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Foreword

Many disciplines are born within the boundaries of other disciplines, or in strict
connection with them, and even after developing a specific identity, they maintain
important areas of overlapping. For example, medicine and chemistry are sister
disciplines. They may study the very same object, such as a chemical compound,
but with two different goals: chemistry studies the characteristics of a compound,
and how to synthesize it; medicine studies the effects of this compound on the
human organism. The study of the interactions between a drug and the human body
may also be studied by psychology, or by evolutionary biology, or by other differ-
ent disciplines. But this does not mean, of course, that medicine as a discipline has
a shared identity with chemistry or with other sister disciplines. In other words, the
identity of a discipline, and of a research community, is not defined by the inviola-
bility of its boundaries, nor by monopolizing the objects of its study; rather the
identity of a discipline results from the specificity of its purposes, and from the
effectiveness of the research relationships established with all the other related dis-
ciplines.

The Information Systems (IS) research community is very young: it has not
yet accumulated the disciplinary tradition of historical epistemic communities
such as medicine, or chemistry. As a consequence, the identity of IS research is
not consolidated yet, and the purpose, methods, and objects of study are still open
for debate. In a first phase, the major threat to IS identity was that Computer Sci-
ence had a clearer status and longer tradition. As a consequence, these two disci-
plines were sometimes considered as mother and daughter, instead of sisters:
Computer Science was perceived as a “mother discipline” while IS was consid-
ered as its soft branch. Early IS researchers felt that this situation was very limit-
ing in the same way as medicine would react if it were considered a mere branch
of chemistry.

Major efforts were made, then, to differentiate IS research from Computer
Science. Since the IS research community wanted to focus on ICT-aided “man-
agement of information™ within organizations it appeared natural to seek refer-
ence theories not in mathematics and logic but in organizational theory and
behaviour. Many IS groups around the world actively searched for a stronger link
with organizational studies. This process was of great importance to contribute to
build the current IS identity, because it strengthened the outsiders® perception of a
specific purpose for the IS research activities, and (maybe even more importantly)
started to legitimate IS research in the business and management academic com-
munities.

Marco De Marco is among those in Europe who played a pivotal role in this
affirmation process. When, in the 80’s, the business academic community still
equated IS studies with computer science, Marco started dedicating himself to
supporting the affirmation and growth of the Italian IS research community.



XX1v Foreword

A pioneer in European Union projects, Marco established links with other IS
research communities which were rising throughout Europe, and encouraged other
Italian IS academics to join these emerging networks.

Many other national communities, like the Italian one, were in fact struggling to
have their work and role recognized in the broader academic community. The
build-up of an international network of relationships was an essential step to legiti-
mate the topics and methods of the emerging IS research and create an IS identity
around the world.

Of the possible roads to take, Marco and a few others, choose to build a partic-
ular and privileged relationship between the IS community and organization study
community. IS researchers wanted to study a key aspect of organizational life,
namely the management of information. As a consequence, IS research outcomes
could find a significant disciplinary space engaging in a friendly confrontation
between the IS and the organization studies communities.

In the first years, until well into the 90°s, the activation of such a disciplinary
link was hard. Organization researchers, having a more established community,
tended to consider IS studies as alien and technical, and integration took several
years. Nevertheless, with a persistent and intense commitment, the IS community
increased its dimension and its activities, and today we can observe a good level of
cooperation and collaboration between IS and organizational academics. The most
visible example is EGOS, the European Group of Organization Studies, where IS
academics participate along with academics from all the other management disci-
plines. On the other side, in order to define and strengthen the IS community,
acceptance of IS studies within organizational research may be, although very
important, insufficient. Since Web 2.0 services are becoming the most used service
on the internet, IS researchers have started focusing on the management of knowl-
edge also outside the classic boundaries of organizations: in fact, ICTs have
become a key element not only in organizations, but also in informal networks,
within families, among citizens, in the whole society. As we write these lines, the
very purpose of IS studies is going through a period of exciting, challenging evolu-
tion. IS research has the chance to capitalize on our theories and understandings of
technology uses and its impacts act as an innovating factor beyond the context of
organization and contribute to social studies at large.

As a consequence of this evolution, an opportunity to further extend the net-
work of sister disciplines is emerging for IS. In addition to computer science on the
one side, and to organizational studies on the other side, the complex, inter-
disciplinary nature of Information Systems requires establishing links also with
human sciences, such as sociology and psychology and with design-oriented disci-
plines, such as engineering. The power and the material characteristics of the IT
artefact embedded in social practices enable the emergence of sociomaterial assem-
blages whose study and understanding will be the key to understand the evolution
of organizations and society at large for the time to come.

Some people consider this “multi-disciplinary growth” as a dangerous drift
towards identity loss. But multi-disciplinary evolution may result in great opportu-
nities if the IS community will be strong enough and mature to keep focused while



