofar as 

gaining access can be a challenge, various suggestions have been made as to how the problem of 

access can be overcome (e.g., Gobo 2008; Myers 2013; Walsham 2006). However, as I have 

demonstrated, entrance into the field is not the same as gaining access to a field site. Whereas the 

‘access’ involves gaining permission to conduct research in a particular field setting, entrance is a 

rather engaged practice of what you see (and how you are seen) and what you do (and are asked 

or allowed to do) when you get there after gaining the access. In other words, entrance is about 

stepping into the practice world of participants. Hence access and entrance into an ethnographic 
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space are two different things: while gaining access is perhaps seen as an administrative concern 

(Gobo 2008, p. 118-126; Neyland 2008, pp. 63-65), entrance is a complex practical 

phenomenological enterprise that involves entering into the practice world of participants and 

requires researchers to be vulnerable to field practices in the field. 

Entrance is also shown to be entwined with historicity of the researcher. For example, it would be 

possible, for a fieldworker, to gain access to PlayOrg, but then a researcher without some practical 

experience of software development would not be regarded as ‘one of us’ from the very first day. 

Also, it is unlikely that the person would be asked to give advice in order to counter the arguments 

of another group within the field (e.g., another project team). This is not to say that being regarded 

as an outsider or as not being ‘one of them’ is necessarily a bad thing. But it does suggest that 

entrance into the field largely determines what the fieldworker sees and finds out.  

Hence the first contribution of this paper is to uphold the ethnographic significance of entrance 

as a crucial distinct phase in field research. I have shown that there is not one, but two distinct 

initial phases of qualitative field research namely, access and entrance. These phases relate to 

getting in (access) and being there (entrance) in the field. Both phases are equally important in 

enabling the fieldworker to immerse themselves in the world of participants. Field researchers 

need to avoid synonymising one with the other and rather pay ethnographic attention to the 

distinct critical field moments. 

4.7.2 Rite of Passage 

The second contribution of this paper is to disclose the entrance into the field as a critical field 

moment that marks the transition, not only from one phase to another, but from one status to 

another. That is, a rite of passage that determines what the fieldworker sees and does and how 

she is seen by others. In my case, entrance into the field marked a change of status from being an 

outsider to being ‘like us’ and being ‘one of us’: from that moment onwards the field was seen as 

a world to be in. Of course the notion of the entire period of ethnographic fieldwork being a rite 

of passage has long been an important theme in anthropology (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007), 

but the idea that entrance into the field can be seen as a rite of passage is new to the IS research 

literature on the qualitative research methods. I suggest that a critical acknowledgement of 

entrance as rite of passage is indispensable to IS field research. Through this rite of passage, a 

fieldworker aims to be one with the participants rather than embarking on the quest to become 

one of the participants (Geertz 2000b). Here, it is the thrownness of the fieldworkers, by 

orientating them in the field in order to achieve the entrance, which determines how immersive a 

researcher can be with the participants in their practice world. 
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4.7.3 Thrownness in the field 

The third contribution is a critical interpretive lens of thrownness that provides a way of 

methodically grasping the entrance, toward the rite of passage, after gaining access. The 

thrownness lens provides the possibility to understand the field as a complex world where a 

fieldworker needs to place herself in a way that the world makes sense to her by simply ‘being 

there’. This methodological insight is critical for IS ethnographers insofar as Geertz (1973, p. 24) 

warns against using sheer interpretations as synonymic methodical evidence what he refers to as 

“the besetting sin of interpretive approaches.” The interpretations need to be supported by 

“systematic mode[s] of assessment” (p. 24). I have provided an important new ethnographic tool 

in form of thrownness that ethnographers can also use to methodically assess the interpretations 

of their fieldwork.  

Using thrownness as a conceptual lens, fieldworkers can also become aware of their own 

historicity and prejudices. As they engage in a dialogue with the participants, awareness of their 

own prejudices should help them to be open to new meanings and understandings. Ethnographic 

awareness in the field let fieldworkers know their position in the field and from that position they 

can begin to approach and make sense of field practices. Thrownness suggests that awareness is 

an engaged practice rather than a detached state that one can achieve in the field simply by 

observing raw facts. Entering the practice world of the participants allows fieldworkers to ‘be in 

the situations’ in the field (Goffman 1989). Grasping entrance through thrownness allows the 

fieldworkers to be in the field, gain ethnographic awareness and, in effect, be at home in the world 

of participants (cf. Van Maanen 2011a). In this way, by acknowledging and understanding one’s 

thrownness in a situation, an ethnographer can critically engage in the field practices ‘along with’ 

the participants instead of reporting on mere observations. 

4.7.4 Research Instrument Calibration 

In ethnographic research, the researcher is the primary data collection instrument; hence this 

instrument needs to be calibrated (Conquergood 1991, p. 180; Myers 2013, pp. 139, 187). A 

plausible ethnography is one where the readers know how the research instrument was calibrated: 

whom did the fieldworker talk to, what did they do, how long were they in the field, and so forth. 

Hence, a fourth contribution of this paper is to make instrument calibration explicit in 

ethnographic research. This is critical for scholarship as IS field researchers often presume the 

researcher is already automatically calibrated by virtue of academic training. Such assumptions 

are problematic and uncritical. Fine and Hallett (2014) say that entering the ethnographic field 

from academia is like being thrown from one field to another field. While academic training is 
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essential, it can only help apply the already learnt strategies in the field and become somewhat 

“partial and reflexive insider” that is often insufficient to interpret field evidence if an 

ethnographer’s position in the field is not calibrated (Fine and Hallett 2014, p. 89). In 

contemporary fieldwork, reflexivity is an important but partial solution to the problem of 

instrument calibration (Marcus 2009). The calibration process requires a fieldworker to 

acknowledge various horizons of understanding at work in the field. Thus, I acknowledge and 

suggest that scholars need to go beyond conventional reflexivity and explore “the 

phenomenological intimacies of fieldwork” (Marcus 2009, p. 11). Throwness provides one such 

methodological tool to get intimately closer to field phenomena. Further, it can help researchers 

identify and acknowledge horizons of understanding and, in so doing, become aware of and 

calibrate their position in the field. An ethnographic research instrument that is appropriately 

calibrated in the field, in effect, can authentically conduct the fieldwork (Golden-Biddle and Locke 

1993). 

Entrance into the field is a strategic ethnographic phase during which whatever calibration takes 

place influences the entire period of fieldwork. On the one hand, as I have said earlier, the 

researcher needs to become aware of their own historicity and prejudices. Prior to beginning a 

study of the others, the researcher must first study herself. On the other hand, the researcher is 

not just studying herself; she is there to learn about the social and cultural practices of the 

participants. Hence the ethnography is not merely an account of one’s personal experiences 

(which could be based on ‘bad prejudices’), nor is it an objective account of the field ‘out there’. 

Rather, the completed ethnography represents the written account of the dialogue between the 

fieldworker and the participants. A dialogue that is always polyphonic insofar as the ethnographic 

voice is an entwinement of voices, of participants as well as the field researchers  (Clifford 1983, 

1986). A plausible ethnography is one where the nature of this dialogue is explored, and 

instrument calibration made explicit. This is further in consistent with the principle of interaction 

between the researchers and the subjects as suggested by Klein and Myers (1999) in their set of 

principles for interpretive field research (also Golden-Biddle and Locke 1993; Locke 2011). 

4.7.5 Practical Implications 

The fifth contribution of this enquiry explicitly deals with practicalities of the fieldwork. I suggest 

that the concept of thrownness, as applied to entrance into the field, has practical implications for 

field researchers. 

First, the thrownness lens enables a fieldworker to acknowledge and make explicit their own 

prejudices and assumptions vis-à-vis a calibrated instrument. This in turn should help them to 
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critically understand some of the other horizons in the field such as everyday language, spatiality, 

temporality and so forth (Gadamer 1989). It is by fusing the horizons of understanding that the 

nature of practices comes to the fore and these, then, become available for interpretation and 

enquiry. Also, acknowledging historicity enables the researcher to do the fieldwork along with the 

participants in the practice world instead of, as Miettinen et al. (2009, p. 1315) put it, becoming a 

‘mere observant’ of the field practices.  

Second, the hermeneutics of thrownness enables the fieldworker, when entering the field, to find 

their feet as quickly as possible. It also encourages them to track anomalies by:  

i) moving away from the literal meaning of phenomena, 

ii) deferring judgement until the interpretation is clear and, 

iii) opening up avenues for further analysis. 

Third, employing the idea of the hermeneutic circle in thrownness paves the way to practically 

incorporate metaphor and narrative in an ethnographer’s account of their fieldwork (Dreyfus 

1991a, p. 36; cf. Ricœur 1991). The best way to explain the fieldworker’s thrownness is by 

providing a polyphonic narrative of their entrance into the field (Clifford 1986). For example, 

using the horizon of prejudice, I have shown that, in the hermeneutic circle, there are always more 

voices than one entwined in a meaningful whole. Fieldworkers can highlight the participants’ 

voices, identify their own voice, give voice to ‘the others’ and, in effect, attempt to bring 

ethnographic polyphony in the field evidence to the fore (Clifford 1988). The ethnographic 

narrative is often reduced to a simple reproduction of evidence or direct quotes, however 

fieldworkers needs to go beyond and critically engage with the polyphonic ethnographic voice in 

order to position the evidence in the hermeneutic circle of the field. 

4.7.6 Limitations and Future Research 

I acknowledge some limitations of my study. One obvious limitation is that my findings are from 

a single period of fieldwork in one ethnographic research project only. Another is that there was 

only one researcher on-site. Hence, my findings relate to the entrance of one fieldworker into one 

research site at a particular time. However, I believe my findings may be relevant to all kinds of 

fieldwork, especially that of an ethnographic nature inasmuch as the concept of field is central to 

most qualitative field enquiries (e.g., Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 2013; Walsham 2006).  

One possible avenue for future research would be to apply and extend my work to consider 

entrance into digital and virtual spaces. New conceptualizations of ethnographic field are coming 

to the fore, however little research is done on how a researcher go on to enter the novel spaces. 
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Instead, entrance in virtual spaces is almost always paired with the online access to certain data. 

This is problematic as researchers are warned to not fall back on the norms of traditional spaces 

when approaching non-conventional spaces.  

Another fruitful avenue of research could be to study exit from the field using the thrownness lens 

insofar as fieldworkers move from one practice world to another. A move that is not always a 

smooth transition and requires careful preparation (Jones 2014b, pp. 155ff). Further, the 

fieldworkers often find themselves returning to the field and difficulty gaining a closure: a 

problem of recurring re-entry into the field that is sometimes referred as “ethnographic eternal 

return” (Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013, p. 32). Exit is a notoriously elusive and under theorized 

aspect of field research and problems of closure are rarely if at all discussed in the IS and 

organizational fieldwork. Thrownness can help shed light and make sense of the complexities of 

returning from the field. 

Scholars might also want to explore the problems of entrance in the novel fieldwork where an 

automatic access is usually given such as autoethnography or at-home ethnography (Alvesson 

2009). Natural access does not guarantee natural entrance into the epistemic core of the research 

phenomena. There are complex power structures and conflicting horizons of understanding that 

can threaten the plausibility of the fieldwork (Karra and Nelson 2008). Further, as the research 

instrument become the participating observant, their own horizon of understandings goes into 

the background and thus becomes invisible, rather off limit to enquiry. New conceptualization of 

entrance in autoethnography might be required. 

4.8 CONCLUSION 

In this paper, I have discussed entering the field as a rite of passage representing a transition in 

the life of a fieldworker. Much more than access to a research site, entrance into the field 

determines how the researcher is able to engage with the participants. The entrance largely 

determines what the fieldworker sees and does, and how the fieldworker is seen by others. I have 

used Heidegger’s concept of thrownness along with the hermeneutic concepts of historicity and 

prejudice to theorize this entrance. One implication of my theorizing is that, before the 

fieldworker enters the field, it is crucial developing some understanding of the world where she is 

to be thrown. The fieldworker needs to become aware of their own historicity and prejudices as 

they engage in a dialogue with the participants. Another implication is that the way in which the 

research instrument (the fieldworker) is calibrated needs to be made explicit. In learning the 

social and cultural practices of the participants, the fieldworker needs to remain open to new 

meanings and understandings. My hope is that this paper will enable ethnographic and qualitative 
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fieldworkers in IS to find their feet quickly and feel at home in the practice world that is the 

research site. 
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5 ARTICLE III – THE ENTWINEMENT LOGIC OF 

PRACTICES 

Abstract 

This paper seeks to place the phenomenon of technology within the context of everyday 

practices using the logic of practical rationality. I draw some insights from my 

ethnography of young professionals and shed light on their everyday technological 

practices by invoking the concept of entwinement from hermeneutic phenomenology. My 

findings reveal that the new generation users are becoming intimately entwined with 

information technologies in their everyday practices. This study4 contributes toward the 

ongoing debate concerning the theorizing of technology and its relationship to practice. 

Keywords– fieldwork, practical rationality, research methods, ethnography, Heidegger, 
entwinement. 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The question concerning the nature of one’s interaction with technology remains open in 

information systems (IS) research (Leonardi 2011; Orlikowski 2007). This question is further 

problematized by recent scholarship suggesting a rise of new generation of technology users 

(Vodanovich et al. 2010; Wang et al. 2013). The young tech-savvy people, often labelled as Digital 

Natives, Generation Y, Millenials, or similar, are seen as absorbed in information technology (IT) 

in their everyday practices. Given that IS scholarship is concerned with the nature of people’s 

interaction with technology, this contemporary phenomenon might shed some light on the key 

question regarding how to conceptualize IT in everyday practices. For example, if the new younger 

generation of users are indeed technologically savvy, then some of our IS theories which assume 

that people either resist technology or at least have some difficulty accepting it, such as technology 

acceptance model and its variants (Morris and Venkatesh 2000, p. 380), will be challenged and 

might need to be revised. 

I find the shift in practices intriguing and begin by inquiring about the nature of one’s 

technological immersion in everyday practices (Mannheim 1952). Accordingly, I take the view 

that in order to interpret practices it is important to see them through the logic of practical 

                                                        
4 This article was published in the proceedings of the International Federation for Information Processing 
(IFIP) Working Group 8.2: Information Systems and Organizations, 2014, see the list of articles and 
addenda for details. 
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rationality; thus, I find an anchor in Heidegger’s analysis of being-in-the-world which is grounded 

in the everyday practices from a practical perspective (Heidegger 1985, 2008). Heidegger reminds 

us that we are ‘always already’ involved in the world in our mundane situations (Dreyfus 1991a); 

from this perspective, it is thus possible to interpret a phenomenon from within the practices in 

which people are already absorbed rather than conceptualizing practices externally, or taking an 

objective view. I find further support in the critical interpretation of being-in-the-world as 

entwinement, developed by Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011). They suggest that researchers need to 

study practices from an immersion perspective insofar as, following Heidegger, the people, too, 

are always already absorbed in their practices. They call this absorption our everyday 

entwinement in the world and provide a framework to study it. In this way, I find the interpretive 

concept of entwinement is appropriate for understanding everyday technological practices. 

I draw on some of the insights from my critical ethnography of the everyday practices of young IT 

professionals in a large scale technology organization. The ethnographic method is suited to the 

study of the practices from an immersed point of view as it allows the field researchers to engage 

with the participants in their practice worlds (Klein and Myers 1999; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). 

My findings reveal that the entwinement logic of technological practices can be seen from three 

perspectives namely, purpose, skill and equipment. This multi perspective view sheds light on 

how young IT professionals are intricately entwined with technology in a holistic way in their 

everyday practices. 

The paper is organized as follows. I first elaborate my theoretical perspective and highlight the 

significance of practical rationality. Next, I spell out the concept of entwinement from practical 

rationality, followed by interpreting the everyday practices as entwinement. I then present some 

evidence from the field regarding entwinement. The article concludes with a brief discussion and 

a few suggestions for further research. 

5.2 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

I ground my enquiry in the everyday perspective on practices through Heidegger’s analysis of 

being-in-the-world using practical rationality (Heidegger 2008). Heidegger’s influence regarding 

the study of practices has been acknowledged in the parallel disciplines of organization (Chia and 

Holt 2006; Gibbs 2011; Schatzki 2005b; Weick 2004), management (Sandberg and Dall'Alba 

2009; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011), and computer science (Dourish 2004; Winograd and Flores 

1986). Some IS researchers, too, have invoked Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology to 

criticize Cartesian trends in IS research (Ciborra 2006; Ciborra and Hanseth 1998; Mingers 

2001). According to this critique, IS research is dominated by theories that can be best described 
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as espousing scientific rationality (e.g., Leonardi 2011; Orlikowski 2007). In this strand of 

research, everyday situations are often conceptualized through detached scientific worldviews. 

However, recent critical organizing scholarship redirects the attention of IS researchers to employ 

practical rationality, as developed within hermeneutic phenomenology, in order to understand 

the complex and mundane nature of everyday practices (Sandberg and Dall'Alba 2009; Sandberg 

and Tsoukas 2011). In this way, it is possible to understand a practical phenomenon from within 

a practice in which one is usually absorbed rather than looking through an external objective lens. 

In the practical immersion perspective, Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011) suggest, building on the 

concept of being-in-the-world, that “we are first absorbed in practice before we start reflecting on 

it” (p. 345). Accordingly, they interpret one’s everyday entwinement in practice as follows: 

“the notion of being-in-the-world stipulates that our most basic form of being is 

entwinement: we are never separated but always already entwined with others and things 

in [a holistic whole within] practice worlds” (p. 343) 

Following Heidegger (2008), they suggest that entwinement is the logic of everyday practices 

insofar as we can only understand a practice in relation to other practices, things and people in 

which it is entwined with (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011; Schatzki 2005a). This argument finds 

further support in Dreyfus (1991a) who, too, suggests: “we can only describe the phenomena as 

they show themselves and show how they fit with the rest of human existence” (p. 162). From this 

perspective, a practice is seen as “noncontingent,” Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011) articulate, 

inasmuch as “it incorporates distinctions that provide its practitioners with a certain 

[spatiotemporal] orientation, without which the particular practice would not be what it is” (p. 

343). I thus note that the entwinement perspective is found to be holistic as it suggests researchers 

should take note of a multi perspective ‘nexus of practices’ of participants within which they are 

usually absorbed in their everyday situations. 

Insofar as the entwinement perspective puts forward an absorbed holistic view, we can then ask 

the question, how can one grasp the phenomenon if we are always already absorbed in our 

practices? The answer is found by interpreting instances of temporary breakdowns in established 

practices (Lok and de Rond 2013; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011, p. 344ff). A temporary breakdown 

in practice temporarily brings the otherwise unreflective absorbed interaction to the fore and 

provides an opportunity to understand the practices. Prior IS research has shown that the 

temporary breakdowns in practice are a fruitful way to understand practices (Dourish 2004; 

Winograd and Flores 1986). There are two types of temporary breakdowns in practices which 

reveal the logic of entwinement (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011, p. 347ff): i) first order breakdowns 
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and ii) second order breakdowns. While the former are unforeseen, the latter are caused by active 

intervention in an on-going practice; thus the latter are excluded from this research as it 

contradicts the ethnographic principle of non-intervention. This enquiry, thus, deals with first 

order breakdowns in practice which are triggered by unexpected outcomes, deliberate reflection, 

as well as deviations or becoming aware of differences in an established practice (ibid). Given 

space limitations, a full scale discussion of breakdowns is not possible here, but for critical 

research on breakdowns in organizing practices, see Chia and Holt (2006), Gibbs (2011) and 

Sandberg and Dall'Alba (2009). Next, I develop entwinement as the main lens to understand 

technological practices. 

5.3 INTERPRETING TECHNOLOGICAL PRACTICES AS ENTWINEMENT 

Insofar as IT is increasingly becoming ubiquitous in everyday practice (Vodanovich et al. 2010; 

Yoo 2010), the new generation of users are often described as being deeply absorbed in their 

everyday technological practices. Consistent with the hermeneutic of entwinement, people are, 

thus generally seen as interacting transparently with IT (Wang et al. 2013), or simply entwined 

with it. Accordingly, as one engages with IT, mundane disruptions such as device failure 

temporarily bring the otherwise transparent practices to the fore. The technological practices, 

thus, becomes available for enquiry by the virtue of temporary breakdowns in practice. As shown 

earlier, an instance of breakdown might reveal the complex logic of entwinement in terms of our 

material interaction as well as the aspects of time and space within which the practice breakdown 

occurs. 

In the entwinement perspective, a practice is both sociomaterial and spatiotemporal by the virtue 

of our being-in-the-world (Sandberg and Dall'Alba 2009; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011); here, a 

practice is interpreted as an “organized, open-ended spatial-temporal manifold of actions” and is 

always found to be in a holistic ‘nexus of practice’ (Schatzki 2005b, p. 471). In this way, a practice 

is intelligible only when it is interpreted in the light of other entwined practices in a nexus. 

Accordingly, I take IT as holistic equipment which is entwined in our everyday practices through 

our being-in-the-world and thus dispersed over space time. A nexus of practice thus beckons to 

take a multi perspective view on the phenomena. According to Heidegger (2008) the things that 

we relate to must be understood as part of the world that we also are part of, arguing thus: an 

instrument is what it does and this in a context of assignments. Accordingly, following Heidegger 

(2008), and building on critical interpretations developed by Dreyfus (1991a) and Sandberg and 

Tsoukas (2011), I note, IT when seen through the dialectic logic of entwinement is argued to be 

what it is in terms of, 
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1. Skills – in terms of actual usage of IT,  

2. Equipment – as a holistic whole of IT in relation to one another, and  

3. Purpose – within a situation and in relation to the holistic equipment and skills. 

The concept of entwinement, hence, paints the dialectic as a circular relationship with no specific 

center (Figure 5–1): we can understand the purpose of technology that is referenced in the actual 

use; the purposeful use is, then, related to skills and yields meaning in a practice; and, similarly, 

the skills make sense through the purposeful use and also determines the use of a technology by 

assigning it to a task in order to achieve a goal. When one aspect is broken, or a perspective is not 

taken into account, the dialectic faces a practice breakdown. 

 

Figure 5-1 Entwinement Logic of Technological Practices 

The conceptual understanding, as illustrated in my suggested entwinement model, stems from 

Heidegger (2008) being-in-the-world analysis, through the interpretations developed by Dreyfus 

(1991a) and Schatzki (2005b), to reveal the logic of everyday technological practices. Heidegger’s 

insight concerning the entwined trinity of equipment, skills and purpose in everyday practices is 

already used in seminal studies of complex tool use in IS scholarship (Winograd and Flores 1986). 

In this way, I support and extend the concept of entwinement which, too, builds on Heidegger’s 

thesis, arguing thus: the entwinement logic of practices suggests taking the holistic being-in-the-

world perspective in order to interpret the everyday use of technology. When taking the holistic 

understanding of technology, the entwinement perspective discloses that the cyclical triad logic 

of our everyday practices is perpetual, or trialectic in nature. Thus, the technological practices are 

seen as transparent as long as we fluidly interact with our surrounding world; only a breakdown 

in any of the relations will bring the dynamics of practices to the fore. Recent developments in 

critical scholarship have suggested that such breakdowns are not necessarily destructive since a 

moment of critical reflection may allow us to develop new skills (Gibbs 2011; Lok and de Rond 
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2013). Subsequently, the newly acquired skills tend to move to the background of everyday 

practices as they persist in everyday use, the entwinement, too, becomes transparent once again. 

Thus, we can say that the technology in everyday practices of younger generation can be seen as 

deeply entwined as holistic equipment always available (e.g., ubiquitous IT), which is then 

persistently used for various purposeful use leading to acquisition of new skills as well as everyday 

understandings. In this way, the entwinement logic can reveal how IT is conceptualized in the 

everyday practices of new generation users. I will now discuss the details of my ethnographic 

enquiry from which the entwinement lens stemmed, followed by some evidence from my 

fieldwork. 

5.4 RESEARCH METHOD 

I conducted a critical ethnography, spanning over eight months, amongst young IT professionals 

in order to study the nature of their interaction with IT in their everyday organizing practices. The 

research site is a large scale provider of technology services, PlayOrg5, a pseudonym. The reason 

for choosing this organization was the presence of a high number of young IT professionals 

engaged in complex technological practices within an organization. Further, I followed 

interpretive field research guidelines (Klein and Myers 1999) in my ethnographic enquiry (Myers 

1997a, 1999).  

After the initial contact with PlayOrg, followed by a series of meetings with their senior 

management, I joined their IT department, PlayTeam, in August 2013. I worked as a part-time 

software engineer. Thus, I was at the coalface of organization as a working member of a project 

team. Further, being an employee meant that complete access was provided to the PlayOrg IT 

systems as well as a window of opportunity to be absorbed in their practices. 

The PlayTeam consisted of mostly fresh graduates or people in their first two years of employment 

whereas the managers were more experienced. Interestingly, as I will reveal, in their technological 

practices, the actual use of IT is found to be blurred and any stereotypical generational references 

were absent. This is perhaps due to the highly technical nature of organizational work which 

further problematizes their absorption in IT. Thus, I found myself in a complex mesh of 

technological practices. 

By the virtue of being an active member, as also suggested by Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011, p. 

350), my role in the field was extended from a mere observer to “a temporary participant” thus 

                                                        
5 In the original published version of this article, for the sake of anonymity, different pseudonyms were 
chosen for the organization, projects and project teams. 
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acquiring the capacity to observe temporary breakdowns in the transparent practices of 

participants from their perspective on the field practice. In this way I was also able “to get 

practitioners to step back from what they routinely do” (Ibid) and reflect on their practices. I thus 

also found participants as “interpreters and analysts” of my ethnography as I immersed deeper in 

their field practices (Klein and Myers 1999, p. 74). 

Consistent with the ethnographic method, the data was collected primarily through participant 

observation. Being an active team member allowed me to document field notes containing “thick 

description[s]” (Geertz 1973, p. 3-30) of weekly project’s meetings and user groups’ meetings, 

video-conferencing logs, informal chats, internal instant messaging service logs, internal 

communications using organization’s e-mail service, photographs, audio notes and working with 

organization’s internal knowledgebase. All my field notes were documented either on the spot, 

where the situation permitted, or soon afterwards. By the virtue of an active team member, it was 

often possible to document events while being absorbed in the field practices, or often as an event 

unfolded. Further, on many occasions the participants were aware as I switched between the 

ongoing practices to documenting the field notes. The field notes were almost always taken 

digitally, usually on a workstation or using a mobile device where possible. 

I also conducted 10 semi-structured qualitative interviews with select participants (Myers and 

Newman 2007). The interviews ranged from an hour to two hours. While most interviews were 

semi-structured, some participants were quite candid during the interview and thus tended 

towards being more unstructured insofar as I followed the narrative painted by the participants. 

Further, I adhered to the guidelines suggested by Myers and Newman (2007) regarding 

qualitative interviews. Finally, all of my data was captured and coded using NVivo. Given the 

massive amount of data collected over eight months, I draw on just a fragment of this evidence 

for this paper.  

5.5 EVIDENCE FROM THE FIELDWORK 

Here I present my interpretation of a single significant issue from three different perspectives in 

an attempt to shed some light on the intricacies of the entwinement. All examples are written from 

the field researcher’s point of view. 

5.5.1 Entwinement Perspective – Purpose 

I begin with a seemingly mundane event from the fieldwork when I was asked to join an expert 

user group meeting. Although the meeting was routine for PlayOrg, I documented an instance of 

a temporary breakdown in practice during the discussion of the PlayProj architecture. The 
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meeting was quite informal and steered by a young technical analyst, Tom. During the course of 

the meeting, it became quite clear that some of the users were struggling to grasp the latest 

infrastructural level changes in their flagship software product. Many of such people were 

longtime users and considered themselves confident in the use of the PlayProj software tools. 

However, I observed that the new changes, although subtle, were significant as they threatened 

and thus revealed the otherwise transparent practices of the users. Tom listened to the many 

critical conversations, regarding the proposed change in established technological practices, and 

then demonstrated, on a large screen, how intuitive the new changes were. Contrary to the claim 

of some users, his point was that many people are simply sticking to ‘the decade old technological 

practices’. This is what he said: 

“We are in the future, people… And have you ever noticed [that with] the technology… you 

can do some amazing things, like stream in real time [etc.] but people don’t get excited 

because they are used to it and they just expect it to work so if anything [referring to 

GebWeb software] stop working, people [complain]: ‘ah, typical technology, not working 

anymore’ (smiles).” – excerpt from the usergroup meeting. 

He went on to reflect that instead of attributing the failure to the technologies, the organization 

users need to find more clever ways to interact with the new tools. Later on, he brought back the 

question of intuitive purposeful use of technology in everyday organizing practices and 

emphasized that most of the users face difficulty because they take IT with an inherent purpose 

either as a ‘fixed’ solution or something ‘special’ which needs to be used only in a set way. Consider 

the following remarks as Tom discusses with the user group how they can use the PlayProj 

technologies as a tool and encourage them to modify it up to their purpose and needs: 

“When you are using [PlayProj], it is a tool, and as a tool it can be used well, it can be used 

badly. And, I think, the number one thing that you can always do to create success is [by]… 

being intuitive with it.” – excerpt from the usergroup meeting. 

He then listed several technical examples of complex use of organizational tools. Elsewhere in the 

field, I observed the use of PlayProj as a tool within the PlayTeam everyday practices as well. Many 

people used the organizational software services for more than one purpose, sometimes entwining 

personal and organizational lives. For instance, the IT platform that hosted PlayProj 

knowledgebase was also found to be used for personal notes, work notes, as well as a 

communication medium within the organization. Many participants casually told me that such 

uses were not intentional but increasingly became part of their practices. Further, the purposeful 
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use of organizational equipment, driven by the skills of users, revealed that the practical 

purposeful use of technology mattered to these participants quite a lot. As Tom said: 

“[IT] is all about your personal choice, and it is driven by your personal interest, all you 

have to do it then just use it as you like it.” – excerpt from the interview. 

Here, I observe the participant puts emphasis on the use of IT through personal involvement 

(rather than having a fixed use or a static purpose). We can, then, say that through entwinement 

logic of practices the purpose is disclosed as a plastic concept. Tom, and many others, linked the 

unintentional but purposeful use of IT to their acquisition of skills. This is discussed next. 

5.5.2 Entwinement Perspective – Skills 

After a few months in the field, I observed that some young participants were quite often playing 

with new technologies on their own accord. Same participants were also working on the latest 

software solutions. While there were others who were not participating in such endeavors, they 

were at least aware of their skill level. As one young participant, Amy, (who was not working in a 

pure technical role), gasped after praising a programming solution, as developed by a colleague, 

“I wish I could do that, but this is not for me.” When I inquired casually, why the programming 

skill is ‘not for her?’ she explained that she is curious and finds it as an interesting skill but she 

had ‘no purpose’ to do so. She was somewhat doubtful about simply gaining the skill without 

engaging in a purposeful use. She recalled that once a colleague tried to teach her programming 

skills, “I just didn’t know what to do with it; there was no real task anyway,” she giggled timidly. 

The question concerning technological skills was further problematized by a young developer, 

Tom. Despite being a keen programmer, Tom painted a mundane picture of technological 

practices and says the young people, as he discussed and mirrored his own perspective, ‘seem to 

have better skills’ but they are simply using it intuitively rather than ‘thinking about it’. In an 

interview, Tom reflected on this very phenomenon regarding new generation’s practices as 

something banal: 

“[We are] the people who can naturally pick up new technologies, and are intuitive… [for 

example] learning a new smartphone is so simple, it’s easy [because] it makes sense… 

people [like me] who are at least grown up with enough technologies to know, how it 

happens, how it generally works, you know. They are not double-clicking the thing that 

needs single clicking and so forth. (laughs)” – excerpt from the interview. 

Astonishingly, his confessional insight became a prophecy as I witnessed a similar breakdown 

event in a project meeting soon afterwards. The meeting involved a demo for PlayProj mobile 
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features on a touch screen tablet device. In this demo, the users were required to perform ‘right-

click’ functionality. However, insofar as the touch screens usually do not have right-click due to 

absence of mouse like interfaces, it caused some confusion among some team members; thus, a 

breakdown in ongoing practice, as documented in this excerpt from the field notes: 

“The [touch screen tablet] is passed around to see a specific touch functionality, [a senior 

manager] wonders: “but how do you right-click on this thing,”… [a young participant] then 

teaches her how right click works [on the tablet] and [the manager] looks genuinely 

surprised on this discovery, but asks: “but why do you need to right click on a tablet, it 

doesn’t make sense,” and [the younger participant] reply is affirmative: “I think it’s for the 

people who are stuck in the old design.” – excerpt from the field notes. 

The breakdown incident further reveals two interrelated concepts; first, the technological skills 

actualized differently for different people. For instance, the manager who didn’t know how to 

interact intuitively, thus a breakdown occurred in technological practices. However, as the 

breakdown brought forth the practices for inspection by becoming aware of a phenomenon, the 

manager correctly recognizes the flaw is in the design not his or her own practice. Thus, the senior 

manager’s skills converge toward new generations’ practices. Second, a conflict in practice 

actualization triggers another subtle temporary breakdown via unexpected outcome i.e., click 

functionality. Thus, it brought the entwinement to the fore again as the young participant reflected 

on the nature of design which, again, usually remains hidden. We thus observe how skills are 

subtly entwined with purpose and equipment. 

5.5.3 Entwinement Perspective – Equipment 

Perhaps the entwinement of technology in everyday practice is best seen from the equipment 

perspective. I observed in the field how fluidly members of PlayTeam interacted with IT in their 

practices. I also acknowledge that, from the periphery, it might appear as an ‘organizational norm’ 

to be amidst many technologies; however, the case in point is to precisely open up the said taken 

for granted practices for scrutiny especially as technology is increasing becoming ubiquitous in 

everyday life (as well as at work). For instance, Tom, like many other participants, worked on 

multiple technologies simultaneously, often including virtual IT solutions where a physical 

machine was not present; further, he revealed that he was also an avid gamer in his spare time. In 

this perspective, he compared the ubiquity of IT in his mundane affairs to the complex organizing 

technological practices and found a failure is equally ‘annoying’ insofar as certain technologies 

are seen as essential as ‘a feature of life’: 
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“[a technological tool] breaking down [is frustrating after] it becomes accepted technology 

[as] a feature of your life, and [because] you come to accept that it is there [whether at 

work or home], and you come to accept that it is working, and so, you are used to that and 

start to forget about it.” – excerpt from the interview. 

I thus began to observe an obvious characteristic of participants’ practices that technologies are 

seen entwined as integral and ubiquitous parts which are deemed to be working all the time. 

Further, a breakdown is seen as a breakdown in the life of individuals where entwinement is 

usually transparent and fluid. Interestingly, other participants shared this significance but their 

interpretations varied. For instance, Julie, a young developer, found the ubiquitous IT as an 

opportunity to switch to other equipment in case of a failure. Her perspective, too, brings us closer 

to entwinement as Heidegger (2008, p. 97) points out “there ‘is’ no such thing as an equipment.” 

Similarly, IT is not a thing on its own but always seen from one practical perspective to other 

things. In this way, I note the ubiquitous IT, as Tom finds, hides with persisted use in practice in 

that it becomes taken for granted. 

The entwinement logic of practice thus begins to reveal IT as transparent holistic equipment in 

everyday practice. Further, IT is understood vis-à-vis the actual involved use in practices, as Julie 

once described how technological work practices transparently entwine with her everyday 

practices. Within this absorbed involvement with technology, when asked if she thinks a 

technology qua technology, she replied: 

“What is there to think about? Honestly. If something is new … like a new game … do you 

think about it when you play it? No, you don’t. You just play it. Same thing is for 

technologies, like [social networks], it’s just there. I give it a try, see if I like it or not. Most 

of things, well, you don’t know whether you like it or not unless you try. So, just use it.” – 

excerpt from the interview. 

Her insight remains unanimous among all the participants at PlayOrg as most of them readily 

endorse the holistic view of IT as equipment. For instance, Tom, too, said, for him, interacting 

with IT is akin to an invisible tool which he transparently uses whereas others find it is holistically 

pervasive everywhere. Thus, it is not surprising, in this instance, the use of technology is found to 

be analogous to playing an invisible game, arguing thus: insofar as interacting fluidly with 

ubiquitous IT, as if being immersed in a game, is seen as intuitive, transparently purposeful, it 

requires absorbing oneself in the practice, and thus influences (and is itself conditioned by) 

practical skills. I thus suggest that the entwinement logic of practices uncovers a multi perspective 

view which could help IS researchers to conceptualize IT in everyday practices. 
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5.6 DISCUSSION 

My study is concerned with one of the central questions in IS scholarship: how do people engage 

with technology in their everyday organizing practices? I provide a partial solution by looking at 

the new generation of users from their absorbed perspective. My solution takes the form of 

interpreting the interaction with technology using entwinement logic of practice. Following 

Dreyfus (1991b) critical approach, I reinstate to “begin with practices” in order to make sense of 

our complex interaction with technology. 

Numerous calls have been made to pay attention to the ubiquity of technology in everyday practice 

(Vodanovich et al. 2010; Yoo 2010). I respond and show that researchers and organizations can 

learn a lot from the everyday practices of younger generations’ use of ubiquitous technology. The 

new generation users are found to be intuitively comfortable with technology, contrary to the 

traditional view which holds that people generally resist new technologies. As IT becomes 

ubiquitous in the everyday practices, the new users develop a rather complex automatic 

relationship with technology. This insight is significant for organizations to manage the younger 

workforce which are shown to be entwined with technology. A disruption in a fluid technological 

practice is seen as a disruption in everyday life. I further extend this insight to invite IS researchers 

to examine design practices to develop tools in a way that are ‘invisible’ and transparent in 

practice. Here, Heidegger (2008) insight has begun to manifest itself in contemporary software 

practices of solution designing which are, as demonstrated, intimately entwined in our everyday 

practices. Stroustrup (2014, p. 19) remarks concerning the design of innovative technological 

solutions: “[g]ood software is invisible…[yet] [we] can be annoyed or hurt if it doesn't do what it 

is supposed to do. We can be annoyed or hurt if what it is supposed to do doesn't suit our needs.” 

Accordingly, I have witnessed the same phenomenon in the field; thus, we can say a new 

conceptualization of design practices might be required in the light of the entwinement logic of 

practices. 

I suggest the concept of entwinement might also be significant for IS research methods as it might 

help us review our theoretical and practical approaches in the light of contemporary technological 

practices. For instance, a key finding from our fieldwork is that entwinement is quite strong in 

young people’s practices: insofar as technology is ubiquitously available, the technological 

practices tend to be more transparent. As one participant succinctly puts, ‘it just makes sense’. 

Taking a cue from field evidence, I can, then, suggest taking a practical approach using practical 

rationality toward conceptualizing information technology. In this way, it might be helpful for 

researchers to understand how a technological phenomenon manifests in practice and, then, 
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interpret it according to and from within the very practice which envelops it (Dreyfus 1991a; 

Heidegger 2008; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). Taken together with the preceding insight 

concerning transparency of technology, I note that the entwinement perspective can further bring 

the design and practice aspects within IS scholarship closer to develop better tools and systems.  

I have also shown the significance of an absorbed perspective on practices to grasp IT in everyday 

situations. In our ethnography of young professionals, who are found to be absorbed in their 

technological practices, I have uncovered that for the new generation users, IT is increasingly seen 

as a hidden tool interwoven in their transparent practices. Further, my fieldwork reveals that new 

generation users find using the technological tools as intuitively engaging in an invisible play like 

dialectic. This evidence strongly relates to the entwinement’s underlying roots of absorption in 

practices (Dreyfus 1991a, p. 66), and within such absorption, “not only is equipment transparent; 

so is the user.” As shown earlier, only a breakdown in practices brings our attention to technology 

with which we are invisibly engaged in, our entwinement otherwise remains hidden. In this 

perspective, this is exactly what I have observed and interpreted as the entwinement logic in the 

field practices. 

My field evidence thus endorses the view that information technology can be seen as holistic 

‘invisible’ equipment which not only remains hidden in practice but in fact should remain in the 

background for one to work smoothly (Weiser and Brown 1997). Although practice breakdowns 

are critical to inquire about the practices, the researchers and organizations need to ensure the 

breakdowns are minimal. To sum it up, the ubiquitous IT is becoming increasingly transparent, 

it is only when it breaks down that we find how deeply entwined we are with it in our everyday 

practices (Heidegger 2008, p. 188ff; Mannheim 1952, p. 282, 303). 

5.7 CONCLUSION 

I have suggested the entwinement lens as a significant theoretical and practical tool to study the 

shifting ways of engaging with technology. Contrary to the prevailing perspectives grounded in 

scientific rationality of practices, I offer an absorbed perspective to interpret the practical 

phenomena from within contemporary everyday practices using the practical rationality of 

entwinement. In this way, IS researchers can critically examine the everyday practices by stepping 

in rather than stepping out of the practices. The entwinement perspective thus invites field 

researchers to be closer to field practices. Some researchers in parallel disciplines of organizing 

and management studies have begun to investigate entwinement in more depth, specifically in 

terms of practice breakdowns (Lok and de Rond 2013) and sense making within organizations 

(Holt and Sandberg 2011; Sandberg and Dall'Alba 2009). A fruitful avenue for IS researchers is 
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to inquire the said strands in the context of technological practices. For instance, insofar as the 

practical rationality of entwinement discloses a play like dialectic, how can we further understand 

the complex spatiotemporal dynamics of such dialectic in organizing practices? Another possible 

way is to shed light on the significance of entwinement in skill acquisition vis-à-vis engagement 

with equipment through practical rationality. Thus, I find the entwinement logic of practices 

potentially opens up new avenues for IS scholars and practitioners alike and creates possibilities 

to conceptualize and theorize complex everyday practices in a coherent manner. 
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6 ARTICLE IV – THE CONCEPT OF PLAY 

 

Abstract 

Recently some Information Systems researchers have suggested that the younger 

generation engage with information technologies in a different way from the older 

generation. To gain a deeper understanding of this phenomenon, I have been conducting 

ethnographic research on the technological practices of young professionals within an 

organizational context. My initial findings suggest that young people become engrossed 

in information technology in their everyday practices. I describe this engrossment in 

everyday phenomena as play, using the interpretive concept of ‘play’ as developed by 

Erving Goffman and expanded by Clifford Geertz. My study6 aims to contribute towards 

theorizing of the everyday practices of young people’s engagement with IT.  

Keywords– qualitative research methods, ethnography, play, generations, practices. 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

Recently a debate has started in the Information Systems (IS) research literature regarding the 

rise of a new generation (e.g., Bennett and Maton 2010; Selwyn 2009; Smith et al. 2012; 

Vodanovich et al. 2010). In this debate, young tech-savvy people, sometimes labelled as digital 

natives, Generation-Y or similar, are deemed to be unlike preceding generations, usually labelled 

as digital immigrants, in their engagement with IT (see, Wang et al. 2013). Some of the proponents 

claim that, whereas the previous generations tended to resist new IT or at least had some 

difficulties with IT adoption, the younger generation of today has no such problems (contra cf. 

Venkatesh et al. 2003). For the latter, their engagement with IT is argued to be rather more 

intuitive and thus seem natural.  

This debate has important implications for IS research: if a new younger generation is indeed 

entering the workforce with different perceptions of IT, then some of our theories concerning 

technology acceptance and adoption may need to change. For example, the technology acceptance 

model (TAM) and its most recent incarnation as a unified model is described as being useful for 

assessing the likelihood of success for new technology introductions and understanding the 

                                                        
6  This article is originally published as “Playing with IT: Ethnographic Research on the Technological 
Practices of Young Professionals” in the proceedings of 18th Pacific-Asia Conference on Information 
Systems (PACIS), see the list of original articles for details. 
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drivers of acceptance in “populations of users that may be less inclined to adopt and use new 

systems” (Venkatesh et al. 2003, p. 426). However, if the younger generation welcome new 

technologies and display no signs of resistance, then theories such as TAM may no longer be so 

relevant. New ways of conceptualizing the relationship between people and their engagement with 

IT may be required.  

Hence the purpose of this paper is to contribute towards theorizing of the everyday practices of 

young people’s engagement with IT. While I recognize that there is no consensus on either what 

constitutes a generation (see, Alwin and McCammon 2003; Corsten 1999; Edmunds and Turner 

2005) or the relationship of technological skills to an actual generation (see, Jones et al. 2010; 

McMullin et al. 2007); I, accordingly, take the view that it might be useful to explore in more 

depth the actual practices of young people. Here, following generational scholarship, I critically 

acknowledge Mannheim (1952) who points toward interpreting the actual everyday practices of 

people, and their participation in them, which might explain the generational phenomena. 

I have therefore been conducting an ethnographic research project concerning the technological 

practices of young professionals within an organizational context. The underlying goal of my 

ethnographic research is to uncover what young people actually do rather than what they say they 

do with IT. In this way, I begin to inquire about the nature of everyday practices rather than 

relying on the prevalent perception of young generations’ technological practices. Accordingly, I 

opted for ethnographic research insofar it focuses on the mundane side of everyday activities and 

thus has the potential to uncover some important insights about everyday practices (e.g., Harvey 

and Myers 1995; Manning 1996, 2008; Myers 1997a; Prasad 1997), something that is difficult to 

discover using other research methods. 

My theoretical perspective is based on some of Erving Goffman’s work in sociology. Goffman (1961) 

says that when everyday practices are understood in terms of an interpretive dialectic of ‘play’ 

they provide rich insight into the structure of social interactions. Consistent with Goffman, I 

invoke the dialectic of play of everyday practices. I should clarify that when Goffman uses the 

concept of play, he uses it in two senses: first, within the context of a drama, and second, within 

the context of game. Hence I also focus on these two aspects: I focus on underlying dramaturgical 

structure of practices as a play and on the everyday practices of young people as play in a game. 

Goffman’s insight has already been employed and expanded by Geertz (1973, p. 412ff) to describe 

the deep absorption of people in their everyday practices as ‘deep play’. My suggestion is that the 

interpretive concept of ‘play’ might be useful for grasping the everyday practices of the young 

generation who I found were absorbed in playing with IT (cf. McMullin et al. 2007, p. 298ff). 
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The structure of this paper is as follows. I begin with a discussion of my theoretical perspective 

based on the works of Goffman (1961) and Geertz (1973). Next, I define the concept of play. I, then, 

explain my main theoretical lens and how it can be used in practice to interpret the young 

generation’s entwinement with technology, followed by some supporting preliminary evidence 

from the field. The final two sections are the discussion and conclusions. 

6.2 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

The works of Goffman (1961) have begun to influence IS research, most notably with his 

dramaturgical model of social interaction (e.g., Manning 1996; Myers and Newman 2007; Vaast 

2007) and his approach to ‘thick descriptive’ ethnographic research (Geertz 1973). However, 

Goffman’s concept of ‘play’ remains novel to IS scholarship, although it is an important part of his 

theoretical perspective. 

6.2.1 The Phenomenon of Play 

Goffman (1961) describes the phenomenon of play within a game as follows: 

“A game, defined as a body of rules associated with a lore regarding good strategies, and a 

play, defined as any particular instance of a given game being played from beginning to 

end. Playing could then be defined as the process of [engagement] through which a given 

play is initiated and eventually completed; action is involved, but only the strictly game-

relevant aspects of action.” (p. 33) 

The emphasis is put on the involvement insofar as “games can be fun to play,” Goffman (1961, p. 

17) says and “fun alone is the approved reason for playing them.” However, he steps away from 

the common sense view of ‘play’ and invokes a critical perspective from which he sees “games [as] 

world-building activities” (p. 25). From this perspective, he conceptualizes everyday practices as 

play, occurring within events where roles and identities are enacted, to develop understanding of 

our involvement in the world. 

Accordingly, Goffman (1961, p. 26) points out that our involvement in everyday interactions 

creates instances of play as “encounters,” which in essence, “generate a world of meanings that is 

exclusive to it.” As we find ourselves in play in everyday practices, we can only understand it from 

within the very practice in which we’re absorbed in, he points out, instead of taking an objective 

external view (Ibid.). Thus, he reminds us that it is not possible to reduce a practice to mere rules 

and resources as the dynamics of play. Further, by treating play as encounters that occur in our 

everyday practices, he develops a critical framework of practical interactions. From this 

perspective, the interpretive concept of encounters, thus, reveal the dialectic of play of everyday 
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practice: a practice is seen as an ongoing dialog among players which requires actual volitional 

involvement in a dramaturgical situation (Ibid, p. 60). In this way, the everyday practices can be 

conceptualized as a play, a situation which, Goffman (1963, p. 18) goes on to say, can be 

interpreted as “full spatial environment,” or a playing field, which allows the people to interact 

meaningfully in the world. 

Here, I acknowledge the complexity of Goffman’s framework of play, including spatiality of 

practices, which stemmed from his dramaturgical interpretations of everyday practices (Goffman 

1959, 1961, 1963; cf. Myers and Newman 2007). Given that Goffman’s framework is rather 

detailed, I limit my discussion in this paper to only the basic structure of play namely, encounters. 

6.2.2 Play as Encounters 

As just mentioned, play hinges on the encounters which occur within an event. For Goffman 

(1961), our everyday practices in the world are thus the initial point of enquiry; accordingly, he 

begins to build the framework of play using our mundane encounters in everyday situations: 

“The varieties of interaction that occur among persons who are face to face for the avowed 

purpose of carrying on a game, I shall call gaming, including here, in addition to playing, 

activity that is not strictly relevant to the outcome of the play and cannot be defined in 

terms of the game. I shall call a focused gathering that ostensibly features plays of a game 

a gaming encounter. A play of a game has players; a gaming encounter has participants. A 

play is a special abstraction from the more concrete unit, gaming encounter, just as the 

concept of player is an abstraction from that of participant.” (p. 33) 

Here, Goffman points out that a focused gathering is essential for an encounter. He further says 

insofar as the participants are involved in the play, their actual spatiotemporal co-presence 

doesn’t matter; for instance, he shows how an actual involvement in a playful practice like chess 

can be remote. Hence, a play forges its own world where participants are involved within events 

through a series of encounters (Ibid, p. 24). This conceptualization is employed by Geertz (1973) 

in his seminal expansion of the concept of play using his ethnographic interpretation of 

encounters. He describes it succinctly as follows: 

“A set of persons engrossed in a common flow of activity and relating to one another in 

terms of that flow. Such gatherings meet and disperse; the participants in them fluctuate; 

the activity that focuses them is discreet–a particulate process that reoccurs rather than a 

continuous one that endures. They take their form from the situation that evokes them, 

the [space in] which they are placed… it is a form, and an articulate one, nonetheless.” (p. 

424) 
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I further note that Geertz’s ethnographic evidence reveals that everyday practices indeed take a 

form of gatherings, or to use Goffman’s term ‘encounters’ in which people are deeply involved in 

a play situation (cf. Goffman 1963, p. 38, 195-9). Hence, this deep engrossment in everyday 

phenomena is seen as a ‘deep play’ of participants in terms of practical encounters in the field 

(Geertz 1973, p. 432ff). Next, the engrossment in practice as deep play is briefly explained. 

6.2.3 Engrossment in Play 

As I have just discussed, mundane activities when seen through the lens of play reveal a world 

where the participants are deeply absorbed. More specifically, Goffman (1961, p. 36) points out 

that the concept of play “provide[s] us with fine examples of how a mutual activity can utterly 

engross its participant, transforming them into worthy antagonists in spite of the triviality of the 

game” (emphasis added). Such absorption in the world of play is interpreted and expanded by 

Geertz (1973, p. 426 - 432), he provides the evidence for this immersion that weaves a web in 

which the participants are ‘exquisitely absorbed’. He develops an ethnographic definition of this 

deep engrossment as ‘deep play’ where the participants are seen as entwined with the play: 

“Having come together in search of pleasure they have entered into a relationship which 

will bring the participants, considered collectively, net pain rather than net pleasure” (p. 

433) 

He notes the engrossment in play is aesthetically experiential (e.g., pain, pleasure) and 

relationship symbolic of actual involvement in practice; further, he interprets actual experiences 

as practical aesthetics rather than emotions. This interpretation deepens as he goes on to 

demonstrate using the ethnographic evidences to reveal that the engrossment itself is beyond any 

material value and pivots on everyday practices. Thus, he concludes that the participants’ very 

immersion in practices constitutes the play as a holistic whole: 

“Their involvement with [play] bind[s] them into a set of rules which at once contains them 

and allows them play” (Ibid, p. 450) 

In this way, the interpretive rules of play become an interplay between social (people as players) 

and material (devices and objects as equipment) in a historical event (in a given space and at 

specific time). Accordingly, Goffman (1961, p. 26) points out that in play the actual “use is usually 

made of traditional equipment having a social history of its own.” Thus, we can say a play is played 

on the backdrop of a historical space. To paraphrase Geertz (1973, p. 433), using the concept of 

play, I suggest that IT can be seen as a holistic whole (equipment with a certain configuration), a 

plaything, with which individuals are in deep play in their everyday practices (cf. Dreyfus 1991a, 

p. 62ff).  
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6.3 INTERPRETING ENGROSSMENT IN IT AS DEEP PLAY 

I begin my discussion of engrossment in IT as deep play by first of all acknowledging earlier IS 

research concerning everyday technological practices. For instance, Dourish (2004, p. 99ff) 

explains our engrossment in IT as a transparent practice in which we use equipment unreflectively 

and become only aware of it if our absorption with equipment is broken. He points out that our 

absorption in an activity is interrupted when one steps outside of the ongoing activity by reflecting 

on the situation or the interruption is caused by the IT failure with which one is deeply engrossed 

in. Similarly, Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011) show that we are first absorbed, or ‘engrossed’, in 

practice, such as interacting with IT, before we are able to reflect on the situation. Consistent with 

the idea of play, they endorse the view that only a breakdown in our everyday practice brings our 

attention to the phenomena in and with which we are involved; otherwise it remains hidden and 

taken for granted (cf. Winograd and Flores 1986, p. 163ff). 

Accordingly, in deep play, the rules and understandings of the play remain in the background 

while one is deeply engrossed, otherwise the play will be spoiled. This point is also raised and 

made explicit by Dourish (2004) in terms of understanding smooth interaction with IT in 

everyday work. From this perspective, we can, therefore, say, that the smoothness of practice 

relies on unreflective action as Goffman (1961) precisely explains using the logic of a play: 

“An effortless unawareness will be involved, and if this is not possible then an active 

turning-away or suppression will occur.” (p. 24) 

This aspect is further elaborated by Geertz (1973, p. 443), he demonstrates that when participants 

are engrossed in practice the play “puts a construction on them,” as their practical interaction 

with play equipment becomes unreflective. Goffman (1961) further explains: 

“It is not only possible for participants to become involved in the [play], but it is also 

defined as obligatory that they sustain this involvement in given measure” (p. 36) 

Accordingly, in order to skilfully and purposefully interact with IT in our everyday practices the 

associated technological skills and everyday understanding must be taken for granted and remain 

in the background (Dreyfus 2012); in other words, the involvement in play needs to be transparent 

in practice in order for the deep play to occur. Mainemelis (2001, p. 555) says such transparent 

practices are “personal rites of passage,” within organizational practices, which he argues, enable 

engrossment and usually emerge out of mundane activities. He goes on to say that it is one’s actual 

involvement in deep play that determines a practice as a rite of passage for oneself. Hence, 

following Goffman (1961) and Geertz (1973), I suggest the concept of play might be helpful for 

understanding the technological practices of the younger generation. 
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6.4 RESEARCH METHOD 

I are using critical ethnographic research in an attempt to uncover what is going on in practice 

(Myers 1997a). The site of the study is a large scale organization, a provider of technology services, 

from here on known as PlayOrg (a pseudonym), in New Zealand. Contrary to the pseudonym, 

which is to chosen to emphasise the concept of play, the organization itself is not involved in any 

game development. My key selection criteria of organization was simply a higher presence of 

young professionals; this is reflected in PlayOrg’s active graduate program and the software 

development department being driven by young professionals. Most of my participants were in 

their first two years of employment. 

6.4.1 Data Collection 

The initial contact with PlayOrg was made in July 2013. One of the researchers joined soon 

afterward as a part-time software engineer on an active project. Hence he worked for the 

organization for a few days a week and for the other days focuses on his research activities. One 

advantage of being an employee is that full access to PlayOrg’s was given, including human and 

IT resources, and thus, the doors were opened for seamless integration in the team. Klein and 

Myers (1999) say that in interpretive field studies there is an interplay between participants and 

researchers, and this is certainly the case in my project. 

In line with the ethnographic approach, the primary source of data collection is participant 

observation. Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011, p. 350) say that a researcher using participant 

observation becomes “a temporary participant” instead of mere observer. In this way, following 

Geertz (1973, p. 3ff), my field notes included “thick descriptions” of meetings (weekly project 

meetings, user groups, expert groups), formal communications (email, updates), informal 

communications (instant messaging, email), audio visual resources (photographs, audio notes), 

digital resources (project knowledge base, project IT resources) and informal chats. In addition 

to participant observation, I have also begun to conduct semi-structured qualitative interviews 

with participants. In this paper, I cover the mid to late stages of ethnography, that is, the initial 

420 hours of ethnographic evidence. 

Using the concept of play, I am aiming to understand the question: how do young people relate to 

IT in their everyday practices? The question addresses, therefore, both epistemic (i.e. concerning 

the skills) and ontological (i.e., concerning the ways of interactions) aspects of practices. Thus, 

following Goffman (1961), the unit of analysis is ‘practices’ of young professionals in relation to 

their interaction with IT. Accordingly, I began ethnographic analysis (Myers 1997a) while ‘in the 

field’ adhering to the interpretive guidelines of Klein and Myers (1999). I am further invoking 
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‘constant comparison’ following Schultze (2000a) to interpret ethnographic data in the light of 

interpretive concepts. 

The preliminary analysis of my field data is presented next. 

6.5 PRELIMINARY EVIDENCE FROM THE FIELD 

Given the ongoing nature of the ethnography and the huge amount of data I have collected already, 

I limit my discussion to only one aspect of play, namely, the structure of engrossment in play. 

6.5.1 The Interplay 

I shall begin by recalling an event from the field which opens up a fruitful path to develop the 

understanding concerning the logic of play in practice. The event reveals how young professionals 

are entwined with their practices. As noted earlier, the organization in question is not a developer 

of games, although as it turns out the excerpt mentioned here concerns a personal project. 

Consider the following excerpt from my field notes: 

“John is working on a [personal project] game design; it appears to be a map of a multi-

player game... [A project manager] comes in looking for him and comments: “well, he is 

just playing,” and gave me a quick update instead, but neither showed any interest nor 

really minded what he was doing – it seems to be a persona projected on him. From my 

own IT experience, it seems this: since he has completed the work he was supposed to do, 

it is playtime. [Another project manager] came in a couple of times and asked him about 

[project tasks], but he, too, is unbothered by the fact that John is [playing]. John updates 

[project manager] with progress, who then leaves satisfactorily. Now, he is, again, 

absorbed in this interplay of work and play, ignoring most chitchats from [other 

teammates] and simply replies with a mutter, “Hmmm,” biting nails occasionally and 

constantly shaking feet; he is restless and anxious. An interesting aspect is that he was 

visibly disconcerted, every time his absorption was broken, just as if someone is 

interrupting a serious task.” (Excerpt from the field notes) 

As mentioned earlier in my theoretical discussion, we notice some low hanging fruits here. First, 

as Goffman (1961) suggests, there is a seriousness to play which is seen in practice as we find the 

visible disconcertedness of the participant. This, as Goffman argues, is simply due to one’s 

immersion in practice. Second, while the participant is engrossed in play, he successfully switches 

between activities. As I noted earlier, the switching exacts a toll which disturbs their engrossment 

in play. Finally, we also observe some generational aspects as the older project manager, by 

assuming ‘just playing’, interpreted work strictly in terms of work whereas for the young 
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professional, the work practices are entwined with play as interplay of practices. On the other 

hand, the second project manager seems to be leaning toward the practices of young generation 

by interpreting it as something mundane.  

Along the same lines, one participant explicitly describes their interaction with IT in terms of 

playing with new technologies. Consider the following quote from an interview: 

“It’s just something new that I want to know what it does and I want to play with it, you 

know, like some people like playing games, I do the same way. For me, [IT] is not too 

much different from a game, you know, something that I want to play with and as soon as 

I get used to it, I know how things work, and then I get bored.” (Excerpt from an interview) 

Here, the participant, a software developer, helps us to see how technological practices can be 

seen as play. We also see evidence concerning practical aesthetics, specifically engrossment in 

play and banality of play. When this person wants to learn new technologies, say some new 

software or use a new app, they see this as ‘play’ in which they become engrossed with the 

plaything. But playing with IT also becomes boring, or not “deep,” when there is nothing at stake 

(Geertz 1973, p. 431ff) and nothing more to learn. This leads to my next evidence in which I unpack 

the evidence regarding the logic of play. 

6.5.2 The Logic of Play 

During my field research I began to observe a common thread in the practices of participants. 

This thread weaves a pattern of play with repeated references, both implicit and explicit, where 

the participants relate their interaction with IT as ‘playing’ a game. One interviewee discusses the 

logic of PlayOrg’s project work: 

“Once you have solved one problem there are always other problems coming up, and then 

for each problem, well, it is kind of a game. Honestly, it’s kind of like a game. When you 

are doing programming, it is kind of like a game. When you play a game, you want to pass 

a level and go to next, same is in programming when something is new I want to solve that 

problem and pass it [the level]….but I really have to the pass, so when you solve the 

problem you make it doable….because there are so many [ways]…how to solve the problem, 

that’s interesting but…when you have solved a problem and if second time you come across 

it again, it’s not so interesting anymore.” (Excerpt from an interview) 

In this account of a young programmer’s practices, we find subtle hints toward deep play. First, 

echoing Goffman (1961), the participants see the encounter with IT as a game in which one needs 

to be purposefully engage to extract the meaning out of play. For instance, the participant relates 
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acquiring new skills to progressing through the play by ‘passing a level’ of expertise. Further, to 

repeat the same thing is found to be akin to repeating a move which forges a banal play in which 

there is no depth (Geertz 1973, p. 434). 

In the same way, another young participant revealed how he saw his technological work with IT 

as being a play like Lego:  

“I think it [i.e. the playing aspect] just always seems to have been there. One of the big 

things for me about [IT] is that it’s like Lego and…you’ve got all the pieces always with you 

and you can just make stuff there. And then you’ve always got information that you need 

to do stuff with it.” (Excerpt from an interview) 

From this insight we note a few things. First, we see that the concept of playing with IT ‘always 

seems to have been there’ as the participant discloses the ubiquitous aspect of technology in 

everyday practices. Second, the ‘play’ is entwined with work practices and inseparable from them. 

Third, although this was not mentioned explicitly in the interview, I found it interesting that some 

of the participants actually had pieces of Lego in their work spaces (see Figure 6–1). From this 

perspective, it seems to us that the concept of play (with IT) is rooted deeply in the everyday 

practices of the younger generation, or at least in the young people that I observed in my fieldwork. 

 
Figure 6-1 Play in workplace 
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6.6 DISCUSSION 

Goffman (1961, p. 24) says “games can provide a beginning” in order to understand everyday 

practices. My preliminary ethnographic evidence from the field endorses Goffman’s suggestion as 

I find an abundance of ‘play’ in young participants’ technological practices. Like Geertz (1973) I 

find that the concept of play is quite complex in practice and the deeper the interaction, the more 

intricate the practices become. As a result, I note the younger generation is found to be deeply in 

a dialectical play with technology in their everyday practices. Further, a deep play is also found to 

be unreflective in the field and, thus, elusive to grasp in practice. This interpretation also brings 

us in line with the dialectic of play in practices, arguing thus: in a playful absorption in everyday 

practices, the player and the play become one as a holistic whole, comprising of playing field such 

as organizational spaces and the plaything such as technology, insofar as the practices become 

transparent and the interaction of players fluid (cf. Dourish 2004; Dreyfus 1991a, 2012; Goffman 

1961, p. 24; also, Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). 

My initial findings thus further endorse the idea that the interpretive concept of play might be 

useful for understanding the technological practices of the younger generation. A question 

remains as to whether this perspective might shed light on the practices of the older generation. 

Although I have not exclusively studied the older generation ourselves, I note that ‘digital 

immigrants’ are usually described as ‘users’ of IT. From the perspective of Goffman’s theory, we 

can say such users of IT are not normally seen as being engrossed in a play in their interaction 

with technology. In other words, whereas the younger generation is found to be playfully intuitive 

in their technological practices, the older generation tend not to be described in such terms (e.g., 

Venkatesh et al. 2003); hence, an impression prevails of a generational divide of IT usage. 

My ethnographic enquiry into the everyday practices of the younger generations thus yields two 

contributions to the IS discipline. First, from the play perspective, I begin to add some theoretical 

tools in the toolkit for ethnographic researchers. Second, in the practitioners’ perspective, the 

interpretive concept of play is argued to be essential to develop and manage a young workforce 

which is shown to be immersed in IT in their everyday practices.  

I thus begin to understand that the dialectic of play might be important for organizations insofar 

as enculturation of play within an organization might be useful for young professionals. The latter 

might require overseeing rather than strict management. For instance, many IT organizations 

encourage and foster pet projects; in other words, encourage people to ‘play’ with technology. 

Such projects sometimes becomes an important resource for the organizations, thus creating a 

dilemma: a play might be overseen but cannot be fully managed (Goffman 1961). An important 
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organization tool, on the other hand, often requires strategic management. We can, then, say that 

play might be important for an organization but once a play like dialectic is attained, it is 

important to acknowledge the differences in practices insofar as what seems to be a plaything in 

the beginning later on might become an important organizational tool. Thus, re-stating Huizinga 

(1980, p. 200), organizations are encouraged to instil the dialectic of play in everyday practices 

which are also shown to be closely entwined with acquisition of skills and creativity in organizing 

and technological practices (e.g., Kark 2011; cf. Vaast 2007). 

6.7 CONCLUSION 

I have looked at one aspect of the everyday technological practices of young professionals. By 

applying the concept of play to the technological practices of the younger generation, I observe 

that ubiquitous technology makes “a world available whenever the individual decides to dip into 

it” (Goffman 1961, p. 37ff). Hence, the evidence suggests that there is nothing fundamentally 

innate about technology in young people’s practices; instead, IT creates a world which is 

ubiquitously available and in which immersion is crucial if one is to interact with it meaningfully: 

the question concerning being tech-savvy is, then, to be in deep play with technology which 

requires one to be engrossed in IT in one’s everyday practices (Geertz 1973, p. 440-2).  

I will continue to study the practices of the younger generation and hope to uncover more details 

about the intricacies and richness of their interaction with information technologies. I hope I have 

opened up a new direction of practice research of IT usage. One possible avenue for future 

research is to see if the interpretive concept of play can be applied to the different kinds of young 

people e.g., those who are not practically involved in information systems, or young people in 

different countries and from different cultures. 
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7 ARTICLE V – CONCEPTUALIZING ENGAGEMENT AS 

PLAY 

Abstract 

There have been calls in recent years for information systems researchers to practice 

engaged scholarship, with various research methods suggested as ways in which 

engaged scholarship can be conducted. However, the conceptualization of engagement 

in the information systems and management research literature remains rather weak. 

Drawing primarily on the relevant work of Huizinga, Gadamer, Geertz and Goffman, I 

propose play as a metaphor for conceptualizing engagement. I apply this conceptual 

framework to the engagement of people in their everyday practices and also to the 

engagement of the researcher with the participants and phenomena in the field. I 

illustrate my framework by reporting on an ethnography of the everyday practices of 

young professionals within one technology organization. My findings reveal that 

everyday practices are often impregnated with the logic of play. I also suggest that the 

concept of play can be used to deepen the engagement of researchers with practitioners 

in the field. 

Keywords– ethnography, generations, play, spatiality, temporality. 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the past decade, there has been increasing interest amongst Information Systems (IS) 

researchers in engaged scholarship. Following the longstanding debates about rigor and relevance 

in our conferences and journals, engaged scholarship has been proposed as a way of bridging the 

gap between IS research and practice; it has been proposed as a way of addressing some key 

challenges within the IS discipline in a novel and constructive way (Mathiassen and Nielsen 

2008). This interest in engaged scholarship has been accompanied by developments in research 

methods that facilitate such engagement. Research methods such as action research (Baskerville 

and Myers 2004), design research (Hevner et al. 2004), action design research (Sein et al. 2011) 

and more recently, design ethnography (Baskerville and Myers 2015) all involve the engagement 

of the IS researcher with practitioner stakeholders in some way.  

Van de Ven defines engaged scholarship as “a participative form of research for obtaining the 

different perspectives of key stakeholders in studying complex problems” (Van de Ven 2007, p. 
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9). He distinguishes between two modes of enquiry in engaged scholarship. He says that the first 

mode is where the researcher takes a detached outsider perspective. Taking an outsider 

perspective, the researcher is usually a detached onlooker who gathers data on many units in 

different contexts. The second mode is where the researcher takes the perspective of an attached 

insider. As an attached insider, a researcher focuses on one particular context and becomes 

immersed in the actions and experiences of the people and system being studied (Van de Ven 

2007, pp. 269-271).  

In this paper, I focus on the perspective of the attached insider only. My focus is on immersed 

engagement, where the researcher is involved in some kind of fieldwork in a particular setting. 

Since all field research, by definition, relies on the concept of the field (Myers 1997a, 1999; Van 

Maanen 2011a, b), I believe that my research is relevant to all field researchers who wish to reflect 

on their skillful engagement with the phenomena in the field. Hence, this paper is deemed 

pertinent to all kinds of fieldwork, and especially that of an ethnographic nature. 

Although the research literature on engaged scholarship continues to grow (e.g., Mathiassen and 

Nielsen 2008; Nandhakumar and Jones 1997; Shotter and Tsoukas 2014), one gap that I have 

discovered in both the IS and management research literature more generally is related to the 

theorizing of engagement itself: the conceptualization of engagement remains rather weak. Van 

de Ven (2007, pp. 10ff) says that engaged scholarship consists of four steps, namely (1) problem 

formulation, (2) theory building, (3) research design, and (4) problem solving, but he provides 

little theoretical discussion of these steps. In this vein, a critical understanding of the concept of 

engagement is required to advance the engaged scholarship (cf. Baskerville and Myers 2009, p. 

659), the purpose of this paper is thus to suggest a way of conceptualizing engagement. I want to 

focus primarily on the engagement of the people in my study in their everyday practices related 

to IT and, in doing so, I also hope to shed light on the engagement of the researcher with the 

participants in the field. Hence, the research question I seek to address in this paper is: how can 

we conceptualize engagement? 

Drawing primarily on the relevant pioneering work of Huizinga (cultural history), Gadamer 

(critical hermeneutics), Geertz and Goffman (anthropology), my answer is that engagement can 

be theorized as play (Caillois 1962; Gadamer 1989; Geertz 1973; Giddens 1964; Goffman 1961; 

Huizinga 1980; Turner 1982; Vygotsky 1967). Huizinga suggests play as the primary formative 

element in human culture. I find the concept of play might thus be useful for conceptualizing the 

engagement of people in their everyday practices related to IT and also the engagement of the 

researchers with practitioners in the field.   
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Huizinga says that our everyday practices are like ‘play’ in that we effortlessly engage with our 

surrounding practice worlds. The concept of play thus serves two distinctive purposes; first, it 

helps to succinctly explain the nature of everyday practices in which we find ourselves; second, 

following the seminal anthropological and philosophical discussions of play by Goffman (1961) , 

Geertz (1973) and Gadamer (1976, 1989), it provides us with an opportunity to deepen our 

engagement with practice. I note that the concept of play has already provided the theoretical 

grounding for some studies in IS (e.g., Myers and Newman 2007; Vaast 2007), computer science 

(e.g., Garris et al. 2002), management (e.g., Kark 2011; Roos et al. 2004), organization studies 

(e.g., Sørensen and Spoelstra 2012) and consumer research (e.g., Kozinets et al. 2004). 

I illustrate the idea of play in engagement by drawing on some of the insights from an ethnography 

of everyday practices of young IT professionals. The fieldwork was conducted at a reasonably large 

scale technology organization. The insights presented here, regarding play, developed gradually 

during the course of our ethnographic enquiry, as discussed in the last chapter. I found that, when 

immersed in field practices, both the researchers and participants are often engaging with IS 

phenomena in a play-like ludic practice. A ludic practice is one which involves spontaneous and 

undirected playfulness. Through the play lens, I found that both researchers and participants are 

‘players’ who interact ‘along with’ each other in a ‘playing field.’ Using this lens, I demonstrate 

how I gained access to hidden layers of meaning, such as spatiality (playing field), materiality (IT 

as a plaything), temporality (playtime) and sociality (players).  

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. The next section provides the theoretical framework, 

discussing the concept of play and some of its key aspects. The following section discusses my 

research method. This is followed by the presentation of my findings. The final section is the 

discussion and conclusions. 

7.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The concept of play has been critically discussed in many social disciplines. For example, in 

anthropology play has been suggested as a way of making sense of cultural phenomena (Geertz 

1973, pp. 412ff; Schwartzman 1979) and understanding the intricacies of social interaction and 

rituals (Lefebvre 2003; Turner 1982); in organization studies as a way of creative engagement 

within organizations (Mainemelis and Ronson 2006) and enabling organizational learning 

through ludic spaces (Kolb and Kolb 2010); in marketing as way of understanding consumer 

behavior in retail spaces through engaged ludic agency (Kozinets et al. 2004); and in language 

studies as a way of enhancing language skills through social drama (Levy et al. 1992). Taking a 
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cue from these studies in neighboring fields, I suggest that the concept of play may also be relevant 

for IS scholarship in understanding the nature of engagement. 

Huizinga says that play is the logic of what we take for granted; it is the logic of the mundane. He 

claims that play “is older than culture, for culture, however inadequately defined, always 

presupposes human society, and animals have not waited for man to teach them their playing” 

(Huizinga 1980, p. 1). Huizinga developed his concept of play by defining it as a volitional ludic 

practice that is inherently engaged within a practice world. From this perspective, he says we are 

always ‘in play’ as we find ourselves involved in various situations. A key characteristic of play is 

argued to be the dialogical and self-organizing nature of ludic practices, that is to say, one does 

not simply perform an act; one plays it (cf. Mainemelis and Ronson 2006, p. 86). It seems to us 

that this concept of play offers promise as a way of better understanding the engaged interaction 

of people with their practices in relation to IT and the engagement of the researcher in the field. I 

next discuss some aspects of play in more detail. 

7.2.1 The Logic of Play 

Goffman (1961, pp. 33ff) says that our everyday practices are akin to engagement in complex play. 

He says that play forges a world where participants are involved with their surroundings in and 

through a series of ludic encounters (Ibid, p. 24). Following Goffman, Clifford Geertz’s 

ethnographic fieldwork reveals that everyday practices indeed take the form of intimate 

engagements with the phenomena in the world. He refers to such engagements in practices as 

being in ‘play’ (Geertz 1973, pp. 424, 432ff). In this perspective, Gadamer (1976, p. 102ff) suggests 

play as an important concept in philosophical hermeneutics for understanding the underlying 

dynamic process of engagement. Gadamer (1976, p. 53) further explains that “whatever is brought 

into play or comes into play no longer depends on itself but is dominated by the relation we call 

the game.” Play thus can be seen as a way of everyday being in the world in which we intuitively 

engage with phenomena as we find ourselves absorbed in our everyday practices (Kögler 1999, 

pp. 44ff; Manning 1992, pp. 56ff). 

Every game has what might be called the logic of play. I now spell out the logic of play by 

highlighting the spatial, material, temporal, and social perspectives of play.  

7.2.2 Spatiality 

Play is a spatial engagement inasmuch as a game is always played somewhere (Huizinga 1980). 

For an engaged practice, this is the place ‘where’ one engages in activities. The space is the field 

of practice (Goffman 1963; cf. Levina and Arriaga 2014, pp. 474-7), or simply playing field. The 

playing field both sets boundaries of play and acts as a platform to transform the mundane into 
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the ‘magic world’ of play (Huizinga 1980, p. 19). It should be noted that the playing field is neither 

a formal spatial distinction nor an abstraction of reality; instead, it is simply ‘where’ the play 

occurs and hence it can be virtual. The playing field acts as a ‘temporary world’ within which a 

practice which has its own rules (Ibid). Gadamer (1989, p. 107) spells out the significance of space 

in terms of the purpose and skills in play as follows: 

“Human play requires a playing field. Setting off the playing field… sets off the sphere of 

play as a [practice world], one without transition and mediation to the world of aims. That 

all play is playing something is true here, where the ordered to-and-fro movement of the 

game [which]… determines more exactly why playing is always a playing of something. 

Every game presents the man who plays it with a task. He cannot enjoy the freedom of 

playing himself out without transforming the aims of his purposive behavior into mere 

tasks of the game. Thus the child gives itself a task in playing with a ball, and such tasks 

are playful ones because the purpose of the game is not really solving the task, but ordering 

and shaping the movement of the game.” 

From this perspective, we find a threefold structure of the spatiality of play. First, the playing field 

can be understood as a practice world where the play can be meaningful; the ‘sphere’ of play is 

but a practice world within a holistic whole and not a separate phenomenon. Second, the playing 

field involves three things, the player, the plaything, and the playing field itself, all of which are 

necessarily joined. Third, play is autotelic i.e. play is meaningful in and of itself. Play is not 

oriented towards completing some other task.  

Kozinets et al. (2004), in their study of the ludic practice world of consumers, say that when 

people engage in playful interactions they withdraw from the mundane and immerse themselves 

in technology. The spatiality of play hints at the presence of an emergent ludic agency at work 

(Ibid, pp. 659-660). Accordingly, Kozinets and colleagues suggest “[people] use technology and 

their bodies to produce parts of the [play]...to create and alter the space” (p. 668) in which they 

find themselves playing. We are thus never separate from the everyday spaces where we play. 

Levina and Arriaga (2014), in their study of online social dynamics of virtual spaces, found that 

online spatial environments are indeed akin to playing fields in which people take and assign 

many complex roles and identities. They refer to this distinct spatiality as an ‘online field’ where 

play emerges through relations over time.  

The spatiality of the field also has a pervasive quality i.e. the participants can be seen as playing 

in a playing field which is ‘always there’ at their disposal. The playing field is always there to step 

into whenever they want (cf. Goffman 1961, pp. 37ff). On one hand, this allows an engaged 
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researcher to grasp the spatiality of the play; on the other hand, a sudden holistic absorption in 

play also allows “the player[s],” as Gadamer (1989, p. 109) points out, to “experience[s] the game 

as a reality that surpasses [them].” Thus, spatiality of play can provide important insights into 

engagement from both the researchers’ and the participants’ perspectives. 

7.2.3 Materiality 

A ludic practice is weaved around a plaything (Huizinga 1980, p. 30), for a play cannot exist 

without something to play with. We can understand it in terms of material equipment, such as a 

football, devices and systems, or discursive equipment such as rhetorical instrument and 

apparatus (Ibid; cf. Gadamer 1976, p. 56). A plaything is a prerequisite to play, as Gadamer 

describes: 

“In order for there to be [play], there always has to be, not necessarily literally another 

player, but something else with which the player plays and which automatically responds 

to his move with a countermove” (Gadamer 1989, p. 106). 

Gadamer explains that a plaything is intimately woven with a skillful player in a ludic practice. A 

plaything as a tool to play with which is significant for individuals qua players; something that 

matters to them. Further, Goffman (1961, p. 26) points out that in play the actual “use is usually 

made of traditional equipment having a social history of its own.” That is to say, a plaything is 

used against the backdrop of historical space and time. In contemporary terms, to paraphrase 

Geertz (1973, p. 433), I suggest that IT can be seen as a holistic whole, equipment with a certain 

configuration, or simply a plaything, with which individuals are in play in their everyday practices 

(cf. Dreyfus 1991a, pp. 62ff; also, see Riemer and Johnston 2014). 

The immersive engagement of the player with a plaything makes the engagement itself an elusive 

phenomenon to grasp (Dreyfus 1991a, p. 66). Here, Dourish (2004, pp. 99ff) points out that our 

absorbed engagement with IS phenomena renders our engagement an invisible practice in which 

we use equipment, or playthings. Since we tend to take them for granted, we only become aware 

of them if our absorption is broken. Hence a practice breakdown, or disruption in play, can be an 

invaluable tool for engaged researchers as it might reveal some aspects of the phenomenon that 

are normally invisible (e.g., Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011; Winograd and Flores 1986).  

Huizinga (1980) reminds us that play is a holistic whole, a practice world, in which, as Gadamer 

(1989, pp. 106-9) interprets, the plaything is seen as equipment entwined with the players. Hence, 

a plaything makes sense only in the world where the players play. 
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7.2.4 Temporality 

Huizinga (1980, p. 8) points out that there is no specific playtime in everyday world, he says: 

“Play can be deferred or suspended at any time. It is never imposed by physical necessity 

or moral duty. It is never a task. It is done at leisure, during "free time".” 

The ‘free time’ of play relates to the volitional absorption in play rather than an objective free time 

(Caillois 1962, pp. 3-7). In this sense, the time of the play is free from the everyday temporal 

restrictions; one can play anytime. Huizinga points out that play encloses the players and it is this 

absorbed engagement in practice which allows them to step out of the mundane and grasp the 

surroundings as the playing field (also, see Geertz 1973, pp. 433ff). Thus, a sense of timelessness 

and effortlessness is found in the playing field. In this perspective, Gadamer (1989, pp. 104-5) 

explicates that this very absorption in play takes the players beyond any obvious goals and, in 

doing so, makes the dialectic a transparent autotelic practice, he says: 

“The movement of playing has no goal that brings it to an end; rather, it renews itself in 

constant repetition…. The play is the occurrence of the movement [which]… is not only 

without [any apparent] goal or purpose but also without effort.” 

Thus, the effortlessness in play is achieved by repetitively engaging in play. Here, Gadamer (1989) 

reminds us, the repetition of play is not a literal repetition, so it will be a mistake to reduce it to 

abstract rules or raw facts. Further, though the engagement in as play might appear as repetitive, 

Gadamer (1989) explains, in a ludic practice “every repetition is as original as the [play] itself” (p. 

120). In this way, the temporality of play renews and advances play and a constant 

reinterpretation of ongoing practices is required. 

In their study of absorption in IS phenomena through playfulness, Agarwal and Karahanna 

(2000, p. 673) note “temporal disassociation,” or timelessness, is an important aspect of absorbed 

engagement in a practice; they define it as the “the inability to register the passage of time while 

engaged in interaction.” This point is also discussed by Mainemelis (2001) in a study of the play 

aspect of work practices. He found that participants experience timelessness when engaging in 

ludic practices. Similarly, Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011) show that we are first absorbed, or 

engaged, in practice (such as interacting with IT) before we are able to reflect on the situation. 

That is to say, in our everyday engagement with IS phenomena, we are unaware of our 

engagement with tools and systems (cf. Dourish 2004) but we simply use them. Consistent with 

the idea of play, Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011) endorse the view that only a breakdown in an 

engaged practice brings our attention to the phenomena in and with which we are involved; 

otherwise it remains hidden and taken for granted (cf. Winograd and Flores 1986, pp. 163ff). As 
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we become proficient in our involvement with a phenomenon, we tend to find ourselves moving 

toward more engaged play in our practice.  

This suggests that the only way to grasp the logic of engagement is to actually participate in it. 

After all, a play materializes in the playing field only when it is played by someone namely, the 

players. 

7.2.5 Sociality 

As I mentioned earlier, Gadamer (1976) points out that for there to be play, there has to be another 

player (although not literally). Hence, this brings us to the aspect of the sociality of play. 

Kozinets et al. (2004), in their study of the ludic practice world of consumers, found that people 

find themselves among technologies as if “being-in-the-game” in which they not only ‘play along’ 

but also ‘play for one another’ in a field (Kozinets et al. 2004, pp. 665-9). Sometimes the players 

will give their all as they play for the team. However, as Huizinga points out, not all players are 

genuine in their engagement. He says that a ‘true player’ is someone who is wholly engaged in a 

ludic practice, but there are other types of participants. Huizinga (1980, pp. 11ff) goes on to point 

out the possibility of four types participants namely, i) true player, ii) false player, iii) cheat or 

spoil-sport, and iv) spectator. 

(i) A ‘true player’ is a participant who is “wholly absorbed” (Gadamer 1989, p. 109) in 

play i.e. the world of practice.  

(ii) A false player is someone who is imitating to ‘be there’ in practice; albeit such players 

still play along, but they do so shallowly. However, a false player can also be seen as 

someone who is learning to play by emulating the practices of others. Thus, a false 

player is not necessarily a threat to play.  

(iii) A cheat or spoil-sport is someone “who trespasses against the rules or ignores them”, 

and thus is seen as an anomaly who “breaks the magic world” and renders the play 

worthless (Huizinga 1980, p. 11). Gadamer (1989, p. 103) adds that a cheat, unlike 

other players, can also be seen as someone who attempts to systematize the play 

rather than let the play takes over the practice. A cheat is thus a logical threat to the 

whole idea of play.  
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(iv) Finally, there is the ‘spectator’ who is as equally interested in the game as the players 

(Huizinga 1980, pp. 49, 85, 198). This involvement in play, Gadamer (1989, p. 110) 

points out, diminishes any differences between an absorbed spectator and a 

participating player as both are ‘wholly absorbed’ by being there in the playing field 

(see, Geertz 1973, p. 423). 

These aspects of the sociality of play suggest that there are various ways for IS researchers to 

conduct immersed engaged fieldwork, from being a true player, a player who is learning, to an 

absorbed spectator. I do not recommend the option of being a cheat or spoil-sport. 

7.3 ENGAGED FIELDWORK 

Although, as I said earlier, I want to focus primarily on the engagement of people in their everyday 

practices related to IT, I believe that our conceptualization of engagement also has relevance for 

engaged scholarship, and particularly the immersed engagement of the researcher with the 

participants in the field. In order to conduct fieldwork, a researcher has to enter the ethnographic 

field. The field can be seen as the practice world of participants where engaged practices are 

already in projection, where a play is already being played by certain players. As the concept of 

play suggests, the players are absorbed in the playing field which binds them in play i.e. the 

participants are unreflectively interacting with field practices which make the field meaningful for 

them. Yet the very unreflective engagement of participants can overwhelm a researcher, for he or 

she needs to somehow become part of the game in order to understand its dynamics. How, then, 

can a researcher do engaged fieldwork when the practices are invisible on entering the field?  

A possible answer lies in immersing and engaging in the field as if one was entering a playing field. 

As Weick (2009, p. 76) explains, the researcher has to move from “being an observer outside the 

situation to being an involved performer engaged in the situation.” A field researcher thus needs 

to begin by engaging in field practices by gradually taking an active part in their play to make 

sense of the field and, by doing so, attempts to access deeper meaning underlying the practices. 

Thus, an engaged fieldworker is not necessarily looking to understand a specific task but rather 

wants to understand the whole situation, how things are in the field.  

This absorption in play is both practical and experiential; it is difficult to grasp the phenomena 

without actually participating in it. Participating in play allows a researcher to study the practice 

world of participants and make sense of field practices by actually ‘being in their world’. When an 



Article V – Conceptualizing Engagement as Play 

156 
 

engaged researcher first approaches the field’s practice world, from the periphery, it would appear 

that people are simply lost in their own world. At the start, the researcher becomes a spectator of 

the practices and sees them as ‘being in a play’. Gradually, the researcher might find an 

opportunity to be part of the play by immersing in participants’ practices in the field or by 

becoming am an absorbed spectator. An absorbed spectator too is fully involved, and thus it would 

be possible to sustain professional distance and also gain deeper access to play practices by 

engaged observation of everyday practices of participants. 

Mainemelis (2001, p. 555) says many everyday activities in complex ludic practices are “personal 

rites of passage,” which he argues, enable absorption in the phenomena. He goes on to say that it 

is one’s actual involvement in play that determines a practice as a rite of passage for oneself. An 

engaged field researcher thus needs to go through this rite of passage to transform one’s status 

from a detached observer to an attached insider or an engaged participant.  

7.4 RESEARCH METHOD 

I conducted an ethnography to study the nature of young people’s interaction with IS phenomena 

in one organization (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 1997a, 1999). I considered ethnographic 

research to be suitable as it has been used in IS research to study the everyday aspects of practices 

associated with IT (e.g., Harvey and Myers 1995; Manning 1996, 2008; Schultze 2000a). During 

the course of ethnography, I followed and adhered to the principles of interpretive field research 

for conducting and evaluating my ethnographic work (Klein and Myers 1999). 

The site of ethnography is PlayOrg (a pseudonym), a large scale IT organization. Although I use 

the pseudonym PlayOrg (given my research topic), the organization is not actually involved in any 

game development. Rather, PlayOrg is a provider of technology services. Nonetheless, playing all 

sorts of games, including playful personal interaction, was a core tenet of the participants. At first 

it appeared that my participants were simply being ludic in their practices by virtue of being the 

youngest employees of PlayOrg; however, as my evidence will reveal, the reality was rather more 

complex. 

Given my research topic – everyday practices of young professionals in an organization – my key 

selection criterion for my research site was simply a higher presence of young professionals. 

Insofar as I am broadly interested in the contemporary technological practices of young people 

entering the workforce, this is reflected in PlayOrg’s active graduate recruitment program and the 

software development department being driven by young professionals. Most of my participants 
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were in their first two years of employment. Further, most young people were hired there to work 

on their flagship software product, PlayProj.  

The initial contact with PlayOrg was made in July 2013. Soon after the initial meetings, I was 

invited to join as a part-time software engineer on PlayProj. Hence I worked three days a week for 

PlayOrg and for the other days focused on his ongoing doctoral research. One advantage of being 

an employee is that full access to PlayOrg was given, including human and IT resources.  

Initially, I was placed in PlayOrg’s flagship software development team, PlayTeam, to work on the 

ongoing design issues. Given my previous background as a professional software engineer, I 

observed that more often than not I was approached to work on actual software design. This is in 

line with the guidelines recommended by Baskerville and Myers (2015) for design ethnography, 

although I was unaware of this term at the time (since their article was published after my 

fieldwork had begun).  

In the early days of ethnography, I had to learn the work practices and various technical details of 

PlayProj. In this way, I began as an absorbed spectator and gradually moved to become a ‘true 

player’ in the playing field, wholly absorbed in the world of practice. However, in this case, I am 

perhaps best described as a ‘temporary’ true player (cf. Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011, p. 350) since 

the job was neither permanent nor the researcher a permanent part of the organization. The 

ethnographic fieldwork was lasted for just over eighteen months in total. 

7.4.1 Data Collection and Analysis 

In ethnographic research, one of the primary sources of data collection is participant observation 

(Myers 1997a, 1999). My participant observation is engaged in nature. Further, my field notes 

include “thick description[s]” (Geertz 1973, pp. 3ff) from various data sources including 

attendance at meetings (weekly project meetings, user groups, expert groups), formal 

communications (email, updates), informal communications (instant messaging, email), 

audiovisual resources (photographs, audio notes), digital resources (project knowledge base, 

project IT resources) and informal chats as well as working closely with team members on the 

project knowledge base. Field notes were often taken in the presence of participants, and on 

occasion while an event was unfolding. This was only possible through the immersive nature of 

my engaged fieldwork. Notes were almost always taken on a personal workstation or mobile 

device. 

I also conducted ten semi-structured qualitative interviews with select participants, using the 

guidelines suggested by Myers and Newman (2007). The interviews ranged from one to two hours 
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long and were often highly candid and confessional in nature. All interviews except one were 

digitally recorded. 

I did not apply any particular theoretical lens in the beginning as I was primarily focusing on 

exploring how young participants engage with IT in an organizational setting. However, after 

some time the concept of play emerged as a useful way to make sense of my findings. I also sought 

guidance from critical play method of ludic engagement to analyze aspects of my own engagement 

with IS phenomena in the field (Flanagan 2009, pp. 251ff); it was particularly helpful insofar as 

play method suggests a subtle change in play can alter the current of ongoing practices. Thus, I 

paid special attention to any changes (no matter how minor) in the engaged logic of practices. 

7.5 FINDINGS 

I will now describe my findings regarding the spatiality, materiality, temporality and sociality of 

play amongst the participants. The participants of the study were primarily young professionals 

(May, Mel, Moe, Max, Moss) and members of the management team (Sean, Sue, Sonya). 

Following Clifford (1986), the findings are written from the first person perspective of the 

fieldworker. The research concerns the everyday practices of PlayOrg and PlayTeam in particular.  

Prior to my fieldwork, I had worked for 13 years in small and large technology organizations in 

various countries as a software engineer. Thus when I joined PlayTeam, I was already used to 

working in a software development environment. Although I was introduced as a researcher, I 

found that I was fully engaged from the very beginning. I soon found myself placed at the heart of 

ongoing projects. To start with I found it a constant struggle, juggling between being a researcher 

and being an employee. However, given that my research project concerned the nature of everyday 

practices and their interaction with IS phenomena, I decided to let the field practices take over 

and engage with phenomena just as the participants do. This helped me in two ways. First, I could 

get some relief unloading the cognitive toll of constant switching of roles, when to observe and 

when to work; instead, I observed through an engaged perspective. Second, as I have reported 

elsewhere7, the participants began to see me as ‘one of them’ rather than a researcher; thus, my 

historical background of being a computer programmer helped me to be engaged with the 

participants in the field. 

                                                        
7 See Article II. 
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7.5.1 The Playing Field 

After a few months in the field (see Figure 7–1), it gradually became clear that the organization 

itself is not one static spatiality but a larger space in which many playing fields were being created 

by the players. I observed that spatiality, as the ludic perspective reveals, is entwined with the 

purpose of playthings and the skills of the players. For instance, within PlayTeam, people referred 

to some of the software repositories as “playgrounds,” “lounges,” “sandboxes,” and “sandpits.” 

The online environments were seen as ‘personal spaces’ to design, develop and test software 

solutions. Sean once described software prototyping as the building of “sandcastles” in the 

“sandpits” and revealed that such ‘play’ can only be achieved in ‘a specific space’. Max, too, 

frequently referred to his workspace as his ‘play area’. The ludic logic of spatiality was disclosed 

through the use of everyday language.  

Later in the fieldwork, I found that the participants regarded themselves as at play with 

technologies in a playing field as they develop IT solutions. For instance, Mel once shared her 

perspective of other young people’s use of organizational IT as follows: 

“[People] will be adapting themselves and their use of technology… where their individual 

use [of IT] is going to be separate [than originally intended]… maybe for the 

[management] it would be less separated just because [they’re] more heavily invested in 

[this space].” (Excerpt from an interview) 

First, we see that there is an expectation of ‘free play’ with technology as newcomers, like herself, 

adapt to technology in the workspaces in their own ‘free time’. In this engagement, I observed that 

there was a constant ‘tug of war’ between the managers and the other participants from the 

younger generation. For instance, while the management did not prohibit using computers for 

non-work related activities, it was sometimes the case that managers would complain about the 

young participants spending ‘too much time’ on the internet. Moe mentioned that he was once 

told off by the management because ‘excessive bandwidth’ was reported against his ‘user account’. 

“It was just Youtube in the background, you know” he said with a rather shocked expression.  
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Figure 7-1 The Ethnographic "Playing" Field 

Second, I note that there is a subtle hint to treat management as ‘false players’ in the playing field. 

Here, Mel placed the management within the playing field but they were deemed ‘separate’ insofar 

as they were seen as those who interact systematically rather than ludically. Senior management 

are thus seen as players who are not participating in the play, they are false players. 

I thus began to understand that everyday engaged practices can indeed be seen as a game within 

a playing field. However, the playing field is not necessarily a physical space. In PlayOrg, the 

“software” is seen as a holistic space within which the players play.  

For instance, reflecting on an event concerning an IS solution, Max implicitly invoked the playing 

field concept and indicated software as his ‘domain’: 

“[For me,] that’s something that was in my control which, as a software engineer, I like to 

feel in control just ‘cos I feel that software is my domain.” (Excerpt from an interview) 
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Here, again, we observe that a software is akin to space (a domain) over which a player has 

personal control. Most of the time, however, since the playing field tends to be taken for granted, 

it remains in the background.  

Nevertheless, if a breach occurs in the playing field, the participants often get frustrated and try 

to restore the space i.e. they try to “make it in such a way that it works how I expected or at least 

works for my purpose at the time,” as Moss once succinctly put. This restores the integrity of the 

playing field. 

7.5.2 The Plaything 

I observed that IT was treated as if it were a plaything in five ways. First, playing with IT was 

related to the acquisition of skills (cf. Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2005). The participants often reflected 

how they had learned a technical skill by simply ‘playing with it’ in the beginning and then 

mastered it as if they progressed through a game. For them, the more they played the better they 

got. Indeed, they say they did not do it for material or immaterial reward but simply for the sake 

of ‘playing’ a new thing; they enjoyed learning about IT as an end in itself, for as Huizinga says, 

the play is autotelic (Huizinga 1980). Max explained the logic underlying his learning of a new 

technology: 

“What I would do is [to]… play around with it as much as I can in its [original] form and 

then I'd go ‘poke around the settings’, see what settings are available and then play around 

with the settings and see what’s happened” (Excerpt from an interview) 

In a similar way, May reflected that programming was like ‘playing a game’ in which she has to 

‘solve puzzles’ in order to move to ‘next levels’ of the play. She said  

“When you are doing programming, it is kind of like a game. When you play a game, you 

want to pass a level and go to next, same is in programming when something is new I want 

to solve that problem and pass it [the level]….but I really have to the pass, so when you 

solve the problem you make it doable….because there are so many [ways]…how to solve 

the problem, that’s interesting but…when you have solved a problem and if second time 

you come across it again, it’s not so interesting anymore.” (Excerpt from an interview) 

Here we see that the young professionals in this organization were engaged with IS phenomena 

when they were playing with it but became bored if they were no longer learning something new. 

Hence playing with IT is not necessarily the opposite of work, but is related to learning and skill 

development. 
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Second, the concept of play with IT is deeply rooted in the everyday practices of young 

professionals. For these young people, ubiquitous IT is something that they take for granted 

because they have grown up with IT. For instance, Max once reflected on his everyday encounters 

with IT as being like playing (with Lego). He recalled: 

“I think it [i.e. the playing aspect] just always seems to have been there [since childhood]. 

One of the big things for me about [ubiquitous IT] is that it’s like Lego and… [like playing 

a game] you’ve got all the pieces always with you and you can just make stuff there. And 

then you’ve always got [all sorts of] information that you need to do stuff with.” (Excerpt 

from an interview) 

Max’s comment that the concept of playing with IT ‘always seems to have been there’ suggests 

that he indeed has taken it for granted – for as long as he can remember – that IT is there to be 

played with. Further, IT is not seen as a special case in his practices but an everyday phenomenon. 

Matt, like a few other members of PlayTeam, actually had pieces of Lego in their workspaces (see 

Figure 7–2). He once referred to the Lego blocks on his desk as a metaphor for the solution to a 

complex problem on his screen. “This,” referring to the Lego blocks, “has to become like that,” he 

said, as he pointed to the screen. Of course, he was referring to making sense of the problem rather 

than an actual physical relation.  

Taking all these comments together, it seems to us that playing with the plaything (IT) is the way 

in which these young people engage with technology. The members of PlayTeam engage in ludic 

practices with respect to IT in both their personal and professional lives. 
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Figure 7-2 Matt's workplace 

Third, playing with IT is important for innovation. Sean and Sue mentioned that many software 

components of PlayProj had started as ‘pet projects’ but these same ‘toys’ later became an integral 

part of the organization’s IS infrastructure. They recalled that people often began to ‘play with’ a 

certain technology but after a while the status of the technology might change from that of a 

plaything to a business tool. But once a plaything left the domain of the players, I noticed that it 

was abandoned by the players. Here we see the paradox of play. Sonya and Sean mentioned that 

many young software developers were often enthusiastic in the beginning insofar as they were 

‘playing’ with IT, but once the outcome was considered valuable and integrated into organization 

IS, play stopped. The paradox is that one cannot command others to play; for play to count as 

play, it must be voluntary. I shall come back to this point in subsequent sections. 

Fourth, the extent to which IT was regarded as a plaything depended to a large extent on the 

perceived aesthetics of it. Mel commented: 
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 “I think aesthetics are becoming increasingly important to the way, you know, our sense 

of enjoyment of it and perhaps functionality. ‘Cause you can be like “oh it is functional but 

it is also pleasing to look at,” you know, and… that’s all kind of interrelated [in a holistic 

whole].” (Excerpt from an interview) 

I discovered that the young professionals enjoyed working on what they regarded as their own 

‘beautiful’ software but treated with disdain some of the older legacy software. For example, they 

referred to a legacy ‘single sign on’ authentication screen as an ‘ugly thing’ with which they did 

not want to be associated. Instead of being apologetic for this particular piece of organizational 

IT, they made it clear ‘this stupid and ugly part’ had nothing to do with their work. Some of the 

modern software tools were also considered unaesthetic since they inhibited their immersion in 

play. Figure 3 displays their discontent towards a particular mobile framework, in an architecture 

model that was drawn on the office whiteboard wall. 

 

Figure 7-3 When players reject a "technology" plaything 
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Fifth, the participants, often used IT for both personal and work purposes and tended not to make 

a clear delineation between the two. For example, they used their mobile phones and the 

organizational instant messaging system for both personal and work purposes. They also used the 

projectors at work for showing movies during the Christmas period.  

We thus can see that it is an actual ludic participation which relates a player with her plaything. 

The young professionals only truly engaged with IS phenomenon when they were playing with it. 

As soon as it ceased to be a plaything, they lost interest and no longer saw themselves as being 

practically involved. 

7.5.3 Playtime 

Although there were strong expectations about project deadlines, at PlayOrg, like many IS 

organizations involved in software development, there were no written rules about when people 

should start and stop work. This meant that the participants incessantly and fluidly immersed 

themselves in (and out) of the playing field.  

What I discovered is that the participants tended to lose themselves as they fluently engaged with 

the IS phenomena in their workspaces. When we are at play, time flies (cf. Agarwal and Karahanna 

2000). Mainemelis (2001) says that absorption in play creates a sense of timelessness in 

organizations. In such absorptions, play takes primacy, and the players’ skills automatically focus 

on what is significant. In this perspective, a ludic practice is never complete as it is always in 

projection. I observed the same projection in the field. The following excerpt from my field notes 

illustrates this: 

“I was working on a task for [PlayProj], and remotely connected to two virtual machines; 

a server and Joe’s machine which was ‘imaged’ on Max’s workstation. As I tried to access 

Joe’s [virtual] machine, I realized that I have [suddenly] lost the access. [After trying many 

different solutions], I went to Max and asked if he can take a look, he was in the middle of 

a programming task, but as he looked at me and asked for more information [while still 

engaged with the task at hand]; I noticed he was still writing code though not looking at 

the screen [anymore].” (Excerpt from the field notes – continues next) 

I had interrupted Max’s concentration although, at that stage, he was still engaged with his own 

task. The episode continues: 

“[After,] I gave him the details and he turned to the screen, [he then first] finished what 

he was doing, switched to [another software], and began to investigate the issue. He went 

silent [and I realized that] I was still talking to him about a possible solution, he 
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[acknowledged it and] said “I’ll have to play around a little with it.” We [then] found a 

workaround, and I went back to resume my work.” (Excerpt from the field notes) 

Here we see that Max, to start with, was lost in trying to solve a particular technological problem. 

It is almost as if he was engrossed in his own world; his engagement with the task at hand had 

taken over and time seemed to stand still. But when I persisted in interrupting him, he finished 

what he was doing and immersed himself in my problem. But the only way he could solve my 

particular problem was to immerse himself in my game “to play around” with it.  

7.5.4 The Players 

Play only happens if there are players. The players in my case were the young IT professionals 

who were members of a software development team. 

The sociality of play within PlayTeam can be seen as a ludic interaction among the players. One 

instance of this is was when Matt was temporarily away. Max took this opportunity to put Matt’s 

face on a piece of cardboard and placed it on his desk (Figure 7–4). This was followed by others 

who gave Matt a ‘body’ and attire. “Matt” was playfully brought to meetings and often addressed 

as if he were truly there. Although this activity had nothing to do with their engagement with IT 

per se, it does illustrate the sociality of the players and that ‘being with others’ in the team is 

important. 
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Figure 7-4 "Matt" in the Playing Field 

However, the sociality of play should not be taken literally as necessarily involving another person. 

It is possible for a person to play with a plaything by themselves. This is illustrated by the following 

excerpt from my field notes. 

“Now, [Max] is, again, absorbed in (his)…. work, ignoring most chitchats from [Sue and 

some visitors] and simply replies with a mutter, “Hmmm,” [he is also] biting nails 

occasionally and constantly shaking feet [intensely]; he is restless and anxious [and lost in 

work]. An interesting aspect is that he was visibly disconcerted, every time his absorption 

was broken [by chitchats and visitors], just as if someone is interrupting a serious task.” 

(Excerpt from the field notes) 

This excerpt illustrates that there is a seriousness to play, as Goffman (1961) suggests. Max was 

visibly disconcerted when his immersion in the task was broken. The visitors who were chatting 

in the office were potentially spoilsports as far as Max was concerned, threatening to disrupt his 

concentration.  



Article V – Conceptualizing Engagement as Play 

168 
 

Hence, we see that, not only are there different kinds of players, as Huizinga (1980) mentions, but 

even true players are not always wholly absorbed in the world of practice. Most of the members 

of PlayTeam were distracted by the visitors at the time of the event mentioned above, with only 

Max staying focused on the game. 

7.5.5 The Paradox of Play 

I have shown that the young professionals in PlayTeam saw their workspace as a playground. They 

were absorbed in their own practices as if in deep play, and their play was autotelic i.e. their play 

was volitional and not done for any external reward (Goffman 1969). They liked to solve problems 

for the sake of solving them.  

I also discovered, however, that the management team had a different view of play. While realizing 

the value of play for innovation, management wanted to control the game. Sonya commented: 

“Playing and working? I hope there’s a bit of playing. I mean you can’t just work, it’s got 

to be fun being in a work, the work environment has to be a bit of fun but there’s a serious 

side of it all, in that we’re here to make sure the IT at the [PlayOrg] keeps going, and we’re 

providing what’s needed by our customers. So hopefully it’s not a playground [referring 

to PlayTeam] (laughs). [Still] There’s a lot of work that’s being done by the technical staff 

[related to] innovation...” (Excerpt from an interview) 

We can see that Sonya wanted to encourage creativity and innovation in PlayOrg, but she did not 

want PlayOrg turning into a ‘playground’. Sonya later remarked that “if someone thinks of a great 

idea that reduces, you know, saves us lots of time and does lots of things for the [PlayOrg], I’m 

sure we’ll give them a reward.” What Sonya failed to understand is that play is autotelic, and not 

done for some other reason. Play can be overseen but not strictly managed, let alone triggered on 

demand. 

Sean, likewise, was sympathetic to the idea that play was important at work, but he too thought 

that the play of the young professionals needed to be managed: 

“They [i.e., the organization practices and younger generation practices] have to be 

separate…. we need the rules. Norms [referring to younger generation] mean another 

thing [sic], [and organizational] culture means another thing but [in either case] you need 

the rules…. otherwise the organization will be (pauses) really chaotic. Now, I know that 

social networking [referring to the prevailing use] creates a lot of stir-ups, core innovations 

[etc.], that’s good, I’m not against the idea. But, [there are] some other things that need to 
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be in line, that means that they need to be, you know (laughs), within the boundaries.” 

(Excerpt from an interview) 

The message from management was quite clear. Play had to occur within the boundaries set by 

management; the young professionals had to adapt to the culture of the organization (not the 

other way around). From the perspective of the young people in the organization, the members of 

the management team were false players who were, potentially at least, a threat to their play. 

This conflict of interpretations between the young professionals and management reveals the 

paradox of play. Management wanted to control play, because it is useful for creative and 

innovation, but play, by definition, cannot be controlled. Play is volitional and done for its own 

sake. The unresolved tension between the young professionals and management meant that, sadly, 

some of the younger participants began to talk about leaving the team or the organization, while 

at the same time some managers were trying to develop some new strategies to retain them. My 

diagnosis is that management had not yet found a way to overcome the paradox of play. Perhaps 

the paradox of play is one reason why many organizations are struggle integrating young people 

into their workforce (Leidner et al. 2010). 

7.6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Given what I consider to be the weak conceptualization of engagement in discussions related to 

the need for engaged scholarship, I have focused primarily on conceptualizing engagement itself. 

How can we conceptualize engagement? Drawing on the work of Huizinga, Gadamer, Geertz and 

Goffman, I have proposed play as a metaphor for the engagement of people with their everyday 

practices. Engaged practices can be seen as play. I have shown how the everyday practices of the 

young professionals I studied are often impregnated with the logic of play. The logic of play 

involves the spatial, material, temporal, and social perspectives of play.  

The spatial aspect means that there always needs to be a playing field. In my case, the playing field 

was the field of practice of the young people. The idea of a playing field should not be taken literally, 

of course, since for the young people I studied the playing field also included virtual spaces (the 

software environment). The material aspect means there must be a plaything with which to play. 

In my case, the plaything was mostly information technology, although they did in fact have Lego 

in the workplace. The temporal aspect of play means that there must be a playtime. In my study, 

playtime is when the participants were absorbed and engrossed in their own practice world. 

Specifically, they were most engaged when they were busy solving new problems related to 

software. The social aspect of play means that play only happens if there are players. In my case, 
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the true players were the young IT professionals who were members of a software development 

team. These players were engaging in a volitional practice that was autotelic. The members of the 

management team, however, could be regarded as false players, since they wanted to control the 

game for their own purposes.  

The concept of play puts emphasis on engaged involvement by the virtue of the fact that it is “fun 

to play,” following Goffman (1961, p. 17), and “fun alone is the approved reason for playing.” The 

young professionals in my study had fun playing with IT and were often engrossed in it. However, 

I have challenged the common sense reward based notion of ‘play’ in that young people in my 

study took their ‘play’ seriously. Any disruption in play was seen as a disruption in their practice 

world and a threat to their work.  

I believe that my findings have implications for both research and practice. For practice, my 

findings might be relevant especially in relation to the management of young people. Today, many 

young people see information technology as an everyday plaything with which they play. Trying 

to control this play, as management wanted to do in my case, can be seen as a threat to the game. 

Of course, finding the right balance between free play and controlled game play will be a challenge.  

My findings might also be relevant for educational researchers, given that there is growing interest 

in education in the possible role of play in education (Hanus and Fox 2015). My theoretical 

treatment of engagement as play would suggest that gamification needs to go beyond simple 

reward mechanism in order to increase the engagement of young people in learning. 

For IS researchers doing immersed engaged fieldwork, I think that the concept of play might be 

useful for deepening the engagement of researchers with practitioners in the field. 

Conceptualizing engagement as play might allow an engaged researcher to be intimately be 

involved in a practice while maintaining a professional distance (Anteby 2013). A fieldworker can 

become more engaged by joining the players on the playing field and actively playing with their 

plaything. For IS researchers, this might mean joining the team and playing with IT. By studying 

practices from the inside, deeper insights might be gained. 

The paradox of play I referred to earlier, however, is also potentially relevant for IS researchers. 

If a researcher wants to control the game or simply observe it from a distance, the risk is that he 

or she will be seen as a false player by the participants. I tend to think that design science 

researchers could fall into this category since they at least want to influence (if not totally control) 

how their artifact is used. To the address the potential risk of being detached in the field, one 

possible solution is for the researcher to take the position of an ‘involved spectator’. As Gadamer 

(1989) points out, an absorbed spectator can be just as engaged as someone who is actually playing 
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the game. In this way, it would also be possible for researchers, in their engagement, to be involved 

with phenomena while maintaining distance in the field. Hence, I suggest there is a continuum of 

engagement, from an absorbed spectator to an involved player. Both are valuable, and it might be 

possible for IS researchers to switch between the two roles and to zoom in and out of the play, so 

to speak.  

I acknowledge a few limitations of my work: first, it is based on the ethnography of a single site. 

Second, I focused on the practices of young professionals in a developed country only; hence my 

findings might not directly apply to other people at large. Future research could consider studying 

play from alternative perspectives. For example, a psychological perspective on engagement 

might focus on the concept of flow; discursive studies on engagement might focus on sense-

making through language games; organization perspective on work practices might focus on 

strategy as a ludic practice; an educational perspective might focus on the role of play in learning 

as dialogical engagement.  

In conclusion, engaged scholarship has been repeatedly called for in both management and 

information systems, but without the theorizing of engagement the progress remained slow. I 

have taken a step to respond by providing a way to conceptualize engagement, exploring what it 

means for people to be engaged in their practices. I hope the findings of this study will encourage 

scholars to conduct engaged research using play. I suggest that the concept of play can also be 

used to deepen the engagement of researchers with practitioners in the field, as the researcher 

plays ‘along with’ other players in their practice world. 
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8 ARTICLE VI – REFLECTIONS ON THE SPATIAL 

PROBLEMS IN ENGAGEMENT 

Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to bring the everyday spatiality of the ethnographic field to 

the fore that often remains in the background in information systems field research. The 

field is usually taken for granted as a detached space out there where data is ready to be 

collected. However, recent advances in ethnography disclose that the field is an engaged 

world that might be in constant flux: a researcher enters a volatile world where she 

encounters phenomena. Drawing on my eighteen months ethnographic fieldwork 

concerning everyday practices in a technology services organization, I shed light on the 

volatility of the field to problematize and make sense of everyday spatiality. The findings 

suggest that a critical understanding of spatiality can provide access to significant 

fieldwork moments. The study seeks to advance discussion of spatiality in information 

systems research and contributes towards adding methodological tools in the 

researchers’ toolkit. 

Keywords– ethnographic theorizing, hermeneutics, spatiality, qualitative research methods 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

The concept of the field is critical to information systems (IS) ethnography and field research at 

large. The significance of the field is stressed in some of the formative texts of IS research methods 

(e.g., Klein and Myers 1999; Myers and Klein 2011; Walsham 2006). Some of the critical insights 

in IS scholarship are attributed to the fieldwork (e.g., Lee and Myers 2004; Manning 1996; 

Schultze 2000a). Scholarship further informs us that practical fieldwork requires the researchers 

to grasp a phenomenon by being in the field with participants (see, Gupta and Ferguson 1997b; 

Hammersley 2006, p. 5; cf. Mattarelli et al. 2013, pp. 26-8; Myers 1997a). In a practical sense, the 

field is the ethnographic space where an ethnographer encounters and engage with phenomena 

during the course of the research; it is the where of the fieldwork and the starting point of enquiry 

(Clifford 1997b; Geertz 1996; Goffman 1989; cf. Stocking 1992). A basic question comes to the 

fore: what is the field? Is it simply a detached locality, a venue out there say an organization or a 

virtual space? Or, is it, as Klein and Myers (1999, p. 73) suggest, “a moving target,” a spatiality 

that requires constant critical reinterpretations? In this paper, I thus take the first step towards a 

practical engaged understanding of the field in IS research. 
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The spatial turn in social and critical theory produced seminal insights concerning space (De 

Certeau 1984; Lefebvre 1991); however, IS scholarship generally remained shy of engaging with 

spatial issues (but see De Vaujany and Vaast 2014). Without including space IS theories risk 

getting divorced to their practical context. IS phenomena is spatial simply by virtue of being in 

the world. Yet, space has been but studied in a detached manner. A review of IS field research 

methods reveals that everyday space is rarely acknowledged in the literature, with notable 

exceptions of Star and Ruhleder (1996), Star (1999) and Saunders et al. (2011). Field researchers 

often bracket out the everyday spatiality to conduct the fieldwork in order to investigate complex 

social phenomena. By bracketing the space, of course, the researchers, then, focus solely on a 

phenomenon in isolation such as team dynamics in a set locale. A disconnected conceptualization 

of spatiality aid focusing on the problem at hand but it comes with a toll: the very idea of the 

spatial field goes in the background in theory and in practice. The field is simply taken for granted, 

as a detached physical or virtual locality, and a research setting is seen as a bounded space out 

there. Consequently, a researcher too is seen separate from the field. 

Recent advances in ethnography have challenged the detached notions of space as simplistic 

reductions of a complex engaged phenomenon (e.g., Amit 2000; Gupta and Ferguson 1997a). 

Rather, the field is disclosed as a complex world that is almost always in constant flux (e.g., 

Clifford 1997b; Geertz 1996; also Gupta and Ferguson 1997b). Scholarship has discussed the 

fragile spatiality in terms of motility (the moving field), liminality (the temporary field), 

invisibility (the disappearance of field), fieldlessness (homelessness and physical dislocation) and 

a multiplicity of transitory spaces within the field (see Amit 2000; cf. Clifford 1997a, pp. 52ff; also 

Clifford 1997b, pp. 186-190). Such subtle and often hidden spatial volatilities of the field include, 

but are not limited to, structural, societal, cultural, organizational and technological changes as 

well as the actual physical movement of the field. The latter might also include calamities and 

natural disasters (Schatzki 2013). In this way, the spatial volatility is shown to question the 

orthodoxy of fixity of the field as a detached place waiting to be discovered. 

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to place spatiality as an integral part of IS field research. 

The study attempts to open up new research avenues by setting the focus on the everyday 

spatiality of fieldwork. By the spatiality of the ethnographic field, I refer to more than just an 

objective space, or perception of place, or a physical or a virtual locality or a venue. Specifically, I 

interpret it as an engaged practice world where one is ordinarily absorbed in the everyday 

situations (Clifford 1997a, b; Dreyfus 1991a, pp. 88-107; Geertz 1996; also Rabinow and 

Stavrianakis 2013). Here, people (including researchers) are seen absorbed in their everyday 

practices in spatial situations in the field; researchers, too, then need to begin enquiry by critically 
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engaging with the everyday spatiality prior to making sense of the fieldwork. Further, by 

acknowledging everyday spatiality, field researchers can develop a practical understanding of the 

fieldwork including, but not limited to, access, entrance, and being in the field with participants 

and, in so doing, forge a rich plausible account of the fieldwork. 

I draw insights from my eighteen months ethnographic fieldwork in a large IT services 

organization. I demonstrate the field is an engaged spatial phenomenon that is inherently volatile 

in nature. In order to grasp spatiality, I primarily draw on the work of Clifford (1988, 1997b) 

concerning everyday spatiality. I further refine the spatial argument in the light of the 

contemporary debate on the volatile spatiality of the field (Amit 2000; Gupta and Ferguson 1992, 

1997a). Specifically, a field researcher is argued to engage in the field practices, acknowledge any 

field changes and, in doing so, to interpret phenomena from within the spatial practices she finds 

herself in the field (Anteby 2013; Van de Ven 2007; Van Maanen 2011a). The theorizing presented 

here gradually stemmed and developed during the course of fieldwork. 

The paper is organized as follows. I first introduce the concept of the ethnographic field and 

develop the idea of the field as a world, followed by grasping the spatial volatility of the 

ethnographic field by discussing key spatial issues in fieldwork. I then present some evidence from 

the field recalling spatial volatility during the course of my fieldwork with which I hope shed light 

on the everyday spatiality of the field. I conclude with a discussion and implication of spatiality 

for IS research in theory and practice. 

8.2 LOCATING THE FIELD IN FIELDWORK 

The field is the core tenet of any fieldwork and contemporary ethnography is increasingly 

problematizing the notion of the field to develop new critical interpretations (e.g., Amit 2000; 

Gupta and Ferguson 1997a; Marcus 2007). This debate has strong implications for IS scholarship 

insofar as novel research settings such as complex organizations and virtual worlds are gaining 

ground and fieldwork is moving from traditional spaces (Schultze 2010; Schultze and Boland 

2000b; Schultze and Orlikowski 2010). For example, Ulrike Schultze has brought our attention 

to the significance of avatars in virtual worlds. However little research is done on nature of the 

very world where an avatar exist. Still, like a physical locality, a virtual place is also taken for 

granted and thus complex logic of engagements risk fading into the background.  The debate 

centers the field inasmuch as a researcher needs to explain where the research was conducted 

prior to convince the scholarship how the field in question is of interest and what we can learn 

from there; however, the boundaries and what constitutes as the field cannot be simply “left to 

common sense” in the IS research methods (Gupta and Ferguson 1997b, p. 2). 
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Clifford (1997b, p. 190) provides a tentative spatial understanding and explicates that “[f]ieldwork 

normally involves leaving “home” (however that is defined) to travel in and out of some distinctly 

different setting” (also, see Clifford 1997a, pp. 84-88). He goes on to explain that it is the leaving 

one’s own place and entering a new place that highlight the boundaries of the field. Gupta and 

Ferguson (1997b, p. 13) respond: 

if “the field” is most appropriately a place that is “not home,” then some places will 

necessarily be more “not home” than others, and hence more appropriate, more “fieldlike.” 

All ethnographic research is thus done “in the field,” but some “fields” are more equal than 

others—specifically those that are understood to be distant, exotic, and strange. 

It is thus not just a question of an unfamiliar place but rather the spatiality is argued to be a plastic 

concept. Still, insofar as fieldworkers always find themselves in a multiplicity of meaningful places 

within the field rather than fundamentally dissimilar spaces, Clifford (1997) argues, “multilocale 

fieldwork is an oxymoron.” Indeed, the meaningful places constantly emerge within any given 

space whether physical or virtual (e.g., Kozinets 2002; Kozinets et al. 2004; Saunders et al. 2011; 

Schultze 2010). This spatial conundrum of the field even led some scholars to a polemic of space 

(Ingold 2011, pp. 145-155) as well as understanding the field as a temporal entity (Dalsgaard 

2013). Case in point, the plasticity of the field further casts doubts on the traditional detached 

conceptualization of spatiality and discloses the field as a practical concept that requires 

engagement (for a critical discussion, see Amit 2000). This, however, is not just a definitional 

matter but a practical concern: a detached understanding of the field can divorce researchers from 

the very ground of their research setting in theory and practice. 

8.2.1 The Field is a World 

The field is an engaged phenomenon which an ethnographer encounters, arguing thus: a 

fieldworker enters a practice world, and that world is where the researcher must immerse in and 

make sense of the situations by being there in the world. Following ethnographic scholarship, we 

can say, for a researcher, the field is a world to be in (Clifford 1988, pp. 35-8, 238; Geertz 2000a; 

Goffman 1989). Just as a world, with a history and complex practices, is intelligible to its 

inhabitants, a researcher, then, must aspire to be part of the ethnographic world where practices 

make sense simply by being there. Geertz (2000a) suggests that the field provides a clearing to 

temporary dwell into another world. He says that a researcher needs to grasp the “ways of 

worldmaking” (p. 76) through engaging in “particular ways of being in the world” (p. 17). In this 

way, the ethnographic field is more than a fixed locality, it is a world to be apprehended.  
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An ethnographer might be able to make sense of field practices through her spatial orientation 

and by engagement in fieldwork (Geertz 1973, p. 446n; cf. Heidegger 2008, pp. 135ff, 145ff). A 

field phenomenon belongs to a larger ethnographic world. Clifford (1988, p. 38) captures this 

aspect of the ethnographic world succinctly: 

A world cannot be apprehended directly; it is always inferred on the basis of its parts, and 

the parts must be conceptually and perceptually cut out of the flux of experience. 

A flux in the ethnographic world can be then conceptualized as spatial volatility from many 

horizons of understanding. The spatial orientation in the field can also be further elaborated as 

an ethnographer’s always changing horizon of understanding within the field (Clifford 1988, p. 

13; Gadamer 1989, pp. 237-8, 301). An ethnographer’s spatial orientation then becomes vital for 

her immersion and engagement in the field (Goffman 1989, p. 127; Van Maanen 2011a, p. 220), 

and a way to disclose and understand the practices from multiple horizons of understanding that 

are constantly changing (Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013, pp. 20-30). 

During the course of fieldwork, a researcher finds herself in various situations, in a practical sense, 

where the spatial situations are rather volatile and needs to be constantly reinterpreted. Many 

horizons of understanding in the field manifest as an ethnographer engages in various field 

practices. Further, a researcher’s spatial orientation in the field suggest that their horizon of 

understanding, too, are volatile; thus the spatial practices needs to be examined carefully.  

8.2.2 Significance of Spatial Practices 

A practice without space is a fallacy. Phenomena’s intelligibility hinges on our meaningful 

engagement with them in space. “Space is a practiced place,” De Certeau (1984, p. 117) sheds light 

on the logic of everyday spatiality. His understanding of space here is closer to engaged space 

rather than an abstract notion of space. He gives the example of the walkway as the pedestrians 

transform spaces as meaningful places through everyday practices. Specifically, De Certeau (1984, 

p. 117) highlights the spatial orientation of people’s practices where many always moving horizons 

of understandings seamlessly fuse with each other making spaces meaningful: 

[Everyday space is] composed of intersections of mobile elements. It is in a sense actuated 

by the ensemble of movements deployed within it. [Everyday] Space occurs as the effect 

produced by the operations that orient it, situate it, temporalize it, and make it function in 

a polyvalent unity of conflictual programs or contractual proximities. 

What de Certeau refers to as the ‘polyvalent unity’ is essentially the “fusion of horizons” in an 

engaged spatial practice (Gadamer 1989, p. 305). It is our engagement with everyday practices 
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that disclose space as practiced place. Indeed, Goffman (1971) discusses a similar case of people’s 

engagement with each other and the space. From the outset, what seems to be banal activities, he 

demonstrates that interactions can be understood as complex spatial practices that are often 

automatic, engaged and can only make sense in their distinct environments. The automaticity of 

practices is possible only through spatial interactions where people understand “the world 

appears to allow [them] to continue [their] routines” in everyday spaces (Ibid, p. 239). Clifford 

(1997b) interprets engagement with our surrounding world as spatial practices. He suggests that 

a critical understanding of spatial practices is equally significant, for both participants and 

researchers, in forging meaning and making sense of phenomena in the field. 

Further, Manning (1996) found that spatial practices are volatile in nature: a subtle change in the 

field, such as introduction of new technology, reconfigures and reshapes spatial practices insofar 

as “it occupies space and displaces other material objects in the [field]” (p. 54). Similarly, in their 

study of consumers’ retail space practices, Kozinets et al. (2004) uncovered that spatial practices 

are fragile inasmuch as a small change in the field essentially reconfigures the practices. In the 

same vein, spatial practices are found to be entwined with virtual spaces and can be seen as 

impregnated with critical “fieldwork moments” insofar as a subtle volatility in spatial practice can 

“shape the experience of the fieldwork” (James 1999, p. 116). 

8.2.3 Spatial Volatility in Fieldwork 

In our immersive engaged perspective, a possible way to understand the spatial phenomena is 

through spatial practice breakdowns, or simply volatility in the field (for a discussion on 

breakdown in practices, see Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011, pp. 346ff; on relevant spatial problems 

discussion, see Schatzki 2013, pp. 37ff). Spatial volatility can be understood through a loss of 

spatial orientation from four vantage points namely, i) motility, ii) liminality or transience, iii) 

fieldlessness and iv) invisibility or temporary disappearance/dislocation of the field. 

Motility refers to the presence of movement of horizons of spatial understandings which makes 

the field a moving target (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 1997a). Spatial motility differs from 

mobility in the field insofar as the latter is a social phenomenon which is bounded to and 

grounded in space-time configurations (Schultze and Boland 2000b). On the other hand, 

ethnographic motility is grounded in the everyday spatiality of the field. Spatial practices in an 

ethnographic world are inherently motile (cf. Heidegger 2008, p. 146). Spatial motility might be 

determined by physical movement of the field; however, it is the movements within a space which 

are significant rather than the mere movements of physical place. In the field, insofar as 
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ethnographers find themselves in various places and locations, the underlying motility of spatial 

practices could seriously impede the fieldwork. 

Liminality refers to the transience in everyday spatiality. The concept of liminality relates to the 

fluctuating ‘in-between and betwixt’ phenomenon in the debates of rites of passage in fieldwork 

(Turner 1982). Here, I use the liminal lens to particularly understand the spatial flux, such as 

temporary change of status of a place, marginal spatial practices becoming prominent such as 

ludic activity reconfiguring spatiality for play; thus bringing otherwise hidden everyday spatiality 

to the fore. A disclosed liminal place would always be fleeting and impermanent part of the larger 

field. That is to say, if a liminal place is permanent then by the virtue of permanence it is no longer 

liminal. Further, in a spatial sense, a transient place is beyond a semiotic space or symbolic place 

but rather an actuality (cf. Shortt 2015, pp. 5-7; for a discussion see, Thomassen 2014). A change 

in spatial orientation or disruption in spatial practices might also open up liminal spatiality. Thus, 

the access to such places is considered a critical field moment or a rite of passage.  

Fieldlessness. The notion of fieldlessness refers to one’s remoteness to the everyday spatiality 

in the ethnographic world. Thus, it is not simply a question of being placeless for we already 

always find ourselves in places. Specifically, it is a phenomenon that relates to how participants 

and researchers face, what Clifford (1988, p. 36) calls, a not at-homeness in the field. We can also 

understand the notion from the perspective where the field appears as a sterile space where 

practices are not involuntary but requires precognition. It is thus possible for some ethnographers 

to experience fieldlessness in the early phases of fieldwork. Butcher (2013, p. 253) captures an 

ethnographer’s fieldlessness succinctly by revealing that a researcher essentially does not belong 

in the ethnographic space but rather belong to the people in the everyday world. While such 

spatial practice breakdowns can help a researcher reflect on her position in the field in order to 

get closer to the ethnographic world, a sustained fieldlessness might create problems of 

authenticity and plausibility of fieldwork. The participants too can experience fieldlessness due to 

anxiety and stress or simply due to nature of their work. A possibility of fieldlessness can force 

researchers to take radical steps. For example, Wulff (2008, p. 140) recalls that her fieldwork put 

her into a risky position to either follow the participants or become fieldless: “a fieldworker 

without a field.” Her decision to trail the participants into different places eventually alleviated 

the sense of fieldlessness and allowed her to see the field as a much larger holistic practice world. 

Invisibility. The spatial invisibility refers to the temporary disappearance or dislocation of the 

field due to spatial volatility within participants’ practices (Castañeda 2006). While spatial 

invisibility can temporary hide the field, it might provide a clearing and create ‘temporary fields’ 
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within the field (Wulff 1998, 2008). Wulff (1998) documents an instance of ‘fields within the 

fields’ in her fieldwork of performance artists. She says, while a spatial change forced her to move 

physically along with the participants in order to continue her fieldwork, she was thrown into 

many different temporary fields by correctly grasping temporary disappearance of the field as an 

opportunity to immerse deeper in the world of participants; thus getting access to other fields 

within the field. Here, the differences between a liminal field and temporary field lie in the nature 

of spatiality. While the former is essentially impermanent, the latter is a permanent part of the 

field though not always visible per se.  

Taking the spatial issues together, the field can be seen as a volatile phenomenon where many 

horizons of understanding are found to be entwined in practice. These horizons include both the 

perspectives of participants as well as the researchers within the field practices. Everyday 

spatiality needs to be critically addressed in the IS field research. 

8.3 REINTERPRETING FIELDWORK 

I have shown that the formation of the field is spatially volatile insofar as the emergence of new 

horizons of understanding in the field might reveal spatial transience, dislocate the field, and a 

fieldworker also risks becoming fieldless (Clifford 1997b, pp. 186-190). Spatial movements within 

the field are essential in grasping the critical fieldwork moments such as access, entrance, 

acceptance, and exit; the field moments are seen entwined with temporality of spatial movements 

in field practices (Clifford 1997b, pp. 188ff, 196; Geertz 1973, pp. 412-6; cf. Hammersley 2006, pp. 

7ff). Fieldwork thus needs to be reconsidered at a very basic level. I turn to Goffman (1989, p. 126) 

for a starting point of interpretation: 

“how you go about acquiring data [in the field]… divides up into two general problems, 

that of getting in place so that you’re in a [spatial] position to [acquire data] [sic] and the 

second is the exploitation of that place.” (original emphasis) 

By exploitation, Goffman refers to the grasp of the field in a meaningful way. Such ethnographic 

enterprise requires an ethnographer to be at home with the participants in their ethnographic 

world. In this way, the spatial understanding provides a clearing for getting in the field. Next, 

there are subtle practical differences between two distinct phases of fieldwork namely, access 

(getting there) and entrance (being there); the former deals with the politics of negotiation, 

preparation and arrival into the field where the latter requires immersed engagement in the field 

practices after gaining the access (Clifford 1997b, pp. 187-199). Being there in the field is 

challenging due to the inherent volatile spatiality of the ethnographic world. Further, the 
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spatiality relates to the space which is pervasive to begin with. Geertz (1996, p. 259), for instance, 

points out that the spatial ubiquity of the field envelops the ethnographer, thus making the very 

concept of place quite difficult to grasp, let alone making any claims of discovery. We always find 

ourselves located in a ubiquitous place; fieldwork is not an exception to the everyday spatiality.  

We can then say it is an ethnographer’s immersed engagement in a practical situation, and 

interpretation of a phenomenon from within practices, which allows an ethnographer to see the 

field from a spatial horizon of understanding; from here, the field is disclosed as a spatially 

orientated world (Clifford 1997b, pp. 213-5; Gadamer 1989, pp. 237ff; Geertz 1996; cf. Van de Ven 

2007, pp. 269-271). An ethnographer finds herself in various spatial situations in the 

ethnographic world during the course of fieldwork and many meaningful places emerge in many 

forms. Thus, an ethnographer’s task is to know her position in the ever changing volatile 

ethnographic world. 

Spatial volatility orientates to the breakdowns in the spatial practices. A breakdown momentarily 

brings the otherwise hidden everyday spatiality to the fore. Using volatility as a lens, a critical 

understanding of the field allows field researchers to gain access to the field movements as the 

participants immerse in and emerge out of their everyday practices. Thus, the field might be more 

dynamic than traditionally thought inasmuch as the participants’ horizons of understanding 

constantly change as they move in and out of various spatial situations. 

The spatial volatility of the field can also disclose critical fieldwork moments. Figure 1 shows how 

the volatility might provide access to deeper and steadier layers of the field. Through a nested 

timeline of the spatial dynamics, a practice breakdown in the field is shown to disclose temporal 

projection of fieldwork moments. In fieldwork, various spatial configurations influences the 

temporal sequences in the field (cf. Stocking 1992, pp. 141-9). In Figure 8–1, the triangle denotes 

a volatility leading to a different temporal path emerging in the field whereas a cross marks a 

potentially lost opportunity. In this way, when a spatial volatility is appropriated in practice, it 

can allow an ethnographer to immerse deeply in a nested stable temporal sequence within the 

fieldwork. From this perspective, an exit, too, might not be a simple departure but, like entrance, 

a rite of passage which might lead to a re-entry from a different horizon of understanding (see, 

Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013, pp. 31-46; also, Read 1988). 
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Figure 8-1 Timeline of Fieldwork 

At the outset, the fieldwork timeline might be taken as the obviously possible paths of an 

ethnographic enterprise; however, this everyday understanding is precisely what spatiality brings 

to our attention. By challenging our assumptions, a nuanced view of fieldwork is disclosed which 

comprises of several layers and field mileposts, many of which can only be accessed through a rite 

of passage in an ethnographic world. Indeed, there is a much holistic argument here: the whole 

fieldwork is a rite of passage. However, traditionally, the focus is usually on a phenomenon in the 

foreground during the course of fieldwork and spatiality simply fades into the background. 

Consequently, fieldwork risks becoming simply accessing and returning from a venue rather than 

living through a practice world. 

During the course of a fieldwork, the initial moments are critical and thus conceptualized as fragile 

temporality in the field. In this way, we can say, the temporal projection of a fieldwork is grounded 

in the spatial volatility of the field (Clifford 1997b; cf. Dalsgaard 2013). As the fieldwork 

progresses, a fieldworker’s spatial understanding becomes crucial insofar as it holds the key to 

disclose and grasp critical field moments leading to steadier temporal ethnographic sequences. 

Specifically, with every apprehended critical field moment the fieldwork becomes more stable 

(Geertz 1973, 1996), arguing thus: losing a field moment might lead to higher instability which, 

then, casts doubts on the authenticity of the fieldwork. If a critical field moment is lost, the 

temporal sequence of the field will be altered, thus important aspects of field might be perpetually 

lost. Accordingly, if all field moments are lost, an ethnographer risks becoming a mere spectator 

of the field practices. Finally, the absence of volatility in the field is also problematic as it might 

indicate a detached view of the field as a static location. 
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I also acknowledge any permanent change in the ethnographic field whether initiated internally 

or caused by external factors might significantly destabilize and potentially transform the field 

completely. Such strong volatility forces an ethnographer to review the fieldwork radically, 

potentially start anew, or simply force an exit from the field. Such permanent changes could be 

related to physical dislocation, calamities, or disappearance of the field altogether (e.g., Wulff 

1998, 2008) thus rendering the fieldworker essentially fieldless. In such situations, the critical 

field moment is likely to be an exit but it might also be possible to move with the field as some 

researchers have shown (Ibid). 

I have suggested that fieldwork can be seen as a spatial practice in volatile ethnographic world. 

An ethnographer thus can be conceptualized as a temporary participant living through mini 

epochs as the fieldwork advances (e.g., Geertz 1973; cf. Zuboff 1988, p. 316). Accordingly, spatial 

issues might open up new directions in the field and researchers might want to remain open 

toward different ways of engagement. 

8.4 AN ETHNOGRAPHIC EXAMPLE 

8.4.1 Research Method and the Ethnographic Field 

I conducted ethnographic fieldwork in a large-scale IT organization (Klein and Myers 1999; Myers 

1997a), from here onwards called PlayOrg (a pseudonym; so are the ensuing names) in order to 

explore everyday practices of young professionals. The primary focus of the ethnography was to 

understand engagement with technologies in everyday practices in an organizational setting. The 

insights stemmed in this paper gradually developed during the course of fieldwork. The key 

concepts became prominent when some spatial issues began to come to the surface in the mid 

phase of fieldwork. Specifically, PlayOrg decided to restructure and renovate some of the 

workplaces. Consequently, the research setting was to go under heavy construction work, and thus 

be potentially off limits. All the participants had to move temporarily to another place within 

PlayOrg for almost two months. I shall unfold and interpret this specific spatial movement in the 

ethnographic field. 

PlayOrg was chosen as the ethnographic site because it has an active graduate program specifically 

to recruit staff to work on their flagship product, PlayProj. Thus, it satisfied the sole criterion to 

get closer to the everyday practices of young professionals working in an IT organization. In July 

2013, initial contacts with PlayOrg were made followed by meetings with members of executive 

management. The fieldwork began in August 2013 and lasted for about eighteen continuous 

months. 
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I joined their key product development team, PlayTeam, as a part-time software engineer. I had 

substantial prior experience working globally in enterprise software development; thus, it was a 

historical advantage in the field and helped me immerse rather smoothly in the field practices. My 

relationship with the participants also quickly changed to a fellow colleague rather than an 

external researcher. This is not a surprise, as I have documented elsewhere (references to be 

added later), our shared background in computer systems and my role as a software engineer 

facilitated smooth absorption in the field. 

I worked three days a week, Wednesday to Friday, and was given full employee level access to 

organization’s resources including building access, infrastructure access, and so forth. Further, at 

the time of my joining, the PlayTeam was in the middle of implementing a major revision to their 

flagship software product, PlayProj, and I was required to work closely with a number of different 

team members. In this way, I was immersed and engaged in the field practices from the beginning. 

My data collection and analysis, thus, are from an engaged perspective, as Van de Ven (2007, p. 

270) puts, “from the inside” of the everyday practices. 

8.4.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

My immersive engagement in the field aided me to document “thick description[s],” following 

Geertz (1973, pp. 3-30), of the field events. While I was involved in the field, there was a 

professional distance maintained. The distance was maintained as frank and candid discussions 

often erupted regarding the nature of research and my status of a researcher among the team 

members (Anteby 2013). All such discussions were always in good humor, and I believe my history 

of prior experience played a key role inasmuch as the members of PlayTeam often regarded me as 

a fellow colleague rather than an alien in their world. It is this intimacy with participants that 

allowed me to document practices often when an event was unfolding; the participants were often 

fully aware yet remained absorbed in their practices without any interruption, while I was taking 

notes, recording audiovisuals, or simply observing.  

I documented the field practices including spatial as well as temporal details which later enabled 

me to better interpret and understand the fieldwork. All field notes also had the time of the day, 

hour, place details, and other everyday details. In addition to participant observations, I also 

collected data using other data sources namely, attendance of weekly project meetings, recurring 

user group meetings, internal instant messaging logs, audio notes, video logs, photographs and 

extended informal chats. 

I also conducted ten qualitative interviews, following the guidelines suggested by Myers and 

Newman (2007), with select participants. I always began interviews with an open mind and with 
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a loose semi-structured format. However, all of the interviewees tended to be rather frank and 

candid in their response and leaned toward unstructured narrative. The interviews, thus, became 

a dialog where I followed the narratives of people and only cued questions to steer the direction 

of the conversation rather than imposing fixed question on their fluid narratives. The time of the 

interviews ranged from an hour to two hours. All interviews were recorded except one. The latter 

was immediately reconstructed using interview notes including important direct quotes. 

For my data analysis, I did a multi-perspective hermeneutic analysis (Myers 2004) to make sense 

of the everyday spatiality of the field. In my analysis, I further followed Klein and Myers (1999) 

for interpretation of the data. I also sought support from Myers and Klein (2011) to analyze the 

criticality of spatial issues. Specifically, I wanted to see how the taken for granted concept of the 

field is challenged and what are some of the possible interpretations to develop spatial insights. 

8.5 UNFOLDING A SPATIAL EVENT 

I shall begin by unfolding a single spatial event in the field namely, temporary physical relocation 

of the workplace. The spatial issues presented here are but a slice of a larger evidence. This specific 

event is used to illustrate the spatial volatility in the field by bringing spatial dialectics to the fore 

and discussing four entwining spatial horizons of understanding in terms of motility, liminality, 

fieldlessness and invisibility of the field. All the examples are written from the first person 

perspective (Clifford 1986). The participants are senior managers (Joe, Jill, Jan), software and 

data engineers (John, Jim, Jack, Jake, Jeff, Jamie) as well as test and technical support (Jane, 

Julie, Joy, Jana, Joan). 

8.5.1 Motility 

After being in the field for few months, a spatial disruption occurred at PlayOrg as the 

management decided to restructure the floor where PlayTeam, my team, and two other teams 

were based. Joe announced that significant construction work will commence in a month and will 

last for over four weeks. As a result, PlayTeam was required to relocate from the top floor to the 

ground floor. Further, due to space limitations PlayTeam was to share the workspace with another 

relocated team (from another department). Figure 8–2 shows the actual workplace, before and 

after the change, whereas Figure 8–3 shows the temporary space where the team was moved.  

In the coming days, many discussions broke out among PlayTeam members concerning the 

nature of the move since it was not clear what exactly will happen except ‘we had to move’. The 

field was in chaos. At this stage, Joe amiably asked me if I would like to halt my fieldwork 

temporarily and resume it afterward. He was quite honest in his communication and was 
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genuinely concerned about me getting entwined in the unforeseen situations. Following Zuboff 

(1988), however, I chose to be part of the move insofar as it was an opportunity to see the field 

from a different perspective, from within a practical situation, understand the participants from 

a different horizon of understanding, and finally an opportunity to witness the return to their 

original space. I mentioned this to Joe, and he was rather pleased to find that I decided to stay 

during the change. 

 

Figure 8-2 Workspace before (L) and after (R) the spatial volatility 

It turned out that Joe was also looking for “helping hands,” as he later told me. Now, that I was 

part of the situation, I also felt a need to contribute to the team as much as I could as a fellow 

colleague. As days passed, Joe and I began to frequently chat about the upcoming move. During 

one such discussion, he floated the idea if I could help the team in the move and oversee the young 

team members. His position in the field also set my spatial orientation to see practices more 

clearly and engage with the volatile world of participants. An excerpt from the field notes 

documents it succinctly: 

“Joe asked me if I could help Jake in measuring the room and furniture since the 

construction work will begin in a couple of weeks, and he had to give an exact 

measurement [to the relevant team]. I said I would be happy to do so… The proposed 

construction work is related to the removal of a wall, extending the work area so to 

accommodate more people. There is also some work to be done next door in the [other] 

team area too but we, or at least Joe and I are not aware of the details. Still, they will also 

have to evacuate the place at the same time – the whole floor will be inaccessible for a 

month.”  
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It might appear as an everyday event in the life of an organization change. However, it can also be 

seen as the early signs of spatial motility. My horizon of understanding was changing as I began 

to get closer to both my participants and the world where they belonged. In the next few days, I 

worked with other team members on the routine but important tasks such as taking 

measurements of the furniture, walls, floor, cleaning up, sorting out equipment among many 

other tasks. My engagement in the ethnographic world got more intimate with every passing day. 

On many occasions, fellow team members shared stories associated with the place as long 

forgotten memories started to come to the fore. Joe and John enthusiastically recalled how they 

first moved to “this place,” how it looked “back then,” how it was “like home” where they could 

find memories “in every corner.” 

During the relocation week, we did all the relocation work ourselves and sought no external help. 

All this work was done in parallel to working on the PlayProj project. Every one of us was 

constantly switching between project work and relocation work: we were all in the same boat. The 

following excerpt from the field notes, taken during a break, shed some light on it: 

“[An hour later] I took a quick break from [relocation work], I went to check the [software] 

updates I made to [project solution] – they were working fine. I then started the second 

phase of [technical solution] as it would also take around an hour to finish, again no point 

in waiting since I could do other work in the meanwhile. [Looking around] I could see the 

workplace, which seems to be inside out as all sorts of things lying around, Joe and [others] 

were also constantly switching back and forth between relocation works and working on 

the [PlayProj] project.” 
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Figure 8-3 Temporary Workspace 

The spatial disruption seemed to have brought all the invisible everyday practices out in the open 

to be examined. It appeared the field was moving in all directions, and many horizons of 

understanding were disclosed. From one such horizon, I could see the field moving from spatial 

toward the ethical ground, that is, in the world, how things should be done in practice. Consider 

the following excerpt from the field notes: 

 “Joe spent most of the time talking with Jake and Jim about how to do things [related to 

the relocation], what needs to be moved, etc. This is now a recurrent thing as it happens 

after every half an hour. I caught him going down the lift and said to him humorously: ‘you 

are giving the developers extra free training in management, too?’ He laughed and then 

replied with a gentle emphatic tone: “I have to tell them [young developers] every single 

detail but it seems they don’t seem to understand the importance. This is not a lesson in 

resource management; this is a lesson in humility. They have to understand how to be 

humble. Organizations [referring to PlayOrg] are not just about work, you know, but 

people you work with.” 

Here we observe the spatial volatility brings other entwined horizons of understanding to the fore 

such as the question of ethics in organizations. Until this point, this aspect remained opaque to 

me; indeed, after the relocation, this aspect went in the background again. However, during the 

relocation, the ethical aspect further resurfaced once again when PlayTeam altruistically came 

together as tightly knit tapestry. This is critical insofar as it is the spatiality that disclosed the 
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otherwise calmer ethnographic field as a volatile world. For instance, Geertz (1973, 1996) says that 

spatial movements reconfigure the spatial orientation of an ethnographer in the field and allow 

new ways of seeing and being in the world. I, too, was able to see the altruistic aspect of the team, 

a horizon of understanding which, otherwise remained hidden, and brought me somewhat closer 

to the participants’ world. A field note documents this aspect crisply: 

“We started to get on with ‘moving and packing’ as some of the machines could be 

disconnected, start to collect various bits and pieces which can be stored. I started with 

my own computer, disconnected it, took it downstairs, and then moved to help others. [Joe 

told me that] I will be sharing the desk with Jill. She says she doesn’t mind, “we can sit 

together,” she laughed, “oh, we can play so many games, too,” and then added she will be 

mostly away and she will only be a few days in before she goes on holiday. This also suits 

me since I will be there mostly on Thursdays and Fridays. We agreed to inform each other 

in case the desk was needed for work. The interim plan for the temporary space is that 

Joe, Jill, Jack and I will be sitting in the work area on the ground floor…which is otherwise 

main workplace of another team.” 

Here, the participants’ practices can be seen as gradually shifting toward ludic engagement, and 

excitement can be noticed. The field note also reveals that although the field is motile the 

engagement in practices, such as ludic involvement, makes the everyday spatiality stable in 

practice. The references to playful activities can be grasped as an attempt to make sense of the 

new place and being at homeness in the temporary place and, in doing so, facilitate better spatial 

understanding in practices (Clifford 1988, p. 35-37). Indeed, the participants did realize that they 

were in a different space than usual. But, for me, as a fieldworker, a constant reinterpretation of 

every situation was required as participants coped with new situations. The ludic engagement did 

help me unload some of the cognitive cargo.  

The role of participants here are also crucial: the participants have manifested as interpreters in 

the spatial dialectics of the field (Klein and Myers 1999, p. 74). It will become more palpable in 

next examples. In the coming days, it turned out that the spatial volatility also opened up a brief 

window to gain further insight into the participants’ everyday practices.  

8.5.2 Liminality 

During the moments of actual relocation, following the last event with a reference to ludic 

engagement, I observed a transience in an ethnographic field that was revealing a playing field in 

the world of PlayTeam. Elsewhere I have reported the ludic engagement in detail (reference 

suppressed). Here, I am focusing on only one specific aspect of it, liminality. Jill was not the only 
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one who was seeing the spatial volatility disclosing an engaged ludic space. Joe, Jack, John and 

many others indulged in ludic activities, on their own and with others while moving the 

equipment and furniture. Some were playing made up games; other saw the empty space as an 

opportunity to dramatize it as a stage. Even the most serious of team members couldn’t resist and 

had to step into the playing field. In this liminal playing field, the participants appeared as players 

interacting with playthings such as everyday organizational equipment, upside down desks as a 

fortress, cables as weapons, and so forth. Some were also involved in a role-play activity 

interacting with furniture, packaging materials, and cardboard boxes among others. Others were 

dramatically and playfully recalling how they moved certain equipment. As noted, some of the 

ludic or play-like activities were intimately entwined with spatial move; it is important to note 

that some of such activities became extended play throughout the move and disclosed the tightly 

knit aspect of the team. 

As the time passed, the liminal spaces became more prominent and more frequently appearing. I 

simply found myself a player in their play in their playing fields. This gradually became clear 

during the time I was in the temporary workspace as many team members showed great concern 

and closeness toward me; some eventually became good friends. Consider the following extended 

excerpt from the field notes which discloses the play dialectic from the critical perspective of 

spatial liminality in the field. The event in question is an unplanned after work activity: 

“When Joe and I came back down [after some relocating work], John and Jane were out 

and apparently waiting for us. Joe simply said: “we can go now,” and not knowing where 

we are going I walked along… It turned out that Joe promised them that he would show 

them the PlayOrg’s Data Center since both of them had brought the subject up many times 

in the past. We went to [another building], a short walk from the main office, where the 

Data Center was located. “No one really knows where it is,” as Joe told us laughingly. As 

we got closer to the location, Jane was visibly excited, she said: “oh, this is so exciting, it is 

like we are on a field trip,” she then raised her hand and made a honk-the-horn gesture 

with a choo-choo train sound, John followed and we all laughed. “It is really like going to 

another place,” he said. Upon arrival in the data center, Joe rang the security bell and 

cheekily showed the chocolate box, which we brought, to the security camera. Soon 

afterward, we were greeted by Jeff, who was on duty there, and he showed us around. 

Before continuing ahead with the event details, let us further reflect on the richness of liminality. 

First, the place where I thought I was in the field, it was but a part of larger spatial whole. As Gupta 

and Ferguson (1997b) remark, a spatial movement hold the possibility to reveal the field as a 
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clearing, a liminal space, in this case. It was thus possible for me to seep fluidly through the 

clearing and deeper into the practices of people (Clifford 1990, p. 64) and, in doing so, I was into 

another field within the field. Second, the liminal place was not a routine phenomenon for some 

of the participants as well. We observe here that even some of the participants were not fully aware 

of the spatial complexity of their world: it was another place as we are told. We thus begin to see 

the complexity and vastness of an ethnographic world containing many other places. Third, the 

liminal places are not just symbolic, but an actuality. I now return to the field note: 

[…] Afterward Jeff came with us on ground level to see us off, we all thanked him for having 

us and giving us ‘a tour’ of the place. John and Jane afterward, as we were leaving, 

specifically thanked Joe too for making it possible. Joe humbly said “don’t thank me, thank 

Jeff,” yet John and Jane insisted, “but it could not be possible without you.” Joe then 

explained that he knows those people since his study days, and many of them studied 

either with him or he first came to know them during the study. He said with a smile, “it 

goes back a long way.” 

I shall again pause here briefly to acknowledge that this world was only accessible through the 

participants’ spatial orientation. That is to say, even if a fieldworker correctly grasps the spatial 

volatility, the access to liminal places is not given. As I have observed, albeit spatial volatility had 

an aspect of liminality yet the access was not purely spatial but social and temporal as well: it was 

only through Joe that I could enter the liminal field. For instance, Gupta (2014, p. 399) explains 

“the field is not a given space that the fieldworker walks into. Rather, it is constituted by the 

network of connections and linkages forged in doing fieldwork.” Joe was our guide into the liminal 

space, and he was quite humble in his position; the field note continues and documents our 

return:  

[…] The trip to the data center turned out to be an interesting experience, as John and 

Jane said, it was like a field within a field, or perhaps the field was moving and we were 

fluidly carried away from one space to another… Either way, it was great and literally 

opened up new spaces for me to see and understand.” 

The event literally opened up new spaces within the ethnographic world. On the way back, as we 

continued to talk about the newly discovered other places, an obvious question came to the fore. 

“How many other places we don’t know about?” Jane cheekily asked Joe. Our chat made the 

spatial movement explicit: the field was not only motile, but many different spatial layers were 

being revealed. In coming days, my spatial orientation settled as we had been in the new location 

for some time, my interaction with participants also became rather automatic. The team members 



Article VI – Reflections on the Spatial Problems in Engagement 

194 
 

gradually started to talk less and less about my research and more about everything else. 

Elsewhere, I have reported that I was taken as a fellow engineer since the early days (references 

to be added later). Here, my role as a researcher transformed from being a guest to a practical 

inhabitant of their world. 

I considered this event to mark a significant turning point in the fieldwork, a personal rite of 

passage (Clifford 1997a, p. 21). I also observed that stepping into spatial liminality allows a 

possibility of a richer dialog with participants and engage with them rather than being a mere 

participant observer detached from the ethnographic world. This, thus, brings us to the heart of 

immersive engaged perspective from where I was able to see spatial intimacy potentially lost due 

to volatility. 

8.5.3 Fieldlessness 

PlayTeam reluctantly but gradually settled in their new temporary home. However, we were all 

far from being ‘at home’ in our new surroundings. Here, the significance of spatial volatility can 

be best seen perhaps by following the temporal trails of spatial movements. As discussed earlier, 

a strong volatility might lead to radical changes in the field such as sense of homelessness in the 

field. This gradually dawned on me as I began to engage with all dislocated teams including my 

own. One day, I was going to another floor to get coffee since PlayTeam floor was closed. At the 

coffee machine, I bumped into Jones, a colleague from another team, who was also affected by 

the move. During our chat, Jones referred to all members of dislocated teams as “organizational 

refugees” as we had to constantly enter other places as well as others’ places in order to do trivial 

things such as getting a coffee. Jones’ symbolic yet prophetic observation of us as refugees became 

more prominent in coming days: while we were welcomed and accommodated in the new 

transient workspace, we – including all the team – were seen as outsiders in the new space. An 

example of this everyday spatial distance is that none of us was ever invited to participate in 

various social activities in the new workspace location. One such example of spatial remoteness 

was captured during a morning tea session; the field notes documents: 

“[the other team] at ground floor is having morning breakfast together with a table full of 

cakes and other things; but, neither Joe nor I was invited – again. This is now a recurrent 

thing since it is the 3rd time an event like this has organized but, in words of Jones, the 

organizational refugees, have not been invited.” 

From the surface, it would appear that the event in question is a simple example of team activities 

revolving around its members rather than the inclusion of everyone in the organization. However, 

we observe a threefold problem. First, there is an element of spatial brevity inasmuch as PlayTeam 
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was temporarily dislocated and suspended in between places. My discussions with Joe and Jack 

following such events confirmed that the team members indeed felt, what James Clifford calls, 

not at-homeness in their new place which was not their home to begin with. Second, it is precisely 

the aspect of the spatial movement which is found to be entwined with the temporality of 

fieldlessness. For instance, on many occasions, when PlayTeam was in its original workspace, 

often the team members deliberately did not participant in their own morning tea sessions or 

simply took their tea at their own desks. It was not a problem of feeling outside since they were at 

home. Third, there is also a subtle critical problem of fieldlessness of fieldworker living through 

such situations. Norman (2000, p. 124-128) confirms my field observations through the spatial 

movements. She says, without a critical understanding of spatiality of the field, a fieldworker 

might feel abandoned or left behind as the participants go through volatile spatial movements in 

the field. It was my fellow team members who, in a sense, rescued me from leaving behind and 

always kept me close in the field. 

I shall now jump ahead in time when the team returned to their original work place, and the 

problem of fieldlessness surfaced again, however from a more intimate viewpoint of participants. 

After this discussion, I shall resume the discussion from where we left. After their return, a sense 

of homelessness surfaced in many of the part-time staff within PlayTeam. This homelessness was 

triggered by a newly introduced internally spatial volatile practice of ‘hot-desking’. This 

organizing practice suggests that a person will not have a fixed workstation but may switch to 

whichever workspace is available at the time. Consequently, most part-time staff were moved into 

the newly freed up corner space away from the main office area. This created some confusion 

among the part-time staff; most of them were the youngest in terms of experience and age. Julie 

referred to herself as a “homeless computer operator,” after she switched two different desks in 

two days. She said “without having your own space” it is impossible to focus on work. We can also 

say that effective use of IT is beyond acquiring skills or interaction with material equipment but 

also it is firmly anchored in the space where we engage with IT in practices. 

The most powerful account of fieldlessness of participants was given by Jim in a rather 

confessional manner. He disclosed his viewpoint some ten months after the move was complete. 

This is significant inasmuch as I have shown that spatial volatility reconfigures one’s spatial 

orientation in the field and influence temporality of the ethnographic world. The ripples of a 

spatiality volatility can be felt months in future. I present this evidence as an extended snippet 

from field note which documents a dialog between me, Jim, and Jamie; it began when Jamie 

switched his desk, and Jim asked me if he could move to Jamie’s: 
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“Because that’s where I originally sat when I joined, that was my place, it was so nice, you 

remember, don’t you?” He then recalled how he and Jake used to talk and work together 

and ‘it was all nice’. He continued, “but then after the move (referring to the reconstruction 

work) they moved me here, because they said, [referring to the management] ‘you are part 

time employee and that (referring to his old place where he was then standing), and this 

is for the full time people only.” His tone got emotional, “I was like, Yo Man! That hurts, 

(pointing to his chest); that was so sad, I was so sad.” [sic] 

… 

Jim then said: “I have been moved so many times now [in less than a year], and now, 

ultimately here (pointing to his current place).” He paused and then said slowly: “it is like 

I don't have my own place, man, it is like I am homeless, but they, they don't understand 

it.” I didn’t say anything and nodded empathically. He said with a faint smile, “You know 

what, I will do anything to go back to that place.” 

Jim’s discourse is critical (a much longer detailed field note will be made available later), and it 

brings a number of everyday convictions to the fore. I shall confer at length in the discussion 

section. Here, I highlight the fourfold problematic of spatial volatility. First, spatial volatility has 

a complex historicity which is entwined with participants’ histories. For instance, Jim recalls the 

space where he was first based, and how it changed over time leading to a sense of homelessness 

within a place that is otherwise his home in the organization. The question of spatiality is the 

question of belonging within organizations. Second, a spatial volatility is woven in and through 

intricate sociality of team dynamics. Jim relates the significance of a place to the presence along 

with the others rather than simply a preference for a spatial location. Third, the physicality of 

space cannot be separated from the everyday spatial volatility. The event reveals that physical 

location does play a role in belonging, and it is the constant shuffling that creates a spatial distance 

within a given place. In a sense, everyday spatiality is critical to understand the holistic world 

within organizations. Consequently, it problematize the already complex IS phenomena in work 

practices. Fourth, a spatial volatility is inherently temporally volatile; and that this temporality is 

both personal and emotionally charged. We observe that a spatial volatility created the temporal 

problems of belongings and emotional distance toward management; a sense of being separated 

and abandonment might be implicated in volatile spatial movements (for a discussion on a 

researcher's perspective see, Butcher 2013; cf. Norman 2000). In this perspective, people’s 

belonging in a workspace is argued to be linked to their spatial orientation in their practice worlds.  
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Space is pervasive and a research must begin by paying attention to where it is conducted. We can 

then say, for people, the otherwise everyday things and places seemed to matter the most as far 

as everyday spatiality is concerned. 

8.5.4 Invisibility 

I now return to the final unfolding of the spatially volatile event. The final perspective discusses 

how invisibility within spatial volatility can reveal dislocation in a place, and how temporary fields 

emerge and disappear again. Near the end of PlayTeam’s time at the ground floor, some of the 

members started to plan their move back and fantasized about their home. This includes graphic 

descriptions of how they intended to “redecorate the whole place” which involved “ceiling plants,” 

“bean bags,” and other aesthetical projects and things. Those exercises were fantastical but 

powerful and created temporary spaces where the team members lived temporarily through their 

involved imagination. For example, they regularly searched decoration tips and tricks online, 

shared with each other, critically discussed the practicalities of this new space which was being 

created. I, too, was asked on numerous such occasions to give input and participate in such 

esthetic enterprise. However, none of this actually materialized; it was simply part of the ongoing 

spatial dialectic at the time. As I have shown, the invisibility of spatiality is related to the 

temporary and fleeting spaces which may or may not be actualized, it is an invisible yet critical 

aspect of everyday spatiality. 

When the team finally returned to their own previous workspace, they were excited “to be home,” 

as John put it. The return, however, was not the same field since it was physically transformed 

and no longer looked and felt the way it used to be (see, Figure 8–2). The return was spatially 

mediated through a creation of a temporary field within the field. In this temporary field the 

participants absorbed, and through this field they accessed the new place as home. The temporary 

fields emerged as the team worked on their workplace, slowly and gradually the temporal 

projection stabilized the spatial volatility of the field, and the temporary field begins to give way 

to their stable world. All this was extremely time-consuming, and many people spend extremely 

long hours setting up the new spaces. I engaged and lived through the temporary fields along with 

my fellow team members; I entered their world, their home. An excerpt from the field notes on 

the first day of their return home documents their spatial interaction: 

“[Upon arrival in the office] Jim mostly fixed his own desk and only fixed other desks when 

either [the managers] asked him to do a specific task or someone else asked for help. His 

task, however, was to help set up all the workstations. But, he was simply excited, that was 

visibly clear, and so, his focus was mostly about his own place, his own desk. This was also 
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vivid in his expression when he finally sat down at his desk and turned on the workstation: 

“man, finally we are home,” he threw his hands in the air and laughed.” 

Jim enthusiasm can be interpreted against the earlier mentioned future event where he reflected 

back on the move. In this instance, the place Jim referred to home is not the place where he 

eventually found himself. An interesting aspect is that, albeit it was also not his “original place,” 

but it was much closer to the prior location and he also found himself amidst the team members, 

on the center stage so to speak. His deep involvement can further be seen as a temporary personal 

field where things mattered the most to him, it was, after all, his own place.  

The moving back was from a smooth transition. As the team had much more space after 

refurbishment, the question of occupying “a nice space,” as Joy once put, came to the fore. 

Everyday spatiality can be seen playing hide and seek as different horizons appear and disappear. 

For example, one particular aspect was revealed by Jim and Jake when another internal shuffling 

of places occurred; that is, after both of them were settled and rather happily. Joe provided them 

with a chance to move to a different free space. They were a bit reluctant at first but quickly 

engaged in complex spatial negotiations. They went on to great lengths to critically observe the 

new location including leg space, movement of chair, walking space, luminosity, line of sight 

among many other aspects. The spatial negotiations lasted for over a week and many discussions 

erupted between them and me insofar as I was sitting next to them. Their discourse disclosed the 

complex nature of spatial dialectics; in particular when Jake elevated their concern as “it is like 

buying the house,” and Jim concurred. They ultimately decided to move, which led to disparate 

issues. However, I shall not discuss them here as it will lead us away from the topic at hand. 

Finally, the invisibility of everyday spatiality played an interesting unexpected role from my 

perspective. In a sense, I too became invisible in the field. When the move was almost complete, 

on many occasions, many team members said that they did not see or noticed me. Joan once 

chuckled, “how long you have been working now, couple of years?” When I told her that it was 

less than a year, she was visibly amused. When we see it from an ethnographer’s perspective, being 

in the field, and being intimately accepted, it is indeed critical. Consider the following excerpt 

from a field note which documents the said event: 

“[While planning a social event] Joan said, “you must always be on your toes… it is like 

you are not here” and added “I have a hard time seeing you around, that is why I thought 

you were not in today.” She laughed and said “you move like a cat, without making any 

sound,” and “maybe we should put a bell on you so I'll know where you are.” She went to 

the kitchen laughing out loud.” 
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We went on talking about my invisibility in the field. Being referred to house cat, as Joe latter 

remarked, was seen as a sign of a closer family member. Joan’s comments also indicate a 

possibility of understanding engagement of a fieldworker as being domesticated in an 

ethnographic world (Clifford 1988, p. 50). Spatial volatility, indeed, turned things around for me. 

My status was changed. I was no longer just a researcher. Through spatial volatility in the field, it 

appeared to me, I went through a series of rite of passages which were invisibly woven into the 

tapestry of organization spatiality of PlayOrg. 

The subtle everyday spatiality, as discussed here, was found to be extremely fleeting and lasted 

momentarily, once the return was completed, the everyday spatiality went back to normal as 

everyone was absorbed back into their practices. In a practical sense, the field once again became 

a familiar world where I originally entered. For a fieldworker, who did not live through the spatial 

volatility, did not engage with spatiality, critical field moments thus would have been lost and the 

spatiality of the field would only appear on polar spatial extremes namely, before and after the 

physical renovation of the research setting. 

8.6 DISCUSSION 

The concept of ethnographic field is often riddled with orthodox convictions that tempt 

ethnographers to see the field as a fixed detached spatiality where one enters with an aim to 

harvest data (Clifford 1990, p. 65). Spatiality had been widely discussed after the spatial turn in 

social theory, and I have brought the discussion to the frontiers of IS scholarship. Some IS scholars 

have also called for a spatial turn (De Vaujany and Vaast 2012, 2014). Precisely, without a critical 

understanding of spatiality, the authenticity and plausibility of a fieldwork is challenged. In this 

paper, a step is taken forward to reveal that there are indeed quite complex spatial dialectics at 

work in the field. Contrary to detached conceptualizations of the field, I have shown the research 

setting is an engaged world. By spelling out the underlying dynamics of everyday spatiality, this 

study’s contributions are both methodological (theory) and practical (fieldwork) and have 

implications for contemporary IS scholarship. 

8.6.1 Implications for Information Systems Research 

In light of spatial interpretations of field evidence, I shall attempt to illuminate the larger space 

per se; specifically, spatial interpretations are not only relevant to fieldwork but also central to 

emerging IS research areas such as Geographic Information Systems (GIS), virtual worlds and 

security. All are spatially sensitive topics. Yet, little research is done to include everyday spatiality. 

For example, Walsham and Sahay (1999) paid attention to a failed GIS system and disclosed that 
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IS implementation was in conflict with spatial understanding of people. The IS implementation 

failed not because of technological or managerial problems but because it was divorced from 

spatial practices and the spatial engagement of the people using various technologies in their 

practice world. GIS researchers can enrich their geographic understanding by taking everyday 

spatiality into account. It might also help shed light on the adoption of GIS by understanding how 

people are engaging with IS in distinct geographic spaces. Further, spatial understanding is also 

problematizing our understanding of living and working in virtual spaces such as virtual worlds 

(Schultze and Orlikowski 2010). Indeed, Lomanowska and Guitton (2012) found that how people 

interpret spatial proximity and issues like motility in physical spaces reflects in and shapes their 

engagement in virtual spaces. Researchers studying the virtual worlds will find spatiality as an 

important lens to explore digital spaces, find potential linking with physical spaces, and shed light 

on spatial issues relevant to research on and in distinct types of spaces. 

Spatial practices can help IS scholars better understand and explore otherwise conventional 

research topics such as security. As IT is becoming ubiquitous, everyday spatial understanding is 

also becoming critical for managing IS security. Dourish et al. (2004) studied people’s practices 

to understand IS security strategies and found that it is spatial practices that entwine the offline 

and the online worlds as a meaningful whole in our everyday engagement with technologies. They 

found that people used various spatial strategies, such as the “physical arrangement of space,” to 

secure their engagement with IS (p. 397). That is to say, we are first located in space and then 

engage with IS phenomena in practices. When we are forced to move away from familiar spaces, 

it causes a practice breakdown and results in loss of spatial knowledge which we take for granted 

(Lok and de Rond 2013; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). By paying attention to one’s spatial 

engagement, IS researchers can illuminate spaces that otherwise remain in the dark. On the other 

hand, by ignoring spatiality, IS researchers risk losing important contextual data relevant to the 

research settings. 

Space influences both practices and practitioners; the researchers and the researched. Elsewhere, 

I have reflected on my own spatial engagement in the field (reference suppressed). This study is 

one of the first to investigate spatiality by integrating IS practitioners’ (such as software engineers’ 

and managers’) perspectives. Until now, IS scholarship has concerned itself with the nature of IS 

phenomena but little attention has given to the places where we engage with a phenomenon, and 

how spatiality relates to the people in complex organizing spaces such as an IS organization. One 

can counter argue that spatiality is relevant to any type of organization – however, this is precisely 

the point. Just like IT is becoming part and parcel of the everyday world, IS, too, is becoming 

integral to organizations. We need to inspect critically not just how we are engaging with IS but 
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where we are involved in situations with IS phenomena. In a sense, the question of everyday 

spatiality is the question of the context of IS. We cannot afford to ignore the context. By 

understanding spatiality, we can get closer to our own practices and develop theories that are 

firmly anchored in practices. 

8.6.2 Methodological Contributions 

There are a number of methodological contributions for IS research methods. First, the field is 

seen as a complex world where spatiality is found to be a complex phenomenon. Second, by 

engaging with the spatiality of the field, researchers can see how the fieldwork is progressed in 

the ethnographic world rather than being detached to the spatiality which envelopes them and 

the research. Critical field moments can be grasped and interpreted accordingly through a spatial 

lens (also Klein and Myers 1999, p. 73; Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013, pp. 20-31). Third, 

spatiality is shown to be indispensable in practices as participants are found to be deeply absorbed 

in their spatial practices; thus, without a spatial understanding, a fieldworker risk getting distant 

from the participants in the ethnographic world. By dealing with everyday spatiality, the 

fieldworker can also maintain a professional distance while getting involved with the field 

practices. In this way, fieldworkers can theorize from an engaged perspective by being in the field. 

Fourth, spatial volatility can be used a conceptual tool to examine practical issues in the fieldwork. 

Fieldworkers can also better understand the spatial context of their research, the research 

settings, and interpret data by integrating spatial perspectives into the data analyses. 

Spatiality is also shown to be central to the documentation of the fieldwork insofar as it is always 

documenting in an ethnographic field (Clifford 1990, p. 64). I have shown that a fieldworker is 

never detached from the field. Fieldwork by definition is an engaged enterprise. It is thus essential 

for IS researchers to deal critically with spatiality in their documentation such as fieldnotes 

(Clifford 1990, 1997b). By acknowledging everyday spatiality, fieldworkers can move within the 

field rather fluidly, and accordingly the field appears as a familiar notion rather than an alien 

terrain. In this regard, the field notes are critical tools that essentially allow researchers to 

deconstruct and then reconstruct the field using multiple horizons of understanding. 

Ethnographers find themselves in many different spatiotemporal situations in the field. However, 

the concept of field escapes a fixed definition. It is thus often overwhelming for fieldworkers to 

know where they are, as Clifford (1990, p. 64) puts, “where does the field begin or end.” Here, 

spatial volatility might be able to rescue the fieldworkers by acting as a compass in the field to 

orientate themselves: by grasping the spatial issues, an ethnographer can better assess her 
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position in the field. Accordingly, spatial volatility can disclose otherwise hidden aspects of the 

field which, then, can enrich the data collection. 

Using everyday spatiality as an ethnographic tool, an ethnographer can also gain deeper access to 

the subtle practices in the field which otherwise remain in the background. The background 

practices often remain opaque to the field researchers; a spatial orientation is required to 

understand phenomena in the field (Geertz 1973). Spatial volatility can shed light on this complex 

aspect of the field. I have demonstrated that spatial volatility of the field can help interpret a) 

participants’ practices, b) engagement in the field, and (c) how the everyday spatiality matters to 

the participants as well as the researchers. In this way, an intimate understanding of spatial 

volatility is critical to compile a plausible account of the fieldwork. 

8.6.3 Practical Contributions 

In practice, an ethnographer is always engaging with her surrounding worlds. Indeed, 

engagement is encouraged in the field; as Goffman (1989, p. 131) remarks: “put yourself into 

situations.” Spatiality of the field provides a possibility to interpret the practices while being in 

the ethnographic world rather than observing from a distance. Engagement with spatiality can 

potentially elevate a fieldworker status as well; in an ethnographic sense, living in and through a 

spatial displacement is a rite of passage (Clifford 1997a, p. 91). 

Engagement in spatial practices can provide researchers intimate access to the field practices and 

might hold the key to being accepted by the participants in their world. In order to theorize a 

phenomenon, we must engage with it in practice (Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013). As an 

ethnographer gradually gets attuned to the field practices, the spatiality of the field often moves 

into the background (Clifford 1997b); thus, an ethnographer risks overlooking important events 

in the field in naïveté. Here, I extend Goffman (1989, p. 130) who advises field researchers to 

document everything incessantly: everyday spatiality needs to be documented and addressed. 

Every episode of spatial volatility can potentially allow a researcher to see the field practices anew. 

Spatial issues can also allow a fieldworker to: 

i. Understand spatial volatility as an opportunity to learn rather than superficially treating 

them as disruptions; 

ii. Allowing the possibility to move along with the field movements rather than countering 

them with a fixed scheme – if the field moves, go along with it; 

iii. Refine her spatial orientation in the moving field; thus, allowing the possibility to 

encounter the field phenomenon from an engaged perspective; 
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iv. Interpret and understand the field as a complex motile space rather than a fixed locality. 

Thus, new horizons of understanding could emerge as the ethnographer finds herself in 

different situations; 

v. Access to liminal places within the field and thus expanding the horizon of 

understanding beyond a physical location; 

vi. Become accepted into the field. Thus, aligning one orientation with participant’s 

perspective. 

In the light of above, spatiality becomes critical in practice as field researchers are often engaged 

in nonconventional spaces, physical or virtual. Failing to grasp the spatiality risks overlooking 

important areas of the field. A weak grasp on spatiality might result in erroneous interpretations 

and problematic fieldwork. For instance, the findings suggest a subtle transience in spatial 

practices reshape the practical situations and have far reaching effects in future (cf. Stocking 1992, 

p. 143). A spatial orientation sets the course of the entire fieldwork. Thus, in order to grasp the 

spatiality of the field, the ethnographers need to resist the temptation to fall back to the norms of 

traditional spaces and grasp the field as an engaged phenomenon: a volatile world. 

8.7 CONCLUSIONS 

The results of this study have problematized the conventional notions of spatiality in IS research 

studies as something which is generally seen as a venue out there ready to be explored. While this 

study challenges the taken for granted assumptions about fieldwork, I do however find support in 

critical scholarship which sees the field as a complex phenomenon (Lee and Myers 2004; Myers 

and Young 1997; also Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013).  

This research suggests including everyday spatiality in the field in order to develop the critical 

interpretation of fieldwork. In this way, ethnographers can succinctly incorporate the field in their 

findings from the fieldwork by paying, what Clifford (1997b, p. 201) calls, “a hermeneutic 

attention to deep or implicit structures and meanings.” Accordingly, the findings could be 

appropriately interpreted in a holistic spatial context rather than taking the field as an external 

venue to test the claims.  

As researchers when we enter the field, we enter a world where we will be living along with other 

people in their world. The field holds a possibility to be the world for the researchers. Thus, how 

a researcher makes sense of the world relies on how she engages in places in the world. To 

paraphrase Heidegger (2008, p. 138) on our everyday being in the world, we can say the 

ethnographic field is not separate from the researcher; it is neither fixed nor does it arrange itself 
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into a fixed space but it is a world that is disclosed by engagement in practices. The field is an 

engaged phenomenon. I have shown that the spatiality of the field matters to the inhabitants of 

the ethnographic world, including the researcher, and needs to be grasped appropriately. Can we 

then ignore the space where we are doing research? The findings of this study suggests that we 

need to turn to spatiality in our research settings, theories and practice. 
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9 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis is the outcome of eighteen months of ethnographic fieldwork. I investigated the nature 

of engagement with technologies in everyday practices through the perspective of young IT 

professionals. Specifically, my fieldwork has uncovered significant and otherwise hidden aspects 

of our practices with respect to information technology, practices which have become taken-for-

granted, at least as far as young professionals are concerned. These everyday practices have been 

seen as ludic play, which I believe is an important new way of conceptualizing engagement with 

everyday practices.  

The structure of this chapter is as follows. First, I provide a general overview of the thesis’ findings 

and, in effect, link up the two broader research questions to the specific questions explored during 

the distinct phases of the ethnographic fieldwork. Second, I reflect on the work and develop some 

evaluation criteria for the theoretical foundations of this research and demonstrate how it can be 

applied to this study. Finally, I discuss some of the specific contributions of this study followed by 

the limitations, future directions and final remarks. 

9.1 OVERVIEW 

This dissertation took up the question of engagement with technology in everyday practices from 

the perspective of young professionals in an organizational setting. The phenomenological 

hermeneutic analysis and the empirical material presented in this study have been woven in the 

preceding chapters. In the subsequent sections, I shall provide a step by step explication of the 

original research questions by shedding light on some specific aspects. What remains is to say 

how this study provides a solution to the problem of conceptualizing the engagement with IT in 

everyday practices—the problem around which the ethnographic fieldwork was conducted. 

Despite the dominance of scientific rationality in IS research that suggests taking a detached 

approach to study IT, I have shown that IT has become part and parcel of the everyday world of 

young IT professionals, an ordinary thing with which we make sense of the world. What do young 

people do with IT? They simply tend to engage with IT as yet another thing in their practice world. 

Their ‘doings’ are thus practically engaged. Specifically, for young people, IT is a plaything, and 

the everyday spaces are seen as playing field; when it comes to technology, the logic of engagement 

is ludic. Using this play perspective, then, the next question is illuminated: what do young people 

know about IT? Despite the dominance of a scientific view of knowledge in IS research that 

suggest a binary division of explicit or tacit knowledge structures, one’s playing with IT is found 

to be a mode of knowing that is essentially entwined with one’s being in the world. That is, the 
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everyday practices of young people are ludic practices. Like play, entwinement with phenomena 

(IT) is an end in its own right. Contrary to the pervasive scientific view on practices that either 

reduce complex interaction to reward based mechanism (gamification) or reduce it to fixed 

conceptual structures (sociomateriality), a ludic practice is shown to be autotelic and thus cannot 

be reduced to some attributes, characteristics or fixed variables. In other words, entwinement 

with IT is often done for its own sake, and not necessarily for some other extrinsic reason. The 

general findings of the central questions can, then, be summarized as follows: in our engagement 

with technological practices, the world of the everyday is disclosed as a playing field in which we 

effortlessly engage with IT as a plaything and, in so doing, change the world and the logic of 

engagement in the world. The logic of modern technological practices is ludic, play is a way of 

being in the world: play affects us, we affect play. 

9.2 PARTICULAR QUESTIONS EXPLORED IN THE DISTINCT PHASES OF 

ETHNOGRAPHY 

“The meaning lies in the duration,” remark Rouch and Morin (1961) in their seminal ethnography 

of everyday practices. It is only after the end of field research, in hindsight, that one can make 

sense of the larger whole within which one was living. The lessons I have learnt from the 

examination of everyday practice, while looking backward, might help us critically understand the 

research and scholarship moving forward. One of the key lessons I learnt from my immersion in 

the field is this: an engaged ethnographer, like everyone else, while absorbed in her everyday 

situations in the field is essentially (if only temporarily) a part of the field. Paraphrasing Goffman 

(1989), for an engaged ethnographer the field can become a world to be in. Indeed, in their 

reflections, conventional ethnographers often lament their ‘longing to belong’ in the field that 

might be a consequence of remaining detached from it, the world where one is thrown (Butcher 

2013). Here, I am reflecting and reporting on some of my conclusions as I shed light on the world 

where I once belonged during the course of my fieldwork. 

I started with a simple overarching question: how do young IT professionals interact with 

technologies in their everyday practices? I then expanded this into two overarching questions as 

follows: 

What do young professionals do with IT in their everyday practices? 

What do young professionals know about IT? 
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The two questions were explored, often expanded to see the bigger picture or narrowed down to 

examine the specific aspects, during the course of the fieldwork. Every stage in ethnography 

revisited and refined the questions, as framed in Fig 9—1. 

 

Figure 9-1 Phases of Ethnography 

In order to set the scene for specific conclusions, I shall briefly revisit the key findings from the 

fieldwork. To begin with, I have found that an ethnographer is thrown into unfamiliar territory, 

that is, the ethnographic field, as documented in Article II. As an engaged researcher attempts to 

make sense of the field by getting involved in the situation, that involvement in practices often 

has an entwinement logic of practices where the researcher is seen as always already immersed in 

the phenomena (such as technologies) in the everyday practices, as documented in Article III. In 

this perspective, young professionals’ engagement with IT came to the fore as entwinement with 

technologies in everyday practices. I also found that the entwinement can be seen as ludic 

absorption in practices; and that, when everyday engagement with technologies is seen through a 

ludic lens, IT is disclosed as a plaything with which we ‘play’ in our everyday spaces, as I 

demonstrated in Articles IV and V. Specifically, young professionals’ entwinement was found to 

have a ludic logic of a dialectical play in which they are always already absorbed. Further, everyday 

spaces were seen as complex playing fields that resemble a world of their own. The ethnographic 

field can be best understood as a volatile practice world where both ethnographer and participants 

are involved in everyday situations, as disclosed in Article VI. As a researcher now implicated with 
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my participants in practices in the field, I understood that I needed to pay attention to my own 

engagement, to interpret and evaluate it. 

I will now reflect in a more detail on the main phases of this thesis and the corresponding 

questions that were explored, followed by an evaluation of the work and a discussion of the 

contributions of this ethnography. 

9.2.1 Entrance 

Article II documented the very beginning of my research, indeed the ethnographic entrance, into 

the field. As I approached the field, sometime after I had gained the access, and to do the fieldwork 

at PlayOrg, a related more basic research question dawned on me:  

how does a researcher enter and exit the field? 

On the face of it, it might seem a mundane aspect of the fieldwork, a mere routine to ‘go to the 

field’. However, after some discussions it became clear that in ethnographic field research, the 

concept of the field is often seen as a fluid phenomenon that eludes clear definition (Gupta and 

Ferguson 1997a). Geertz (1973) refers to one’s entrance as a rite of passage that very few 

ethnographers managed to achieve in the field; this, of course, indicates that why an 

ethnographer’s involvement, which holds the key to this rite of passage, is often waived in favor 

of remaining objectively distant in the field (Anteby 2013). I, thus, hoped to grasp this important 

fieldwork moment by getting involved while upholding the distance. Further, insofar as, I, an 

ethnographer, must have had to enter the field, the question of entrance became the question: 

where exactly do I enter and more importantly how do I start? These questions are far from trivial 

queries; I found no guidance in IS scholarship as researchers were often found to take the field 

for granted. The field is seen either as a fixed locality such as an organization space or an external 

location. Thus, the field practices are often reduced to mere fly-on-the-wall observation. The rite 

of passage is usually reduced to a structural activity and gaining access to the field is simply 

synonymized with gaining access.  

As an engaged ethnographer, I thus faced a dilemma to as to whether I should simply observe and 

report or attempt to make sense and theorize my own entrance as an engaged enterprise. I found 

guidance from critical interpretive anthropologists such as Clifford Geertz and the 

phenomenological hermeneutics of Martin Heidegger. A synthesis of the two perspectives helped 

me understand that ethnographers need to take the holistic practices into account, where the 

ethnographic field can be seen as a hermeneutic circle. Finally, insofar as one is always within a 

circle of understanding, approaching the field can be understood as one’s thrownness in a 

complex world. The concept of thrownness was a major early insight and an important addition 
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to my ethnographic toolkit that helped me throughout the fieldwork. I thus began to observe the 

field by engaging with it, and I saw my entrance as a rite of passage into a practice world of 

PlayOrg. 

The three key findings during my entrance worth restating are: a) my prior work history of being 

a software engineer helped me get involved with the participants on their own terms; b) the 

participants were found to be at ease and did not see me as an external researcher but as a fellow 

employee; and c) the participants began to see me as ‘one of them’. My fairly smooth entrance 

into the field helped me to be accepted in the participants’ practice world. 

9.2.2 Acceptance 

After a few months had passed in the field, I began to be at home in PlayOrg and got busy ‘at work’ 

in my fieldwork. At first, I was given trivial tasks such as reviewing technical documentation. 

However, the everyday tasks also allowed me to engage intimately with the participants. As a 

result, my involvement in the field also became more unreflective and intuitive. I gradually 

became aware of different hidden aspects of IS phenomena within the context of PlayProj such as 

the nonconventional use of tools and the significance of aesthetics, among others. It was then 

when I glimpsed my acceptance into the field. I had to pause and think about the central question 

in terms of theorizing what I was going through with my participants: 

How can we conceptualize IT in the everyday practices of young professionals? 

Conventionally, the young IT professionals are seen as digital natives (Vodanovich et al. 2010; 

Wang et al. 2013). However my closer interaction with young professionals revealed that we 

needed to think beyond the simple notion of being tech-savvy. Instead, the field practices were 

indicating that people were quite intimate, in a sense entwined, with technologies in their 

everyday practices. I thus began the theorizing process following the lead of Heidegger (2008). 

His concept of our being-in-the-world allowed me to grasp participants’ intimate engagement 

with IT as entwinement (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011) with digital technologies and spaces. 

While the theorizing of entwinement was developed in the early phase of being accepted as a 

working member of the team, it was an ongoing process as it required me to constantly go back 

and forth between theory and practice. Further, my acceptance in the field was linked to my 

gradual immersion in the fieldwork. For instance, as discussed in Articles II and III, I found myself 

working on the firm’s flagship project, as the managers sought my technical expertise. Initially, it 

was only a one-off activity, but it soon became clear that my prior technical experience might be 

helpful for PlayTeam. I was also rather candidly asked by a team member to attend ‘user group’ 

meetings. As Article III has documented, those user groups were gatherings of experts and skilled 
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users where many different technical problems were discussed. Using my prior work experience, 

I had the opportunity to get closer to the participants’ practices. The entwinement lens was thus 

continually refined as I began to see participants’ view of engagement with technologies through 

their horizons of understanding. 

In the entwinement perspective, the key lessons learnt can be summarized as follows: I found that 

people see technologies as holistic equipment that is both pervasive and always at hand, and it is 

the skillful use and everyday purposes that immerse users comfortably in their technological 

practices. For instance, people were found to be unreflectively absorbed in their engagement such 

that a subtle disruption in technologies was seen as a disruption in their life practices. It was thus 

not a question of simple immersion but IT as a ‘feature of life’ as one participant succinctly put it. 

This also indicated that technological practices and everyday practices are increasingly becoming 

entwined, and any potential differences were found to be already blurred. Thus, early insights led 

me to problematize immersion in technologies insofar as it was far more than a question of 

reliance on IT but a way of being in the world for the young professionals. The findings challenged 

the orthodox views of technology and suggested that we need to reconsider the nature of our 

engagement with IT. 

9.2.3 Immersion 

During the mid-phase of the fieldwork, I gradually found myself plunged deeper into the field by 

virtue of working on core project tasks. The entwinement lens had already allowed me to see the 

multi-perspective engagement with IT. While I was gradually becoming comfortable in the field, 

my understandings still hinged on the earlier observations and involvement in the PlayProj. 

However, now reflecting on the fieldwork, I can see that this is an everyday way to build 

understanding in the field: by extending prior knowledge to make sense of the field practices 

practically (Van Maanen 2011a; Van Maanen et al. 2007, p. 1148). Indeed, that is how one learns 

to be efficient in practice by getting involved with the phenomena (Dreyfus 2012; Dreyfus and 

Dreyfus 2005). As I got gradually immersed, the central question I then had to ask was this: 

How can we critically theorize the everyday practices of young people’s engagement 

with IT? 

I found the hint to solving this puzzle while reflecting on my own engagement in the field. Insofar 

as I, an engaged ethnographer, was implicated and entwined with my participants, the 

engagement patterns started to manifest as a play in which I was learning new rules, and with 

which I had to familiarize myself. Yet my participants were already proficient in their ‘playing’ 

with technologies. An important theoretical breakthrough was to extend the concept of 
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entwinement to grasp participants’ rather automatic engagement with the technologies as an 

invisible and highly complex dialectical play. Article IV documented and theorized people’s 

interaction with technologies as play and paved the way for future understandings. 

My immersion in the field had disclosed a threefold conclusion. First, I used the critical concept 

of play from sociology and anthropology (Geertz 1973; Goffman 1961; Huizinga 1980) to suggest 

that one’s absorption in practice often has a logic of ‘deep play’. Insofar as young people are seen 

as absorbed in their practices, my field evidence has indicated that their engagement, or rather 

entwinement, with technologies, can indeed be seen as a dialectic play. Thus, a key lesson learnt 

was this: organizations and scholarship need to encourage involvement with phenomena and 

practices need to be studied from within rather than (or as well as) taking a detached position (cf. 

Van de Ven 2007, pp. 269-271); and that one’s involvement often has a play logic in practice. 

Researchers need to take the holistic associated practices into account when developing new 

understandings. 

Second, in Article V, I examined the logic of play using the ludic lens from the critical 

hermeneutics of Gadamer (1989). My goal was to refine further the original question of 

involvement by shedding light on the field practices, from different perspectives including my 

own critical reflections on the field. The rather reflexive interpretations were first developed and 

then linked back to the concept of ludic practices. A key finding was to grasp field practices as 

ludic practices. Specifically, the analyses uncovered four perspectives within ludic practices: 

temporality (playtime), spatiality (playing field), materiality (plaything) and sociality (players). 

However, the new ludic understanding also made me rethink my position as engaged 

ethnographer: insofar as young professionals’ absorption could be seen as ludic practice, I found 

myself as an engaged player in their playing field. From within the playing field, I was, then, able 

to understand that interaction with technologies is extremely convoluted, and a focus on one 

aspect of play will only reveal ‘a part’ of the ‘larger whole’ story. I had to revisit and reevaluate my 

position in the field which then led the way to deeper theorizing in Article VI. 

Third, the ludic lens had uncovered that what organizations often dismiss as trivial details matter 

to the participants the most. Some of the examples that I have documented include attachment to 

technologies and spaces, sense of belonging within a playing field, and different types of players 

as seen through the eyes of players. Another key lesson learnt was that managers’ frequent 

attempts to manage the play had paradoxical effects. This often left managers somewhat 

dumbfounded as to why their ‘goodwill’ management practice had not yielded the result they had 

hoped for. On other occasions, participants were found to be fully aware of their own engagement 
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with IT (plaything) and other people (players), but because managers were seen as detached from 

the technological practice they were seen as ‘false players’ by the participants. Article V 

documented other similar examples from many perspectives on play. 

9.2.4 Exit 

Toward the end of the fieldwork, a contrasting question concerning the exit from the field came 

to the fore. As I became aware of subtle field moments and spatial movements, I understood the 

field as a motile phenomenon that escapes fixity. In many of my critical reflections on the 

ethnographic field, a more primordial question began to brew: 

How does the always moving nature of field affect the validity and plausibility of our 

findings? 

At this final stage of ethnography, in order to understand spatiality critically I went back to the 

literature for guidance. Unfortunately, IS scholarship was found to be mute on the question of 

everyday spaces let alone engagement with technologies in everyday spaces. I had to develop new 

understandings, based on anthropology and critical sociology, which explained everyday spaces 

as complex practice worlds that are always changing and entwined with practices (Amit 2000). 

This idea of a fluid spatiality, as discussed in Article VI, cast a hermeneutic suspicion on my own 

historicity from spatial horizons since I, too had worked in similar organizations spaces – yet I 

had never thought of my workspace as a practice world. My traditional convictions were 

challenged. While my horizon of spatial understanding became more nuanced, ironically, some of 

my initial misconceptions manifested in the field. For instance, the senior management proved to 

be dismissive of spatial volatility, seeing it as merely a structural change, and they expected the 

practices to resume automatically. However, as Article VI documented, an important conclusion 

was that a subtle change in the field fundamentally changes the logic of practices. Article VI also 

suggested some guidelines to include and pay attention to spatiality in IS field research. 

A related finding discussed in Article VI was to grasp the spatial disturbances in the field as 

practice breakdowns. The article reported and examined how the logic of practices became 

available when grasped through the lens of spatial volatility. Living through the spatial issues 

helped me see the participants’ everyday practices from a personal, intimate and spatial vantage 

point. I was also able shed light on their engagement with technologies by showing how intimately 

they were entwined with everyday spatiality. An important final conclusion was a reminder: space 

matters. 

Finally, when looking back, I hoped to have shown that in order to understand a practice, we need 

to begin within, by understanding the very space which envelops the practices. Again, space 
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matters. Another important conclusion is that technologies are becoming ubiquitous, but that it 

is critical to acknowledge the ubiquity of the everyday spaces within which we interact with 

technologies in our everyday practices. In this way, we can also link spatiality to practice through 

the lens of entwinement: everyday practices are found to be entwined with everyday spaces. The 

ubiquity and significance of everyday spaces is under-theorized in IS scholarship and I hope this 

research has shed some light on it. 

9.3 THE NATURE OF REFLECTION IN AN ENGAGED FIELDWORK 

Traditionally, reflection is seen as a detached activity: a mental exercise that requires a researcher 

to step back from the phenomena to see the larger picture or look back at the phenomena to 

understand the research work. That is, a researcher must step out of the practice, achieve an 

objective distance from the research and, in effect, retreat from the world and into the realm of 

mental activity in order to scrutinize his or her research. However, the conventional views on 

reflections have been repeatedly criticized for advocating Cartesian dualism (Dreyfus 2007) as 

well as divorcing an ethnographer from the ethnographic field (Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2013). 

Further, as a fieldwork comes to an end, an ethnographer moves from one field, a practice world, 

to another (Fine and Hallett 2014). An exit does not mean that an ethnographer, somehow, also 

gets detached from the field (Read 1988). Quite the contrary, exit from the field precisely provides 

instances for theorizing one engagement in the field and, in so doing, reflections on the fieldwork 

(Michailova et al. 2014). Reflection is shown to be an ongoing dialogue in which the 

ethnographers, and not just the participants, are an integral part of it in the field: it is a dialogical 

interplay of ethnographic distance and ethnographic involvement (Anteby 2013). A dialogue that 

contains many horizons of understanding including vocal, historical, spatial, and others in an 

ethnographic world, as reflected in Article II and V and VI. Clifford (1988) says the ethnographic 

voice is essentially the explication of the dialogic engagement in the field; the task of 

ethnographers, in order to achieve reflection, is to shed light on the method that brought the 

ethnographic voice to the fore. Accordingly Rabinow (2007), too, suggests shedding light on the 

ethnographic method rather than simply using the evidence or the interpretation of evidence as a 

critical reflection.  

In the light of above, through my exit and taking the ongoing reflections into account, as discussed 

throughout the Articles I to VI, here, I thus hope to shed light on the plausibility of my research 

findings, criticality of the method and the fieldwork, and the significance of this fieldwork. By 

systematic invocation of evaluative criteria from engaged as well as interpretive field research 

perspectives, I also hope that I can illuminate the research findings from multiple vantage points. 



Discussion and Conclusions 

218 
 

9.3.1 Reflections on the Criticality of Data Collection in an Engaged Fieldwork 

The evaluation of an ethnography is critical in upholding the significance of its findings. However, 

how can an ethnographer tell a convincing account that is woven with so many narratives? I shall 

unpack and attempt to answer this question, aiming to spell out the evaluative criteria of the 

plausibility of this ethnography. 

There is always more than one perspective at work in any given field situation. The field appears 

differently at different times, in different places, for different people. Following Myers (2004), we 

can understand this multiplicity of perspectives in the fieldwork as a ‘fusion of horizons’, as 

discussed in Article II. By virtue of the fusion of horizon, the field appears to be in constant flux 

(Klein and Myers 1999, p. 73), as discussed in Article VI. The documentation of the ‘fusion’ of field 

practices thus becomes an ongoing task through the course of the fieldwork insofar as participant 

observation is often the primary source of data collection, as is the case in this ethnography. I have 

used this technique throughout this ethnographic research. Specifically, Articles II and IV provide 

an in-depth example of multi-perspective data collection and interpretation through documenting 

multiple horizons of understanding such as historicity and prejudice.  

Further, in order to develop some criteria, we need to take a step forward and pay hermeneutic 

attention to the intricacies of documenting engagement in actual field practices. For instance, 

Clifford (1990) says while the documentation of field notes from multiple vantage points helps us 

grasp the logic of practice in the fieldwork, we must be careful in leaping to make any truth claims 

insofar as: 

“Fieldnotes are surrounded by legend and often a certain secrecy. They are intimate 

records, fully meaningful – we are often told – only to their inscribers.” (p. 52) 

“Fieldwork is a complex historical, political, intersubjective set of experiences which 

escapes the metaphors of participation, observation, initiation, rapport, induction, 

learning, and so forth, often deployed to account for it.” (p. 53) 

In this way, what is accessible to an ethnographer needs to be conveyed to the reader, and that 

reader must be convinced. Using interpretation as sheer evidence is thus warned against as it can 

leave the readers in dark (Geertz 1973, pp. 24-8). Thus, a simple presence of multiple perspectives 

in ethnographic data collection cannot be simply synonymized with everyday understanding. A 

detailed commentary is required to demonstrate how the interpretations are linked to theory. To 

that end, I have provided throughout the articles extended snippets from my field notes, 

exhaustive commentary often accentuating multiple perspectives through multiple theoretical 

lenses, as explicated in Articles I – VI. While the theoretical linking has already been done in the 
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articles’ evidence and discussion sections, I restrict my focus here to shedding light on the 

invocation of the theory through systematic application of the evaluative criteria. 

In order to demonstrate the plausibility of my field evidence, I extend Clifford’s argument and 

suggest that we need to acknowledge and tell our own stories within the field (Anteby 2013), 

arguing thus: ethnographic authority hinges on ethnographic allegory (Clifford 1983, 1986). In 

this way, we can say, the way ethnographic data is collected can influence the subsequent 

interpretations; where the former attempts to shed light on the context of research the latter are 

significant in uncovering the hidden meaning often embedded in multiplicity of contextual 

perspectives (see, Lee and Myers 2004; also, Myers 1997a; cf. Myers 1999). For an engaged 

fieldwork, thus, an ethnographer’s involvement needs to be critically evaluated. Following Anteby 

(2013), the researcher’s involvement in the field can be captured and evaluated by examining how 

he or she has told their own story and how ethnographic distance was maintained in the field – 

in order to show that the ethnographic evidence is not just a personal account. 

The field notes can potentially capture the many perspectives within the field including an 

ethnographer’s personal account. These perspectives can then be used to develop a rich plausible 

account of the fieldwork. However, some of the information might remain with ethnographers 

insofar as they are the primary research instrument. Here, Clifford (1983, 1986) reminds us that 

in order to evaluate a plausible story often the ostensive ‘secrecy’ that is inherent in 

documentation of the field notes can shroud the actuality of fieldwork and might threaten the 

plausibility of ethnography. The documentation of field notes is impregnated with a risk: what 

was actually seen might remain a secret kept with ethnographers and its interpretation an enigma 

to the readers. Indeed, from the outset, to ethnographers themselves, this might seem a 

nonexistent issue because, in light of available evidence, an ethnographer can simply conclude 

that ‘the interpretation just makes sense’; however, what ethnographers see and what they say 

they saw is often lost in translation. As has been discussed, the evaluation of ethnographic 

engagement can discloses how the potential secrecy in the field evidence was dispelled. 

Interpretations thus need to be put under the light of theory followed by a critical evaluation in 

order to disclose their significance to the scholarship, and demonstrate a researcher’s involvement 

in an engaged fieldwork. 

In light of the above, I take the position that an ethnographer needs to demonstrate his or her 

overcoming of what (Clifford 1983) calls the “myth of fieldwork,” by drawing on their actual 

participation and active involvement through personal experiences (p. 119). The ‘myth’ refers to 

the ambiguity of the question as to whether or not the ethnographer was truly ‘there’ in the field. 
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A traditional way around this is to tell the “fable of rapport,” says Clifford (1983, p. 132); however, 

he also warns against such rhetorical strategies. The fable deals with the discursive enterprise that 

is often presented in the method sections of an ethnography, prior to the interpretations of 

fieldwork. For Clifford, the fable consists of writing techniques that are invoked to emphasize the 

researchers’ initial struggles to enter the field, but thereafter the ethnographer disappears from 

the text. The ‘fable of rapport’ thus creates a perception of fieldwork. Contrary to a fabled account, 

Clifford (1983, p. 133) suggests invoking a dialogue in the ethnographic narrative as well as in 

methods that can shed light on the fieldwork from multiple perspectives. The evaluation of 

involvement as a criterion of engagement thus requires the researchers to address the following: 

a. acknowledge the presence of personal stories through involvement and distance; 

b. demonstrate overcoming of the ‘myth of the fieldwork’; 

c. circumvent the ‘fable of rapport’; 

In order to proceed, I shall discuss the evaluations of my thesis as follows. My emphasis is to 

highlight the engaged aspect of research, to dispel the myth of fieldwork and to repel the fable of 

rapport, and to show how a plausible narrative was forged. As demonstrated throughout this 

thesis, but specifically in Articles I – VI, I have employed a dialogical approach throughout my 

fieldwork as well as when developing interpretations of ethnographic interlocution. Next, I 

provide some general reflections on this ethnography and then begin to make the evaluative 

criteria explicit, and link them to the established criteria of evaluation of ethnographic research. 

9.3.2 General Reflections 

I shall begin by putting myself under the microscope so to speak. An ethnographer is the primary 

research instrument in the fieldwork, and therefore it is important to know something about this 

instrument. Of course, if this study had been conducted by someone else this study could have 

produced different results. Still, would they have been significantly different? I tend to think 

otherwise, and this is for two reasons. First, I shared a historical connection with the field for I 

had worked in software systems and that I was familiar with large-scale IT projects. Second, my 

role was engaged, as I was working part time in the field. Having said that, a detached 

ethnographer would have to spend a considerable amount of time observing people actually to 

enter the field and before getting accepted in the field by the fellow software professionals. That 

is, an ethnographer unfamiliar with the field would had to put significant effort to move from 

‘living like’ to ‘living with’ the participants and, in so doing, she or he might have had faced 

problems leading to different temporal sequences8 of the fieldwork, as reflected in Article VI. 

                                                        
8 Also see Chapter 8 section 8.3 on how the field moments relate to the fieldwork at large. 
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Thus, my historical background helped me, in Clifford Geertz’s words, to get on my feet in the 

field rather quickly. It also helped me get intimately closer to the practice world. The question of 

ethnographer is, then, a question of calibration of the research instrument. A different fieldworker 

would also have had interpreted the results differently as per his or her calibration, but it would 

have had little effect on field practices; this is simply because of the engaged nature of fieldwork. 

The underlying question of method is both subtle and elusive, in effect, to position the method in 

this study. Looking back, the method, including the theoretical perspective, research framework 

and the conducting of the fieldwork, can be seen as an ongoing negotiation: a research dialogue. 

Unlike traditional positivist fieldwork, including testing or application of theory, I approached the 

field with an open mind and simply used my research questions as a compass. I did attempt to 

make sense of the field evidence using popular theoretical lenses. However, the evidence ran 

contrary to the dominant views and challenged inasmuch as it forced me to reconsider the way 

practices are theorized in IS research. The latter paved the way to review the pervasive theoretical 

perspectives grounded in scientific rationality. However, this was neither my intention nor the 

original scope of the research. A review was required to flesh out the often taken for granted 

aspects by problematizing the dominant views in the light of field evidence and move to a more 

coherent approach that is also suited for engaged fieldwork. My critique of scientific rationality 

can thus be seen as problematizing the casual use of scientific principles rather than a critique of 

the scientific method itself (cf. Alvesson and Sandberg 2011). In fact, I acknowledge the criticality 

of using the scientific method in IS scholarship. In the same vein, my critique led me toward the 

concept of Entwinement, grounded in practical rationality, but in this move, I have attempted to 

suggest alternative perspectives as disclosed by the said problematizing exercise. The proposal of 

a practical viewpoint is thus a response to the questions raised by the problematization rather 

than mere critique. Further, while I have suggested and invoked entwinement in my engaged 

fieldwork, practical rationality can be used in other forms depending on the nature of fieldwork 

and the research questions. For example, a reflexive ethnography of practices could benefit from 

Phronesis and engaged judgment (Küpers and Pauleen 2015). Alternatively, a confessional 

ethnography could use dialogic narrative to reflect on the findings (Schultze 2000a).  

9.4 REFLECTIVE EVALUATION OF THE FIELDWORK 

I provide a methodical evaluation in order to make a case for the presence of ethnographic 

authority in this study (Clifford 1983). Specifically, the ethnographic voice that establishes and 

uphold ethnographic authority is argued to be dialogical, as demonstrated in Article II, V and VI. 

The criticality of ethnographic voice thus not only hinges on simply providing quotes, giving 
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names to participants, and assigning voices, but depends upon how an ethnographer is engaged 

with the field (Clifford 1988; Clifford and Marcus 1986). Engagement in the field hinges on 

multiple horizons of understanding and an ethnographer needs to demonstrate how to make 

sense of many horizons at work in the field9, as I have shown in Article II to VI. Further, following 

Rabinow (2007) on the reflections on fieldwork, the evaluation criteria are also reflective in nature 

and designed to demonstrate the plausibility of the ethnography. My task here, then, is to first 

develop the evaluative criteria as a mode of assessment, and then apply them to the 

interpretations to make sense of the findings. 

The evaluations of ethnographic field research methods are widely discussed in scholarship 

(Clifford 1988; Golden-Biddle and Locke 1993; cf. Myers 1999). Taking a cue from the 

methodological discussions, I acknowledge that the core tenets of fieldwork – authenticity, 

plausibility and criticality – are wholly applicable to this research. For an excellent commentary 

on the original criteria of ethnographic evaluation, see Schultze (2000a, pp. 29-31). Here, I briefly 

discuss the definitions in order to invoke them specifically in my assessment of engaged 

fieldwork.  

Authenticity of an account hinges on conveying the ethnographer's presence qua ‘being there’ in 

the field situations; and how familiarity was acquired in the field. Plausibility of fieldwork lies in 

sensitizing the readers to the field situations making the unfamiliar familiar; and showing how 

the familiarity is relevant to everyday situations. Criticality of ethnography relates to the narrative 

that challenges the taken for granted assumptions about familiar situations. It enables critique 

and opens up new possibilities for better understandings of the phenomena 

Following the debate on ethnographic methods and the recent commentaries on the significance 

of engagement in fieldwork (Anteby 2013; Baskerville and Myers 2015; Clifford 1983, 1997b; 

Goffman 1989; Shotter and Tsoukas 2014), I propose three additional criteria – involvement, 

entwinement and playability – to evaluate the engaged nature of the fieldwork. Next, I spell out 

the details and also apply it to this research (also see Table 9 – 1). 

9.4.1 Entwinement 

The concept of entwinement suggests taking the view that one is ‘always already’ absorbed, or 

entwined, in a holistic practice and the practices are the starting point of an enquiry (Heidegger 

2008; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011). The entwinement logic of practice is thus a quintessential 

criterion to evaluate how an ethnographer was immersed and engaging with the field phenomena 

                                                        
9 Also see Article II, section 4.7.3 on the reflective discussion of Thrownness in the Field. 
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from within the practices (cf. Van de Ven 2007, p. 270). I have elaborated the concept at length 

in Article III where it is used as a lens to understand participants’ and ethnographers’ immersive 

engagement in the field. Using entwinement through Gadamer (1989), I extend the 

phenomenological hermeneutic position of ‘being in the world’ to suggest understanding 

immersive engagement with the participants in the field, in order to show how an ethnographer 

was ‘being with’ the ‘others’ in a common world. 

The criterion of entwinement addresses engagement in the field and requires complete absorption 

in practices. Clifford (1983, p. 123) says that an ethnographer needs to be fully absorbed in the 

field and that “quasi-absorption” leads to problems of inauthenticity (just ‘being there’) and 

implausibility; thus an ethnographer needs to go beyond ‘being there’ and demonstrate how he or 

she was coexisting with participants in “a shared world” (Ibid., p. 128). In this way, an 

ethnographer can be entwined with the field and move to a status of both insider and participant 

– involved yet maintaining an ethnographic distance in the field. Entwinement thus also focuses 

on the question of involvement with distance. 

Following Clifford, I suggest that an engaged fieldworker needs to bring to the fore the immersive 

perspective disclosing her ‘being with others’ in a practice world (the field). Further, an engaged 

fieldwork needs to show immersion qua ‘being in the world’ with inhabitants of that world 

(participants) through “intense, personal participation, an active at-homeness in a common 

universe” (Clifford 1983, p. 129). Researchers thus need to demonstrate that interpretations were 

developed from within the engaged practices rather than simply using fly-on-the-wall detached 

observations; in other words, the researchers need to convey the message that hermeneutics was 

done from inside the hermeneutic circle (Dreyfus 1991a). In this way, entwinement suggests that 

researchers must be involved first, in order to begin their interpretation of the engaged practices 

(cf. Van de Ven 2007, p. 68). 

Throughout this thesis, I have provided important ethnographic examples, which succinctly show 

how the fieldworker (“I”) was placed in the field and absorbed in the field practices before any 

interpretation occurred. I was part of the field over a year and lived through the events as the 

other participants did; in other words, I was ‘living’ in their practice world just like the participants 

(“them”). I have also mentioned the role of ‘field’ as a world where I was thrown in, as documented 

in Article II. In the method sections of the Articles IV and V, following Goffman (1989), I have 

provided details of my absorption in the field that became, for me, a world to be in. In the same 

vein, Article V discussed the evidence using the concept of entwinement to understand 

engagement in practice as play. I have also explicitly disclosed that play as a pattern within 
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practices gradually surfaced after my entwinement in the field and not as a preconceived lens. I 

have provided detailed commentary on the criteria mentioned above in Table 9–1. 

9.4.2 Involvement 

Involvement focuses on the authenticity of immersed engagement in the field. In this perspective, 

involvement builds on the criterion of authenticity. For instance, authenticity deals with and 

ensures the transparency of accessing the field, the entrance into the field, and ‘being there’ in the 

field (Golden-Biddle and Locke 1993, p. 599): “assurance that the researcher was there and was 

genuine to the experience in writing up the account.” Involvement, on the other hand, is the 

deeper assurance that ethnographer was actually engaging in the field from within the practices 

(Van de Ven 2007), thus it is an important aspect of post-acceptance involvement in the field. A 

sudden involvement upon accessing the field is problematic and also casts doubts on the 

authenticity of fieldwork. It can be seen as a case of ‘bad prejudice’ of leaping to a conclusion 

regarding one’s perceived involvement rather than being actually involved in the field. Thus, it is 

important to show that the researcher was not only ‘being there’ but was gradually and fully 

involved in the practice. In this way, after a complete absorption, or entwinement, it is important 

to be convincing that absorption was meaningful inasmuch as the ethnographer was being 

involved vis-à-vis engaging with ‘the others’ in their practice world. It is only then one can begin 

to make sense of engaged field practices.  

While I acknowledge that plausibility requires maintaining “some distance” in the field (Golden-

Biddle and Locke 1993, p. 600), I take the critical position that the very enterprise of participant 

observation also requires some level of direct involvement (Anteby 2013; Clifford 1983). For 

instance, in engaged fieldwork, the researcher is often required to be personally involved in the 

field ‘along with’ the participants (Van de Ven 2007). This is simply a requisite of being in the 

world by being with others. Accordingly, involvement and distance, following Anteby (2013, p. 

1278), are argued to be seen as “distinct, yet related, issues” and not simply mutually exclusive 

characteristics of an engaged enquiry nor a spectrum of engagement where involvement and 

distance are at opposing extreme ends. The personal involvement, then, needs to be accompanied 

by a professional distance to maintain and demonstrate the ethnographer’s status as a researcher. 

In this way, involvement is suggested as an important criterion of engaged fieldwork which 

focuses on assurance regarding a) dispelling the myth of fieldwork and b) circumventing the fable 

of rapport in favor of documenting, and acknowledging one’s own oriented position in the field. 
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Criterion Requirement Evidence 
Authenticity  Following Golden-Biddle 

and Locke (1993), make 

evident that fieldworker 

was ‘being there’ in the 

field. 

 

 I didn’t have any conflict of interest. The research method sections of all the 

articles, as well as Chapter III, disclose that the sole criterion was to study 

the practices of young professionals in an organization setting. 

 In Chapter III, I have provided the details of PlayOrg, how entrance was 

made (Article II), as well as the role of the researcher in the PlayTeam. 

 I have provided details of my active engagement with PlayProj and team 

members (Chapter III). 

 Throughout the thesis, particularly the evidence section of Articles II – V, I 

have reported how the participants reflected on their everyday engagement 

with the IS phenomenon in their lives. 

 The interpretation and evidence section sheds light the on the researcher’s 

relationships with team members, which are both professional and candid, 

as documented in Chapter III and subsequently in the articles. 

 I have been honest in the documentation and provided photographic 

evidence where applicable (see Articles I, IV and VI) with corresponding 

commentary about the ‘playing field’ and I invite the reader to step into the 

field, in my shoes. 

 I have reflected on my field notes and corresponding commentary, and 

supported interpretations through interview vignettes where I found a 

plausible link. 

 
Plausibility  Following Golden-Biddle 

and Locke (1993), make 

evident how the 

unfamiliar field situations 

are made familiar. 

 

 I have constructed this ethnographic thesis to familiar standards within IS 

scholarship. 

 I have positioned the central thesis in the IS field research and attempt to 

bring it into line with recent advances in sociology and anthropology. I took 

great care to introduce readers to the issues relating to engaged fieldwork 

 In my interpretations, I have drawn readers’ attention to the details and 

invited them to step into the situations in the evidence. Examples include 

dealing with Max on the project, Mel’s remarks on aesthetics and beauty, and 

how May stresses what she sees as the play logic of interaction with IS. I have 

also used the language of play, as in Articles IV and V, for critical 
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Criterion Requirement Evidence 
explanations inasmuch as the language also plays an important role in 

sense-making and I hope to have made the unfamiliar familiar. 

 
Criticality  Following Golden-Biddle 

and Locke (1993), make 

evident how the research 

provokes the readers to 

reconsider their 

assumptions. 

 
 

 In the introductory discussion, I asked the reader to consider how some 

research methods are found to be distant from field practices. I have shown 

that my view is not a minority opinion: contemporary scholarship questions 

the lack of focus on engaged research methods, as discussed in Article I and 

then in the subsequent articles.  

 Without overtly challenging readers, I bring them next to the question of 

engagement with technologies in practice. As a tentative answer, I bring the 

concept of play which is then presented in detail, as in Articles IV and V. 

 I have brought the central arguments from the critical perspective of an 

involved researcher who shared the history with the field. In my final field 

evidence, Article VI, I asked readers to revisit the concept of spatiality by 

examining the everyday spaces in which we find ourselves. The articles 

challenge the assumptions of the field as ‘fixed locality out there’ and call for 

a nuanced understanding of the field as a volatile practice world. 

 
Entwinement  defend against quasi-

absorption 

 

 

 

 demonstrate coexistence 

in a shared practice 

world; 

 describe the active 

relationship with 

participants qua ‘being 

with others’. 

 

 In the research method chapter, I provided details of my full absorption in 

the field. This included working part time for three days a week, taking an 

active role in an ongoing project for fifteen months. Article II showed the 

initial phase of absorption as ‘thrownness’. Article III built the concept of 

entwinement using field evidence. 

 I have disclosed details regarding my entrance as an employee, and shown 

that as a fieldworker I lived amongst the participants.  

 

 I have disclosed that the researcher’s role was as an active team member. The 

evidence section points out that the relationship required both working 

‘along with’ and also ‘being with’ participants in the PlayTeam. 
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Criterion Requirement Evidence 
Involvement  describe how the 

researcher was personally 

involved; 

 

 describe how the 

researcher maintained 

professional distance; 

 

 demonstrate overcoming 

the ‘myth of the 

fieldwork’. 

 

 The research method chapter provides details concerning my position in the 

field, working as an employee, details the nature of the team, and 

demonstrates that I was continuously involved in the field during the course 

of fieldwork. 

 Also in the method chapter, I have shown that distance was maintained by 

discussing my dual role as an ethnographer and an employee. The 

participants were fully aware of the researcher’s role. I have disclosed further 

details in the method sections of all the articles. 

 I have shown, in the method chapter and the evidence sections of the 

articles, that I was fully engaged in the field. This included working on 

PlayOrg’s flagship products, attending their user group meetings, working on 

mutual projects with other engineers. 

 
Playability  describe the playing field 

– and where and how the 

researcher was placed 

there; 

 

 describe the players – 

including the social 

position of the 

researcher; 

 describe the plaything – 

and how researcher 

engaged with it; 

 

 describe the playtime – 

and how it was in 

projection; 

 Articles IV and V exclusively discussed and disclosed that the organization 

spaces, both digital and virtual, can be seen as a holistic space where many 

different playing fields were being created. I have shown that the 

ethnographer (“I”) was initially placed as an engaged spectator who then 

gradually became one with the participants in their playing field. 

 The evidence sections of all the articles has introduced both the team 

(PlayTeam) and the team members (players). Articles IV and V discussed 

them in terms of players. The articles also made known my role as an 

ethnographer. 

 I have discussed the concept of ‘plaything’ in Article V and shown how the IS 

phenomena (PlayOrg’s equipment, PlayProj) were seen as a holistic 

plaything. I have also disclosed that the researcher (“I”) was actively engaged 

with PlayOrg’s IS and thus personally involved with the plaything (“IT”). 

 In the research method sections of Articles II, V and VI I have described my 

entry into an ongoing practice where the pattern of play was found to be in 

projection. The evidence section on playtime revealed that, on occasions, 
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Criterion Requirement Evidence 
 

 

 describe the logic of the 

play – and how it was 

unreflective, ‘free’ and not 

coerced; 

 

 

 

 demonstrate the 

overcoming of the 

paradox of play. 

there was a sense of timelessness, which is related to temporal projection as 

documented in Article V. 

 The evidence section (Article II – V) pointed out that there was indeed 

unreflective engagement with IS (‘plaything’) and how people moved in and 

out of their absorption quite fluidly. In Articles IV and V, I have 

demonstrated that PlayTeam engaged in autotelic play and that I and my 

participants were not driven by a reward or a final purpose that could 

terminate play – rather it was a volitional practice in which I, ‘along with’ my 

participants, was absorbed in the field. 

 There was no evidence of paradox; however, in Article I and the evidence 

section of Article V, I have pointed out the possibility of a dilemma and how 

it can problematize the playability of practices in future. However, such a 

possibility never actualized during the course of the fieldwork. 
Table 9-1 Criteria for the Evaluation of an Engaged Fieldwork 
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In my field evidence, I have demonstrated that I was indeed part of an active project and that I 

was always working ‘along with’ my participants, who can be best seen as my colleagues in an 

organization, or people with whom I shared a world at an equal level, by virtue of being an 

employee of the organization. In a sense, as documented in Articles IV and V, I was also a player 

in the playing field where I was involved along with other players and with various technologies 

as playthings. Grasping the practice as play allowed us to see each other as ‘equal players’ in the 

playing field. In this perspective, instead of constructing a ‘fable’ I followed Gadamer (1989) and 

kept the spirit of dialogue in the interpretation of text as well to demonstrate my involvement, as 

discussed in Articles II, V and VI. Further, I always honestly tried to include my own perspective, 

the field researcher in the field, in my reconstructions and the interpretation of fieldwork; here, I 

hope to have demonstrated, following Clifford (1983), how “I” was there and “you,” the readers, 

can become part of the dialogue. Table 9–1 enumerates further commentaries on my involvement 

in the field. 

9.4.3 Playability 

Taking a leaf from the debate on ludic research method in anthropological scholarship (Gadamer 

1989, pp. 102-171; Geertz 1973, pp. 412-453; Goffman 1961; Huizinga 1980), I propose the 

evidence of ‘playability’ as the final criterion of an engaged enquiry. The focus of playability is on 

the researcher’s unreflective and rather intuitive engagement – akin to a play – with the field 

phenomena. In this way, it is more than an automatic response within an isolated activity. Rather, 

playability refers to holistic absorption in a ludic practice which is a requisite for play to occur. 

Thus, after a complete absorption and full involvement in practice, an engaged ethnographer can 

aim to move toward a sense of dialectical play in understanding his or her engagement in the field. 

Regarding playability, we can, thus, say a field becomes an intimate world where everything 

makes sense simply by being there, where one is effortlessly involved in a practice world. 

Huizinga (1980, p. 3) refers to playability as the “totality” of an engaged practice and suggests that 

playability must be evaluated holistically. Thus, it is argued to be neither playfulness in its 

ordinary meaning, nor gameplay in the modern parlance. Rather, the ‘playability’ of a practice 

ensures that the six basic ludic characteristics are met. The first requirement is the presence of a 

playing field. Second, a plaything must be available to play with. Third, players are engaging in a 

volitional practice that involves a plaything in the playing field. Fourth, the time of play is open-

ended and not confined. Fifth, play comes to the fore as a volitional and autotelic practice. The 

volitional and open-ended nature of a ludic practice ensures that the time of play can be seen as 

playtime and not as an ordered exercise. Also, the play needs to be free and autotelic and thus 

initiated and played without any material reward. Sixth, play is without paradox vis-à-vis any 
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coercion to play. The paradox of play can affect the totality of the play insofar as where there is a 

reward, material or immaterial, or coercion in engagement is found, play can become paradoxical 

and cease to be intuitive. In other words, one cannot be ordered to play – either it is a volitional 

practice, or it is not play at all (Goffman 1969, p. 109). Taking all of the aspects together, 

‘playability’, the holistic ‘totality’, is the final criterion for evaluating engaged fieldwork. The 

playability further establishes that engagement was indeed in an ethnographic field (playing 

field), with the field phenomena (plaything), by being with others (players), during engaged time 

periods (playtime) and finally the engagement was free, volitional, and without any coercion. 

I have demonstrated that playability was indeed present in this engaged enquiry. In Articles IV 

and V, I have discussed at length the six aspects of playability and shown how the logic of play in 

practice can be seen through the lens of entwinement, where my involvement in ‘play’ played a 

critical role. Insofar as the ludic lens was developed during the fieldwork, and the criteria were 

finalized toward the end, the original articles were seen as ongoing research, and evaluations were 

deferred until the final phase of the research. The evidence discussion, in the original articles, also 

points out the presence of fun and provides commentary on participants’ reflections. I 

acknowledge that due to the management’s proposed interventions, the paradox of play appeared 

as a faint future possibility; however, it did not inhibit the interpreted practices while I was in the 

field. A possibility of paradox also, in a sense, indicates that there was indeed play in projection 

in the field. Further evidence and related commentary are documented in Table 9—1. 

Next, I shall extend the evaluations to the theoretical components of the engaged ethnography. 

Following the ongoing discussion, I shall shed light on the critical interpretive evaluative criteria 

to cement the findings of the thesis. 

9.5 REFLECTIVE EVALUATION OF THE THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

In my research design, I have followed principles of interpretive field research (Klein and Myers 

1999) with an embedded component of critical research (Myers and Klein 2011). Consistent with 

the research design, I thus positioned the analyses in the overarching critical interpretive 

perspective (cf. Kögler 1999, pp. 251ff). Table 9—2 explains the principles of interpretive field 

research and Table 9—3 provides a detailed commentary on the use of specific principles. 

9.5.1 Evaluating the Interpretive Component of this Ethnographic Enquiry 

I did not apply any lens in the beginning and hoped for the field practices to speak for themselves. 

As stated, I was focusing primarily on the logic of everyday practices by studying how young 

participants engage with IT in organizations. In this way, I wanted to understand the actual 
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practices of people. My understanding of practices gradually became clearer, as a ludic pattern 

began to surface in the field and, only then I started analyzing the logic of practices.  

Following Evans-Pritchard (1969, p. 261), I methodically began the ethnographic interpretations 

using entwinement perspective, to reinforce the position that “facts can only be selected and 

arranged in the light of theory.” The entwinement perspective was further refined in light of new 

evidence. I also did my best to not lose ‘my own story’ (Anteby 2013) and went back and forth 

recurrently between my thick descriptions of engaged participant observations and ongoing 

analyses. Here, I subscribed to Klein and Myers (1999) in order to engage constantly with field 

text while developing my interpretations – see Table 9—2 for a summary of research principles. 

This helped me see the small practical details in the light of theory, and the logic of practices 

started to make sense in a holistic manner. 

Principle Definition 
The Fundamental 

Principle of the 

Hermeneutic Circle 

The requisite focus of this ‘meta-principle’ is to acknowledge the 

cyclical nature of understanding, the hermeneutic circle, in which a 

part can only make sense against a meaningful holistic whole. 

 

The Principle of 

Contextualization 

Calls for a critical reflection on the research context inasmuch as to 

critically make evident ‘the social and historical background’ and to 

assure readers how a gradual understanding was developed in the 

field. 

 

The Principle of 

Interaction Between 

the Researchers and 

the Subjects 

Calls for a critical reflection on data collection so to make evident 

how researchers and participants were interacting in the field. 

The Principle of 

Abstraction and 

Generalization 

Calls for critically making evident the emergent relation between 

field evidence and interpretations by demonstrating the adherence 

to principles 1 and 2. 

 

The Principle of 

Dialogical 

Reasoning 

Calls for a sensitive approach and assurance of methodical revision 

in developing understandings; specifically, by acknowledging 

sensitivities that might arise due to potential contradictions 

between research method and research findings. 

 

The Principle of 

Multiple 

Interpretations 

Calls for a sensitive approach when developing interpretations by 

acknowledging the presence of multiple horizons of understandings 

from both researchers’ and participants’ perspectives. 
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Principle Definition 
The Principle of 

Suspicion 

Calls for a sensitive approach to dealing with prejudices that might 

be present in the field evidence such as participants’ narratives, 

observations, and other sources. 
Table 9-2 Principles of Interpretive Field Research (Adapted from Klein and Myers, 1999) 

Consistent with the principle of interpretive field research (Klein and Myers 1999), I understood 

the ethnographic field as a hermeneutic circle (Geertz 2000a, p. 69; 2000b, p. 17) in both the data 

collection and analysis phases. I kept the participants informed to keep the dialogue going on 

within the hermeneutic circle (Myers 2004) and thus attempted to get further input and gain 

deeper insights into the then unfolding analyses. I also gave special hermeneutic attention to both 

the observed actions and the participants’ reporting on their actions. This was also particularly 

helpful as I also kept additional observation notes for all the interviews which included but not 

limited to, spatial and temporal details as well as gestures and social cues. Insofar as an engaged 

play pattern was emerging, as discussed in Articles IV and V, I found support in Myers and 

Newman (2007) to see the ethnographic interviews as the unfolding of a drama qua dialectical 

play. In this way, I was able to uphold the critical nature of dialogue while adhering to the 

interpretive field research principles.  

Further, experiential field evidence was always interpreted from multiple horizons including the 

actual sense of engaged play, discursive and figurative use of play, and how a practice can be 

theorized as a dialectical play. This not only helped me refine my interpretations but also 

challenged the way I was looking at my own practices; here, I acknowledge that my familiar 

historical understanding of the field as ethnographer came under the ‘hermeneutic suspicion,’ as 

discussed in Articles II and VI. Further details of specific interpretive principles and their 

applications are presented in Table 9—3. 

Principles Field Evidence and Ethnographic Applications 
The Fundamental 

Principle of the 

Hermeneutic Circle 

Throughout the fieldwork, I took the ‘field as a hermeneutic 

circle’ and moved toward understandings by always being 

involved in situations. Concrete examples are found in Articles II, 

III and VI. I also employed Gadamer (1989) interpretations, of 

hermeneutic circle as play, through Heidegger, to make sense of 

the ongoing engagements in the field by always examining 

instance or episodes of play in the light of larger practice as a 

whole. 

 

The Principle of 

Contextualization 

The historical and spatial significance of the research site is 

spelled out at the beginning of each article. My aim was to invite 

readers to see how and where the research was conducted. Both 

the researcher’s and the participants’ histories and how the 
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Principles Field Evidence and Ethnographic Applications 
events unfolded on the background of their historical situations 

are discussed in detail. 

 

The Principle of 

Interaction Between the 

Researchers and the 

Subjects 

As a part-time employee in the organizations, I, the researcher, 

became actively engaged in the participants’ practices. I have 

discussed this critically in my field evidence as well as in the 

research method sections of all the articles. I have also been 

honest in my demonstrations of the transparent, fluid nature of 

the interaction between the participants (“them”) and the 

researcher (“I”). 

 

The Principle of 

Abstraction and 

Generalization 

Through the course of the fieldwork, the evidence and findings 

are both grounded in and related back to the theory. For 

instance, Articles II and III built the case in point using 

Heidegger’s phenomenological hermeneutics, the findings were 

then shown in the light of an ethnographer’s being in a 

hermeneutic circle. In Articles IV and V, I used Huizinga (1980) 

thesis of play, first interpreted against Goffman (1961) analysis of 

everyday interactions, and later expanded using the underlying 

principles of play through Gadamer (1989). Both articles related 

to the underlying theoretical concepts in developing the then 

preliminary contributions. 

 

The Principle of Dialogical 

Reasoning 

I approached the field with an open mind and simple guiding 

question. The insights developed throughout this thesis slowly 

came to the fore after continuous meticulous conversations with 

participants. As my findings show, specifically through extended 

field evidence as demonstrated in Articles IV (play) and VI 

(spatiality of playing field), I have tried to show that an ongoing 

dialogue was always present to help me make sense of the field 

practices. 

 

The Principle of Multiple 

Interpretations 

Throughout the fieldwork, I remained sensitive to the 

possibilities of multiple interpretations. For instance, Article II 

shows the many horizons of understanding upon my entrance 

into the field. This ‘fusion of horizons’ then allowed me to see the 

entwinement logic practices, as documented in Article III. The 

entwinement, then, opened up a new research path where I found 

myself as a player in a playing field entwined with participants, as 

shown in Articles IV and V. Following the entwinement logic of 

play, I have disclosed a multiplicity of horizons of understanding. 

Play is also critically discussed through five different interpretive 
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Principles Field Evidence and Ethnographic Applications 
perspectives: spatial, temporal, material, social and the nature of 

the interaction in practices. 

 

The Principle of Suspicion I acknowledge that, as an engaged researcher, I was an active 

employee and shared a common background of work experience 

with field settings. While this might have been an advantage 

when seen from the periphery, I approached the field 

observations and participants’ accounts with great caution in 

order to avoid distortion of understanding that could arise from 

my preconceptions and involvement. The ethnographic 

engagement enterprise was seen as a dialogue with participants 

(Gadamer 1989) and as a checking mechanism on the 

ethnographer’s authority of experience. Following the advice of 

Clifford (1983, p. 142), the latter was seen as subjected to 

“hermeneutic suspicion” in the development of my 

interpretations. 

My dialogue with the field text rested on our (participants and 

me) shared histories and the common world of practices, rather 

than in leaping to conclusions. As the thesis discloses, in Article 

II (in the beginning) and V (toward the end), I did have to rethink 

my own practices which were challenged first in the light of my 

‘thrownness’ in the field, and later by understanding the field as a 

complex practice world where I was thrown. 

 
Table 9-3 Application of Klein and Myers' (1999) Criteria for Evaluating Interpretive Field Research 

The evaluations have opened up a space from where I am able to look back and further reflect on 

the specific contributions of the study. Specifically, in this ethnography, I believe my fieldwork 

analysis and reconsideration of dominant theoretical perspectives resulted in significant 

contributions to theory in IS research. The theoretical contributions can be seen from three 

perspectives: hermeneutics, engagement, and the theorizing of technology. Next, I highlight the 

said contributions of this ethnography. 

9.6 CONTRIBUTIONS TO THEORY 

9.6.1 Contributions to Hermeneutics in IS Research 

This research is firmly grounded in hermeneutics. The fundamental principle of the hermeneutic 

circle (Klein and Myers 1999) was applied and sustained throughout the ethnography, as 

demonstrated in all the articles. The theoretical contributions can be seen from the twofold 

application of the phenomenological hermeneutics of Heidegger (2008) and critical hermeneutics 
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of Gadamer (1989). In IS scholarship, the two hermeneutic traditions are rarely invoked in 

combination, with the notable exceptions of Myers (1995, 2004), Lee (1991, 1994) and Boland 

(1985). Thus, I hope that by employing interpretive triangulation of hermeneutics approaches, 

this study has contributed toward a nuanced critical interpretive theory in IS scholarship. 

Article II used the phenomenological hermeneutic concepts of thrownness to suggest how 

ethnographic entrance can be conceptualized as an entry in a practice world. The article then 

invoked the critical hermeneutic concept of the ‘fusion of horizons’ to theorize the multiple 

perspectives within a practice world. Within distinct field perspectives, the interpretations were 

put under hermeneutic suspicion by acknowledging the presence of biases using the concept of 

prejudice. In this way, I was also able to shed light on my own entrance into the field by 

understanding the field’s historicity against the possible prejudices coming from my own history. 

The article contributed toward theorization of ethnographic entrance and provided practical 

evidence to suggest a distinction between negotiating access to the field and entrance into the 

field. 

Article III used the concept of being-in-the-world as the starting point of enquiry to understand 

everyday practices in the field. In this way, the field practices were interpreted holistically, and 

participants’ complex interactions were conceptualized as a ‘nexus of practices’. Holistic 

approaches are often called for in IS scholarship yet there are little theoretical support. This study 

has responded to the call and contributed to IS philosophy by developing the concept of being-in-

the-world as entwinement. The concept of entwinement was used as a lens to study the holistic 

nature of practices. The article meticulously theorized the multiple entwining perspectives in 

practices: equipment, purpose and use.  

Another contribution of this study can be seen as the first step to invoking practical rationale 

(entwinement) from hermeneutics in a field study to understand engagement with IT in everyday 

practices. Critical hermeneutics was also used as a method to develop a critique of the prevailing 

dominant convictions. For instance, Article III provided an accompanying critique to support 

practical rationality and exposed shortcomings of prevailing theories espousing scientific 

rationality (sociomateriality). Articles I developed the corresponding full-blown theoretical 

critique to put forward a practical lens in IS theory. 

In Article V, I used the critical hermeneutic concept of play to understand our entwinement in 

practice. The contribution can be seen twofold. First, the article served as the introduction of the 

play concept to IS theory using ethnographic evidence. Second, hermeneutics was used to explain 

the logic of practices. For instance, while entwinement disclosed three horizons of understanding 



Discussion and Conclusions 

236 
 

in a practice, the hermeneutic concept of play clarifies how an unreflective involvement in practice 

can be theorized from multiple perspectives. A key theoretical contribution of the article was the 

interpretation of our involved engagement with technologies from four perspectives: sociality, 

temporality, materiality and spatiality. 

An important final theoretical contribution to critical hermeneutics is the theorizing of the 

concept of the ethnographic field as a hermeneutic circle, as first developed in Article II and 

critically elaborated in Article VI. Using a hermeneutic understanding, I described the field as an 

always moving hermeneutic circle from the vantage point of everyday spatiality. Drawing on a 

field event, I put forward a novel understanding of a volatile field. The theorizing has suggested 

that as our horizons of understanding change in a hermeneutic circle, the field also changes and 

reconfigures in parallel. Thus, the hermeneutic position challenged the conventional conviction 

of ethnographic field as a fixed locality ‘out there’. The critical lens of a volatile spatiality was 

suggested to make sense of ever changing, always fleeting spatiality. 

9.6.2 Contributions to Engaged Theory in IS Research 

In a review of engaged IS scholarship, Mathiassen and Nielsen (2008) found the absence of 

engaged methods a significant problem in the IS corpus (cf. Nandhakumar and Jones 1997). 

Hence this thesis can be seen as one response to the call for more engaged methods (Van de Ven 

2007).  

In Article IV, I provided a framework for engaged enquiry by theorizing engagement with 

phenomena using the concept of play from Goffman (1961). This is the first instance of play as a 

lens in IS scholarship to my knowledge. The concept of play has already been widely used in 

parallel disciplines as an engaged method (e.g., Flanagan 2009; Gaver et al. 2007; Kolb and Kolb 

2010; Kozinets et al. 2004; Mainemelis and Altman 2010; Mainemelis and Ronson 2006); thus, 

play is an important methodological contribution that brings contemporary debate on engaged 

research methods to IS theory. The article provided an interpretation of engaged practices as 

absorption in ludic practice. The framework both drew from and was used in the fieldwork to shed 

light on young people’s absorption in technologies as ‘engrossment’ in play. The study also 

challenged the prevailing determinist convictions that most young people are ‘innately’ tech-

savvy. Quite the contrary, the engaged fieldwork uncovered that the rise of ubiquitous IT has 

created a ubiquitous playing space for young people where they can immerse themselves 

whenever they want. While the engaged position challenged the traditional detached view of 

conceptualizing IT, the study strengthened the engaged scholarship that is steadily becoming 

prominent (e.g., Baskerville and Myers 2015; Shotter and Tsoukas 2014). 
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In Article V, I took further steps in the direction of an engaged methodology, extended the 

framework of play, and introduced the ludic theory of Huizinga (1980) to wider IS scholarship for 

the first time. Huizinga’s seminal study of play underlies some of the pioneering scholarship in 

social studies (e.g., Gadamer 1989; Geertz 1973; Goffman 1961; Turner 1982). Here, the 

theoretical contributions can be summarized in two ways. First, the study theorized unreflective 

engagement in practice as ludic practices. In this way the original theorization of play, as 

developed in Article IV, was extended to include the concept of deep play from Geertz (1973). A 

key point was to stress the absorbed engagement as deep play in practice. Second, the extended 

play framework included four theoretical perspectives on practices: spatiality of play (playing 

field), temporality of play (playtime), sociality of play (players) and the materiality of play 

(plaything). Thus, the proposed ludic framework is a novel addition to engaged theory, allowing 

an engaged practice to be interpreted from many different vantage points. 

In the play perspective, the distinct general contributions to engaged theory are as follows. The 

proposed play framework allows researchers to become part of the field practices rather than 

remaining objectively distant from ‘where the action is’. Using play, it is also possible to maintain 

distance in the field while remaining involved in the practice by taking multiple roles as both 

absorbed spectator and involved player. Insofar as the question of getting too involved and losing 

ethnographic distance is a common critique of engaged field methods (see, Anteby 2013; cf. 

Nandhakumar and Jones 1997), the play framework promises to resolve this dilemma by showing 

ethnographer temporarily becoming part of an ongoing play. Finally, from the data collection and 

analysis perspectives, the framework encourages pluralist and engaged understanding by taking 

part in practice and understanding it from multiple vantage points. 

9.6.3 Contributions to the Theorizing of Information Technology 

In IS research, there is an ongoing debate concerning theorizing of IT (see, Orlikowski 1992; 

Orlikowski 2007). In this debate, theories espousing scientific rationality are dominating IS 

scholarship, as documented in Article I. The most recent suggestion in this strand comes in the 

form of sociomateriality that advocates scientific realist interpretation of practices. Here, IT is re-

conceptualized as a sociomaterial artifact; in other words, technology is not just social and 

material but there is no social without material and vice versa. Since this study is also interested 

in our everyday interaction with technologies, I have provided a threefold critique of 

sociomateriality from scientific, phenomenological and practical perspectives. Thus, the first 

contribution of this study to theorization of IT is to problematize dominant views and highlight 

some potential implications of using rational scientific interpretations to understand everyday 

practical phenomena. 
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The scientific theoretical constructs are often taken for granted. The theoretical critique developed 

in Article I furnished the following contributions to IS theory. First, the study provides a scientific 

critique of the scientific rationality underlying sociomateriality. This critique was developed from 

the same ground on which the sociomaterial position is built. For instance, the critique found that 

quantum interpretations are notoriously complex, and scientific scholarship warns against using 

simplified quantum constructs for social phenomena. Yet, in IS scholarship the scientific concepts 

are often freely adopted without any scrutiny. Second, the critique disclosed that the prevalent 

usage of scientific constructs such as ‘entanglement’ were often found to be running contrary to 

their underlying ontologies. Third, the critique warned researchers to take heed when importing 

concepts from one discipline to another in a metaphorical manner. For instance, the original 

meaning of the text often mutates and takes on an objective life of its own. In this way, another 

contribution of the review was thus to highlight the fact that prevailing sociomaterial 

interpretations have become distant from the underlying scientific realism from which the theory 

originally emerged. 

In Article III, I further extended the critique from Article I. I specifically picked up the discussion 

from the second part of Article I to present an alternative theorizing of technology espousing 

practical rationality. Practical rationality is grounded in phenomenological hermeneutics and has 

been widely endorsed in social studies (Dourish 2004; Holt and Sandberg 2011; Sandberg and 

Dall'Alba 2009; Sandberg and Tsoukas 2011; Weick 2004). The central contribution of Article III 

can be summarized as follows: IT is conceptualized as holistic equipment entwined in the nexus 

of our practices in our being in the world (Ibid). This position acknowledges the immediacy of 

everyday practice in which we use a technology for a specific purpose in order to do a specific 

task, for the sake of our being in the world. In this way, practical rationality suggests taking 

associated practices when interpreting phenomena. Thus, an important new theoretical 

contribution of the study can be restated in hermeneutic terms: IT can be seen as ‘a part’ of a 

larger ‘whole’ that is the practice world. 

In Articles IV and V, I further refined the theorizing of IT as equipment, using an engaged ludic 

lens. The central contribution of the two papers is that the expanded interpretations positioned 

IT as ‘plaything’ (equipment) that can be grasped meaningfully in a ‘playing field’ (practice world). 

Thus, the new theorizing also accentuated the holistic significance of practices by taking the 

spatial practices into account, and I then developed this further in Article VI. Further, the 

plaything interpretation also included temporality of practices (playtime) and social identities of 

participants (players). These two perspectives are also found to be absent in dominant theories 

espousing scientific worldviews. In this way, using practical theorizing of IT, I presented a full 
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framework that went beyond the social and material aspects, but also included spatiotemporal 

perspectives. The theorizing and play framework were also used in fieldwork during the latter part 

of the study. 

9.7 CONTRIBUTIONS TO METHODOLOGY 

9.7.1 Contributions to Ethnographic Fieldwork Methods in IS Research 

This thesis has brought to the fore the concept of rite of passage in ethnographic field research 

methods. This contribution can be seen from the first and last phases of the fieldwork. In the first 

phase of the fieldwork, I theorized an ethnographer’s entrance into the field as a rite of passage. 

In this way, I highlighted that entrance cannot be synonymized with gaining access to the field 

(on access, see Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, pp. 41-62; Myers 2013, pp. 80, 139). Where the 

latter is often seen as a structural or administrative activity, the former, entrance, is argued to be 

essentially a rite of passage into a practice world. The entrance was also demonstrated to be a key 

ethnographic phase that can set the ethnographer’s orientation in the field. Another important 

contribution of the study was to show that entrance in the field can affect the course of the 

fieldwork. Thus it is presented as an important methodological distinction.  

In the final phase of research, I theorized spatial volatility in the ethnographic field. The 

contribution here is exclusively spatial. First, the study uncovered that important field moments 

can lead to a rite of passage. Accordingly, the study critically endorsed and reiterated the 

significance of rite of passage in the exit phase as well. Further, the study also shed light on the 

spatial perspective in the fieldwork by discussing important methodological minutiae concerning 

everyday spatiality that are often taken for granted. In particular, the study suggested that spatial 

field movements are inherently linked to critical fieldwork moments. In this way, a spatial 

volatility can bring the researcher nearer to or farther from the participants, and, in essence, from 

the field. On the other hand, if a field movement is dismissed as trivial, important temporal trails 

in the field can be permanently lost. Thus, it is argued that fieldwork methods must pay close 

attention to the spatiality of the ethnographic field and must not take the field for granted as a 

fixed locale. 

This study has also attempted to improve fieldwork methods in information systems by taking an 

involved approach in the field. Engaged ethnographic fieldwork is repeatedly called for by IS 

scholars (see, Baskerville and Myers 2015) but the shortage of engaged research methods is often 

attributed to ethnographers’ ambiguous involvement in the field (Mathiassen and Nielsen 2008). 

Yet an ethnographer’s position often comes under scrutiny as being too involved in the field and 
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for not having maintained a professional distance (Nandhakumar and Jones 1997). On the other 

hand, too much distance is argued to alienate the reader and potentially threaten the plausibility 

of the research in terms of what Clifford (1988) refers to as the myth of the fieldwork. This 

dilemma is very real and often forces a fieldworker to adapt discursive methods of compiling 

ethnographies (Ibid); thus an ethnographer either disappears from the text or the reader is shown 

personal history. This study has provided a methodological solution to resolve this dilemma using 

the concept of ludic practices to theorize an involved engagement in the field. 

In Articles IV and V, new methodological insights were developed using the concept of play. Play 

is argued to be an important theoretical tool for fieldworkers who share a common background 

with their field settings. The history of Chicago School of fieldworkers, Anteby (2013, p. 1285) says 

that the “individuals involved in fields… were in essence converted into scholars. Such an infusion 

led to deep understanding of given [research] settings.” Thus, a key methodological contribution 

of play is significant in three ways. First, engaged fieldworkers, in particular those who share 

historicity with the field, will find comfort in invoking play as it can enable them to be at home in 

the field ‘along with’ other players in their practice world. Second, a play method allows engaged 

fieldworkers to sterilize the taboo on intimate involvement, encourages them to tell their own 

stories from the field, and challenges the traditional notion of being a ‘spy’ involved in a 

“traitorous activity” in the field (Van Maanen and Kolb 1985, p. 24). The field is thus 

conceptualized as a playing field within which one engages in order to be part of the ongoing play. 

Third, by being players in a play, a dialogue with mutual understanding is also possible between 

the fieldworkers and the participants.  

Finally, another contribution can be seen from the dialogical perspective in the field. The study 

has shown that the dialogical reasoning can be interpreted as the researcher’s engagement with 

players. This is particularly significant to forge what Coffey (1999, p. 28) refers to as “the dialectic 

between researcher and researched.” The practical field dialectics are found to be manifold when 

seen through a ludic lens. The contribution can be summarized as follows: play provides 

fieldworkers with a tool to grasp the dialogical aspects of the field practices by understanding a 

multiplicity of meanings from different horizons of understanding while being engaged in the 

field. 

In a hermeneutic way, the development of play method has brought us full circle, arguing thus: 

engaged practices are play, and play is an engaged practice. Traditional deterministic 

conceptualization of IT built around objective use, material viewpoints, or strong hedonism can 

be seen as challenged simply by seeing one ‘being in play’ with technology. 
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9.7.2 Contributions to Ethnographic Toolkit in IS Research 

During the course of the fieldwork, I methodically extended what Clifford (1983, p. 119) refers to 

as the ‘ethnographic toolkit’ of researchers. Here, I reflect and highlight how it was possible, for 

me, to be a ‘fieldworker-theorist’ and that how this position allowed me to develop new 

methodological tools while being in the field. The ethnographic toolkit was used extensively 

during the course of the fieldwork. 

Article II documented my entrance into the field. As discussed earlier, entrance is an important 

and distinct stage of ethnography. Fieldworkers often synonymize negotiating their access to the 

field as their entrance into the field. This is quite problematic insofar as I have demonstrated that 

entrée is in essence a rite of passage into the field. Thus, the first critical contribution to the 

ethnographic toolkit is the theorizing of entrance as ‘thrownness’. The concept of thrownness was 

borrowed from phenomenological hermeneutics and applied to interpret and understand my own 

position upon entry. I have demonstrated that thrownness is a critical tool that can disclose 

multiple horizons of understanding in the field that shape the ethnographers’ position, upon 

entrance, and can influence the course of the fieldwork. 

The second major contribution to the ethnographic toolkit can be seen as play as a methodological 

tool that was developed in the mid-phase of the fieldwork, as documented in Articles IV and V. 

The contributions of play to the ethnographic toolkit are as follows. To begin with, play can 

potentially resolve the dilemma of involvement-distance in the ethnographic field. Specifically, 

play allows a mechanism for fieldworkers to sustain their involvement while keeping the 

ethnographic distance in the field. Play can also be seen as a way of making sense of one’s own 

engagement that pivots gradually, absorbing one in the playing field as ‘involved spectator’ - that 

is, as engaged observer. Play is thus argued to aid fieldworkers to navigate the field, as a 

continuum develops of engagement in the field. In this continuum, a researcher might want to 

begin by first carefully observing before immersing herself fully in the fieldwork, progressing from 

an engaged spectator to an engaged player. Both are valuable roles in the field. Play can be 

adjusted and used as multiple lenses to examine different levels of engagement in the field. Using 

play, a fieldworker can easily switch between the two perspectives as needed (cf. Nicolini 2009). 

As has been shown, play is an engaged method of enquiry that can be used by both expert and 

novice field researchers (cf. Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2005). For instance, novice fieldworkers can 

begin by experimenting with personal involvement and engagement in the field by becoming 

‘engaged observer’. On the other hand, ethnographers already expert in their domains such as 

design ethnographers (with prior history of field), participatory researchers, or action design 
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researchers who are already familiar with the field practices might want to use play through an 

‘engaged participant perspective’. Using play, a fieldworker can thus methodically gain access to 

the deeper areas of the field by actually getting involved in situations. However, a simple use of 

the play method as a proxy for engagement might be dangerous, and indeed, the risks rise as the 

level of involvement increases. Indeed, the stakes can go higher for an involved spectator of the 

play as well. Hence, the use of play has the following caveat: like any other field method, prior 

training in fieldwork is strongly recommended. 

Play can be seen as a means by which paradoxes of unreflective engagement can be shown and 

resolved. For instance, as I have discussed in Article I, the paradox of play deals with possible 

contradictions in an unreflective engagement where order to play, systemizing the logic of play, 

or playing for a reward are seen as problematic and potential threats to unreflective engagement. 

The paradox has special implications for the field researchers. A fieldworker might correctly grasp 

the play phenomena in the field yet she cannot be part of it by choice or action but through 

involved immersion in everyday practices. The paradox of play is thus a conceptual tool that 

assures that a fieldworker must not assume herself a ‘player’ simply by placing herself in the 

playing field. This is a critical insight insofar as an ethnographer might appear as a false player 

and risk becoming remote from the players and their practices. Hence, the paradox of play is an 

indispensable tool in the ethnographic toolkit which ensures that the criterion of playability is in 

place. 

The final contribution of play as a tool is to enable critical reflection in the field. Particularly, 

reflexivity is shown to be achieved by documenting one’s own involvement in the play, by 

providing a first person account, and developing multiple interpretive perspectives that can be 

then used for interpretive triangulation of the findings. During the course of fieldwork, I have 

used the first person account, wherever it was appropriate, to show that I was engaged and living 

through the situations in the field. Article VI has critically discussed the reflexive contributions as 

part of living in spatially volatile situations. 

The third major contribution to the ethnographic toolkit is theorizing of spatial volatility. Article 

VI reported the spatial disturbance in the field. This is critical for IS fieldworkers because I have 

found that scholarship is mute on the everyday spatiality of the field. For instance, the field is 

often taken to be a physical locality out there. Consequently, studies often rely on the physicality 

of the field as a venue (building, organization, locality, and others) to conceptualize a research 

setting. A change in the field is thus often seen as a trivial physical change. The contribution of 

this study toward spatial understanding can be summarized as follows: a field is seen as a complex 
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dynamic world. The ongoing changes in the field were theorized as spatial volatility. This 

theorizing produced important conceptual tools such as motility, transience and temporary 

disappearance of the field to grasp its fleeting nature from three distinct perspectives. First, the 

field is seen as a motile phenomenon thus a constant interpretation of the field practices is 

required. Second, the spatial movements are often transient, thus they hold the possibility of 

giving access to liminal spaces within the field. Third, a spatial movement can distort the ground 

reality inasmuch as the field can often temporarily or permanently disappear, thus leaving the 

fieldworker fieldless. In this way, spatial volatility was suggested as a critical lens in an 

ethnographer’s toolkit to make sense of the everyday spatiality of the field. 

9.8 CONTRIBUTIONS TO PRACTICE  

9.8.1 Contributions to the Understandings of Everyday Practices 

This research has made a number of contributions to the study of everyday practices. For instance, 

in Articles IV and V, I applied the concept of entwinement to study the intricate inner dynamics 

of practices of young professionals. The study’s contribution can be summarized as follows: young 

people’s practices reveal that we are increasingly becoming entwined with technologies in our 

everyday affairs. Researchers and practitioners need to go beyond the simple conceptualizations 

of tech-savviness by superficially describing young people as ‘digital natives’. Rather, IT has 

become part and parcel of the everyday in the modern world; everyday practices are becoming 

technological practices. It is thus a shift in actual everyday practices rather than an innate 

capability of a select group of people. Zuboff (1988) documented the early penetration of IT into 

everyday practices; I have reported that this penetration is now reaching completion, and thus 

practitioners and scholars need to begin investigating the logic of practices. Particularly, we need 

to let go the decade-old premise that IT is somehow unusual or a ‘special case’ in everyday 

practices; rather, as stated earlier, technological practices are increasingly becoming the norm, 

and they can be seen as the starting point of an enquiry into practical phenomena. 

In an everyday perspective, a critical contribution of this study is this: experiential aesthetics 

matter. Repeated calls have been made to study the experiential and aesthetics aspects of 

technology from everyday perspectives (Dourish 2005; Yoo 2010). This study has responded to 

by reporting important aesthetic and experiential findings from the field, in Articles IV to VI. For 

instance, I have demonstrated that ordinary details such as the shape, feel and design of a 

technology matters to the participants inasmuch as some refer to certain IT solutions as ‘ugly’ or 

‘pretty’. Everyday experientiality was also found to be a critical aspect of practices yet it is often 
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overlooked in IS studies where significance is often granted only to material or technical aspects. 

I have also shown that aesthetics is increasingly entwined with the use and skills of technologies. 

IS researchers and practitioners must take heed as the scholars in neighboring disciplines have 

already begun the enquiry into practical aesthetics (e.g., Ewenstein and Whyte 2007; Tonkinwise 

2011; Wasserman and Frenkel 2011). 

Another contribution touches the question of the politics of technology in IS practice scholarship 

(e.g., Lee and Myers 2004; Myers 1997a; Suchman 1995; Suchman et al. 1999; Zuboff 1988). In 

particular, the integration of young professionals has already been indicated as an ongoing issue 

(cf. Leidner et al. 2010). The study finds that organizations can mitigate conflicts in managing 

everyday practices by acknowledging the multiplicity of meanings, using play as a lens. Play is also 

shown to be capable of diffusing power relations and it can allow team members to be ‘equal 

players’ in the same ‘playing field’. The multi-perspective view of practices can also help uncover 

the hidden dynamics of the organizing spaces vis-à-vis the playing field and guide organizations 

toward better management of technological practices. 

9.8.2 Contributions to the IT Management Practices 

The relevance of this thesis to IT management practices can be seen as part of theorizing practices 

as play. I took steps toward a play lens to make sense of people’s engagement with IT. Contrary to 

the traditional detached view, I have found that play provided an alternative, engaged way to 

reconsider management of the IS phenomenon. Young people were found to be playfully 

engrossed in their interaction with technologies. The play interpretation disclosed that managers 

often fail to manage young people effectively by a) taking a detached view of the phenomena which 

ignores ground practices, and b) dismissing the complex interactions as merely a playful attitude. 

Finally, instead of dismissing play, the organizations are encouraged to take part in contemporary 

technological practices. 

I have also drawn IS scholarship’s attention to the works of Huizinga (1980, p. 200), who 

concludes his seminal study of play by observing its twofold significance in the then contemporary 

managerial practices:  

1. the ludification of business processes in order to encourage innovation 

2. the emergence of ludic practices in management as sense-making. 

While the former has been discussed to some degree (e.g., Kark 2011; Mainemelis and Ronson 

2006), the latter proposition concerning enquiry into the logic of ludic practices remains largely 

unexamined in IS research. Hence, I took the initiative to bring the ludic debate to IS, as in Article 
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V. Specifically, I have demonstrated that his insights are significant and relevant to contemporary 

IS research. 

The study’s main contributions also suggest that IT management should go beyond the simplistic 

reward-based ‘gamification’ of processes. I have shown that a reward is too simplistic a trigger to 

initiate or sustain play in practice. In fact, a reward can create potential problems inasmuch as 

‘pet projects’ often become valuable resources for the organizations, requiring strategic 

management. I have shown that a possible answer lies in the enculturation of play spaces within 

organizations where a freer play can flourish; this is the kind of ludic environment that Google 

has created in organizational work spaces. 

Further, an important lesson for IT management can be found in our interpretation of interaction 

with technology as playing with a plaything. I have uncovered how people interact with IT within 

an organizational context by ‘being in a play’ with technology. For managers, a question comes to 

the fore: could it be possible to grasp a complex ludic practice qua a systematic game by identifying 

the underlying rules and resources as the dynamics of play? I have shown that it is quite the 

contrary: a systemization of engagement might result in a practice paradox. The practice paradox 

might then lead to distrust of management. Exactly on this point, Huizinga (1980, p. 7) reminds 

us “play to order is no longer play.” Play is a volitional practice. People will willingly continue to 

work on tasks as their ‘pet projects’ but once a project becomes an integral part of the system, 

their enthusiasm disappears. This is akin to snatching a plaything while one is absorbed in play. 

Thus, a key lesson for management is to take a freer and more dialogical approach when managing 

young IT professionals, where a practice is best managed through overseeing rather than strict 

steering. 

9.8.3 Contributions to the Understandings of Design Practices 

This study has made important practical contributions to the emerging field of design practices 

(Hevner et al. 2004; Lee et al. 2015). As stated earlier, I reiterate that it was not my intention to 

study the design aspects of technologies; however as I gradually got involved in the design 

practices of the participants, a ludic pattern emerged in the field. Further, as I engaged in design 

practices in the field, a number of new critical insights came to light in terms of ludic interactions 

with IT, engaged involvement in field phenomena and possibilities for using play as a method of 

enquiry in future design ethnography (Baskerville and Myers 2015).  

One contribution of this study is to reinstate the fun and playfulness in design process. Play has 

reinvigorated the interest in engaged methods in the field of design in recent years (Flanagan 

2009). In this strand, the concept of ludic design has been put forward as an important new 
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method extending design thinking using play logic (e.g., Buell and Cooley 2012; Gaver et al. 2007). 

This study provides theoretical tools and platforms such as play, for IS practitioners and designers 

to use to refine design practices by understanding qualitatively how people interact with 

technologies and space, allowing people to be involved in a design process, and taking a holistic 

approach to design rather than seeing it as isolated exercise of engineering. In this regard, this 

study also reminds practitioners that fun is a key to understanding engagement and that a play 

lens can help them develop designs that are fun in practice. 

The second contribution to design scholarship is to bring the focus onto ‘calm’, and invisible 

technologies in the design process. In Article III, I found that designers and researchers need to 

re-examine design practices in light of the entwinement logic of practice. It is argued that this 

perspective can help to develop the creation of tools such that they remain in the background in 

practices; thus, people can focus on the foreground or the phenomena at hand. Weiser and Brown 

(1997) referred to such invisible design of technology as ‘calm computing’. Here, the designer 

might also find the play method beneficial to understanding the theoretical underpinnings of 

engagement to achieve ‘calmer’ solutions. In this perspective, the findings of this study, however, 

are not isolated. For instance, Computer Science (CS) scholars have already suggested play as a 

method of participatory design and involved research (e.g., Lindtner and Dourish 2011; Pors and 

Andersen 2014). Play might be used a method to bridge the theory-practice gap in IS scholarship 

by involving the users and designers in the processes. 

This study has contributed toward disclosure of new avenues of research, particularly possibilities 

of extending newly proposed design ethnography (see, Baskerville and Myers 2015). While design 

ethnography provides a new way of engagement, play is argued to be beneficial as a critical 

theorizing of engagement, as I have discussed earlier at length. Designers and practitioners in HCI 

and CS are already invoking the ludic lens to build participatory design research methods such as 

‘reflective design’ (Neustaedter and Sengers 2012; Sengers et al. 2005; Sengers and Gaver 2006). 

I hope IS scholarship will follow suit in advancing our research methods.  

Finally, whereas action research engages with the change, and design research engages with the 

design of systems and artefacts, an engaged field method such as play invites an ethnographer to 

be involved in actual practices, and to facilitate participatory research methods where participants 

and researchers work closely together. Thus, the findings of this study are argued to be useful for 

both action and design researchers, as well as designers and practitioners. 
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9.9 LIMITATIONS 

This research has a number of restrictions and limitations. They are primarily related to the scope 

of the study, the nature of fieldwork, and methods of analysis. I have made them known 

throughout the articles but here I will revisit them and provide a summary. The limitations are as 

follows. 

 First and foremost, this thesis is woven with phenomenological hermeneutics threads; for this 

reason, it has largely ignored the predominant theories grounded in dualism and scientific 

rationality.  

 Second, this thesis is bound to an engaged and involved approach, thus it favored an 

immersive perspective on practices rather than interpreting the field data objectively in 

isolation.  

 Third, insofar as this thesis is positioned in critical interpretive field research, I have opted for 

a critical ethnographic research method. I believe however, that findings from this study are 

applicable to fieldwork in general, since questions concerning spatiality, temporality, 

materiality and sociality are central to all types of field research methods. This particular study 

was conducted at a single site, and I was the only on-site ethnographer. However, as discussed 

in the articles, I believe the findings and framework are equally applicable to multi-site and 

multi-researchers’ ethnographic enquiries as well. 

 Fourth, concerning the conceptualization of the ethnographic field, particularly in Articles II 

and VI, I have followed phenomenological hermeneutics scholarship in order to be in 

consistent with the underlying principles of this research. I acknowledge that there are other 

points of departure to conceptualize the field (on the social field, see Bourdieu 1985) and its 

spatiality (on the social construction of space, see Lefebvre 1991). A corresponding discussion 

on the choice of theoretical lens is already furnished within the articles. 

 Fifth, concerning the ludic lens as developed in Articles IV and V, I have acknowledged that it 

is but one of many theoretical positions from which to study an unreflective and rather 

automatic engagement in practices (on modes of social behavior, see De Certeau 1984). 

Further, there are multiple interpretations of ludic practices (e.g., Caillois 1962; Turner 1982; 

Vygotsky 1967) but I have restricted the research scope to the phenomenological hermeneutic 

perspective on play; this was done in order to be coherent and consistent when extending the 

underlying critical interpretive theories. Nonetheless, I do believe the research findings are of 

some relevance to practitioners and scholars interested in ludic concepts in general. 

 Sixth, concerning the theorizing of spatial volatility in Article VI, I have focused on the 

volatility in the ethnographic field from only the everyday spatiality perspective. Again, I have 
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acknowledged that other forms of spatial volatilities such as physical, structural and 

environmental changes are also critical to the field research. Insofar as everyday spatiality is 

quite new to IS scholarship, I believe this limitation could invite scholars to explore other 

forms of volatilities in the fieldwork. 

To reiterate, this ethnographic thesis has followed a critical interpretive field research method to 

examine the shift in contemporary everyday practices from the perspective of young IT 

professionals’ engagement with technology in an organizational setting.  

9.10 FUTURE RESEARCH 

I began the fieldwork with a simple question concerning the logic of everyday practices. To that 

end, I studied the practices of young professionals at PlayOrg. Future research projects could look 

at the following. 

First, future studies could extend the theoretical insights developed in this thesis, particularly the 

concept of entwinement, to study distinct perspectives (equipment, purpose, use) in more detail. 

Here, IS scholars might want to take a leaf from organization and management studies where 

entwinement is already used in number of studies such as on practice breakdowns (Lok and de 

Rond 2013) and sense making (Chia and Holt 2006; Holt and Cornelissen 2013).  

Second, future studies could also go beyond the current organization scholarship by extending 

this thesis in the diverse contexts of technological practices. While this study invoked practical 

rationality to disclose a play-like dialectic, scholars might also want to understand the 

spatiotemporal dynamics of organizing practices using the play method. In this perspective, two 

possible ways are a) to examine the practical logic of skill acquisition over time and b) to study 

the aesthetics in technology use in more detail. Yet another possible direction is to integrate the 

two and establish the link between aesthetics and the use in complex skills acquisition, using 

engaged research. 

Third, scholars interested in the emerging topic of ludic practices could apply this thesis’ critical 

interpretive framework to study the significance of play in diverse cultural spaces. This is 

particularly important for critical researchers insofar as the questions concerning the politics of 

information systems are argued to be closely linked with the use of a technology. 

Fourth, an important new innovation in ludic scholarship is the concept of ‘serious play’ (Roos et 

al. 2004; Statler et al. 2009). Scholars interested in engaged methods would want to explore the 

‘seriousness’ of play to examine differences in the use of technology by ‘serious users’ as well as 

management strategy as ‘serious game’. 
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Fifth, ethics is a quite critical yet overlooked aspect of everyday practices. Future studies could 

extend the ludic component of this thesis to study the ethical dilemma in terms of paradox of play 

and serious games. One possible way forward would be to invoke and extend the recently 

proposed ethical principles of design research using engagement in play (Myers and Venable 

2014). Here, new insights from the field can lead to development of ethical management and 

organization strategies.  

Sixth, insofar as this thesis has paved the way for ethnographic theorizing, future field researchers 

could apply the concept of spatial volatility to explore different types of disturbance in the field. 

For instance, I have already acknowledged temporal volatility in my theorizing as an important 

form of breakdown in the field. Accordingly, Schatzki (2013) has indicated that actual physical 

and environmental changes are critical to understanding the shift in everyday practices. I hope 

scholars will extend the finding of this thesis and use the theoretical insights as a point of 

departure for their future research. 

9.11 CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

I began this enquiry by seeking to understand the logic of our everyday practices. A humble start 

with a simple question disclosed a whole new world of meaning under the fabric of practices. In 

short, the conclusion can be boiled down to this: practices change, and we change with our 

practices. Thus, it is the everyday involvement in practice with the phenomena (in my case, IT), 

that is central to understanding the logic of practices.  

This study remained close to the ground reality from start to end. I have presented the logic of 

contemporary everyday practices from the vantage point of young IT professionals or the digital 

natives. It is often thought that (being in) the presence of IT is the sole criterion for being tech-

savvy. However, I have observed that there is nothing innate about IT in young people’s practices. 

Instead, the ground reality is that IT is seen as a part of their holistic practices. People are 

becoming increasingly comfortable with IT inasmuch as their practices are seen as a play. For 

them, IT appears to be a plaything with which they are intimately entwined in their practices. 

Here, an important conclusion of the research is that in everyday practices, the otherwise most 

ordinary things matter to people the most: everyday spaces, aesthetics, experience and uses. 

These things are often overlooked in research. Scholars need to take the everyday perspective 

more seriously in developing new understandings grounded in practices. 

Everyday practices are equally important for management as well. Organizations spend valuable 

time and resources on IT, hoping that it will lead to attracting and retaining young professionals. 
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The central problem in this conventional thinking is that IT is taken as a special case. On the 

contrary, I have found that IT is now essentially part of the everyday. An important conclusion is 

that actual practices first must be understood carefully in order to develop better management 

approaches in practice. In particular, in order to advance theory and practice, we cannot afford 

to lose touch with what matters to people in their everyday affairs. 

We can say, in conclusion, to paraphrase Heidegger (2008, p. 94), that the everyday spaces where 

we find ourselves dealing with things, disclose the worlds of our everyday lives. These are the 

worlds which matter to people, and for that reason, these worlds must matter to scholarship too. 

We need to develop solutions for the sake of our being in the world, to facilitate our everyday 

affairs smoothly: to make our worlds better. 
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ADDENDA 

The following updates were made to the original published articles in order to make the textual 

flow consistent with this document. 

The original published articles as well as the journal submissions used different pronouns (except 

the single author articles) to denote the second author (i.e. We/our). For the sake of consistency, 

in this thesis, the pronouns have been updated to reflect the ethnographer’s first person 

perspective. 

In Articles III and IV, the figure and the table captions have been updated and made consistent 

with the overall thesis.  
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APPENDIX I – NEW GENERATION PROFESSIONALS: 

POPULAR TERMINOLOGIES 

There is no consensus on the name for tech-savvy young people, nor does this research attempt 

to decide a naming convention or make a claim of a distinct ‘new generation’. Instead, the study 

is interested in the shift in the everyday contemporary technological practices of young people. In 

this study, I refer to tech-savvy young people as ‘digital natives’ to capture the large body of 

writings spun across the same theme holistically. Therefore, the term ‘digital natives’ is used as 

an umbrella term to encompass similar terms addressing the people absorbed in technology in 

their mundane situations. Some of the terms collected during this research project to describe 

tech-savvy younger people as ‘a generation’ of digital natives are documented here. 

The earliest reference to the metaphor of natives in a digital context is attributed to John Perry 

Barlow, the co-founder of Electronic Frontier Foundation; in 1996, referring to the young 

generation’s comfort with digital technology, he remarked10 (emphasis added), 

“On the most rudimentary level there is simply terror of feeling like an immigrant in a 

place where your children are natives – where you're always going to be behind the eight ball 

because they can develop the technology faster than you can learn it. . . .”  

However, the reference failed to capture any immediate attention in scholarly circles because of 

lack of an empirical basis. Gradually, the idea started to gain ground as multiple similar terms 

have been surfaced (see below). Consequently, in the last eighteen years, the term ‘digital native’ 

took on an objective life of its own and mutated from a ‘meme’ into a social phenomenon.  

The following terminologies are listed alphabetically: 

1. Boomerang Generation 

2. Collaboration Generation 

3. Cyber Generation 

4. Cyberkids 

5. Cyborg Generation 

6. Cyborgs 

7. Digital Colonist 

8. Digital Immigrants 

                                                        
10 See, “A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace” at EFF. Full text at 
https://projects.eff.org/~barlow/Declaration-Final.html 
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9. Digital Natives 

10. Digital Nomads 

11. Digital Refugee 

12. Digital Residents 

13. Digital Savage 

14. Digital Settlers 

15. Digital Tourists 

16. Digital Visitors 

17. Gen Wii 

18. Generation 9/11 

19. Generation Me Me Me 

20. Generation Mobile 

21. Generation NeXt 

22. Generation V 

23. Generation@ 

24. Generation–C 

25. Generation–M 

26. Generation–Y 

27. Generation–Z 

28. Homeland Generation 

29. Homo Zappiens 

30. iGeneration 

31. i-Kids 

32. Millennials 

33. MTV Generation 

34. Net Generation 

35. Nexters 

36. Pluralist Generation 

37. Plurals 

38. Post-Millennials 

39. Re–Generation 

40. Technological Migrant 

41. Virtual Generation 
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APPENDIX II – ORGANIZATIONAL ETHNOGRAPHY: 

RESEARCH PROPOSAL 

The following business research proposal was prepared to invite PlayOrg (see Chapter III for the 

organization details) to participate in the ethnographic research, the document is duplicated 

below, intact with two minor updates namely, formatting and anonymizing the details of 

organizations for the sake of privacy. 

 

Understanding the Practices of Digital Natives 

Prof. Michael D. Myers, The University of Auckland Business School. 

PhD Researcher Hameed Chughtai, The University of Auckland Business School. 

Executive Summary 

Digital natives are those who have grown up in a digital world where the use of information and 

communications technologies is pervasive and ubiquitous, and where these technologies are used 

in both personal and organizational contexts. The Gartner Group says that by 2018 digital natives 

will have “transformed the workplace,” changing organizations and sweeping away many previous 

expectations in the process. Whereas the older generation of digital immigrants tended to resist 

technology or at least have some difficulty in accepting it, digital natives like new technologies 

and they like change. What does the rise of this new generation mean for CIOs, for organizations, 

and for IT policies and practices? The purpose of this research project is to study the everyday 

technological practices of digital natives to discover how they engage with IT within an 

organizational context.  

Digital Natives and Digital Tools 

A study by Pew Research suggests that digital natives identify themselves with technological tools 

and not with the code of organizations11. The “use” of technology takes precedence over the “work 

ethic” in their professional lives. This insight from Pew Research suggests that organizations need 

to re–consider how to engage with the younger workforce. It also suggests that we need to better 

understand the everyday practices of digital natives. Practices are routinized, repeated and often 

taken for granted, but, the practices of one generation differ from another12. We will attempt to 

                                                        
11 Pew Research. (2013) The Millennials. Retrieved 13/06/2013 from http://goo.gl/W4hfMa 
12 Telefónica. (2013) Millennials Survey. Retrieved 13/06/2013 from http://goo.gl/MEo77Y 
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understand how technological practices relate to organizational practices, and how the younger 

generation achieve meaning making by interacting with artefacts and spaces. 

The Research Project 

We plan to use ethnographic research to understand the practices of the younger generation. 

Ethnography is able to provide “rich insights into the human, social, and organizational aspects 

of information systems.”13 The underlying goal of ethnography is to uncover what people actually 

do than what they say they do. Leading IT firms such as Microsoft, Google, Facebook and Intel 

use ethnographic research to study organizational practices.  

Research Objectives 

We will use the ethnographic technique of participant observation – this involves talking to people 

in their natural setting and observing what they do. The data will be collected via field notes, 

observation (practices, tools-in-use, and space), semi-structured interviews and participation 

with newly hired graduates in various roles. The data collection phase is anticipated to be 

approximately six months. 

The proposed study will try to answer the following questions: 

i. What does Digital Natives know about IT?  

a. Contextual Knowledge (know-how, embodied practices), Limited Knowledge 

(Heuristic); Organization responses (attitude of/toward Digital Natives, social 

structures), Dependence (on technological and organizational structures). 

ii. What does Digital Natives do with IT? 

a. Material and immaterial aspects of Information Systems, life and work style;  

iii. What are the implications of this for organizations? 

Going Forward 

What can organizations learn from the everyday practices of digital natives? A recent Microsoft 

report calls the access to appropriate technological practices the “biggest bottleneck” for 

organizational growth14. We will provide a quarterly report to you regarding the progress of the 

research project, which hopefully will put you and us at the forefront of understanding how best 

to engage with digital natives within an IT context. 

  

                                                        
13 Myers, M. D. (1999). Investigating Information Systems with Ethnographic Research, Communications of AIS, 2(23), 
1- 20 
14 Microsoft. (2013) The future is here. Retrieved 13/06/2013 from http://goo.gl/YdAEw 
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APPENDIX III – INTERVIEW: AIDE MEMOIRE 

The following sample questions were loosely followed during the interviews. They served only as 

an ‘aide memoire’ rather than a guideline. For instance, often a response to a question yielded 

different questions, which in turn, sent the narrative in a different direction. Consequently, not 

all the questions were used in each interview. However the topic was covered holistically. Finally, 

this ‘aide memoire’ was not fully visible in the interview as a ‘material object’; instead, a copy of 

the questions was kept on a mobile device (often smartphone or tablet) and I only referred to it in 

a casual manner rather than giving the impression of asking fixed questions. 

Sample Questions 

i. Say a little about your background, education, etc. 

ii. How did you find yourself in this job (at this organization)? 

iii. How do you understand the phrase “technology is changing the world”? What is 

technology, the kind of change and what world? 

iv. What do you understand by IT? At work and in everyday situations. 

v. How do you see a technological breakdown? 

vi. (How) do you see technology in everyday practices? 

vii. How is your daily routine disrupted by the breakdown of a tool? 

viii. Where is technology? 

ix. How many digital tools do you interact with every day? 

x. How do you relate yourself to the tools you use? 

xi. What do you value most/least about the digital tools you use? 

xii. Would you use a digital tool simply for pleasure / work? Which one and why? 

xiii. Can you describe how you learn a new digital tool? 

xiv. What do you feel about face-to-face interaction? Have you learnt anything by 

yourself? 

xv. How does your use of the digital tools change regarding their aesthetics? 

xvi. What kind of tool/technology do you consider fun to use? 

xvii. How do you define a place which is ‘a fun place’ to be? 

xviii. How does your use of the digital tools change concerning how you are (in any given 

everyday situation)? 

xix. How does your use of the digital tools change regarding where you are? 

xx. How does the use of digital tools differ from other tools routinely encountered? 

xxi. Could you describe your first encounter with [this organizations’] tools? 

xxii. What will put you off using a digital tool or system? 

xxiii. Have you heard the term “Digital Native”? Are you one? 

xxiv. What do you think about the [ad-hoc] nature of work and content? How does it 

relate to your view of technology? 

xxv. What do you think of the names given to different IT projects and products (within 

the context of the organization)?  
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APPENDIX VII – TRANSCRIBER AGREEMENT 

A NOTE REGARDING THE TRANSCRIPTION PROCESS 

I used the transcriptions services (as shown on the next page) but I was never out of the loop of 

transcription process. I did transcribe the first three interviews in their entirety. It took me 7 days 

per interview, from initial transcription to the final revision. This involved some 8 steps: raw 

transcription, initial revision, annotations from the observation from the field notes during the 

interview, contacting the interviewee for verification where required, implementing the 

corrections, final revision, annotations, and final verification. In order to reduce time, I used the 

services of a transcriber for the first step only i.e., raw transcription. That is to say, I still engaged 

with transcription data as I performed the remaining 7 steps. 

There were many things which the transcriber missed such as emotions (e.g., laughs), feelings 

(e.g., nervousness), interruptions, pauses, locale, etc. Most importantly, some interviewees had 

strong/different accents so the transcriber often failed to pick up the right word or chose a 

similar sounding words. What I learned was this: if I had not taken the remaining steps to refine 

the transcript, I would have not been able to make sense of what was going on. 
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