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Technological Identity: 
Addressing the Need for More Fuller Theorization of ICT in Social Informatics Research 

 A core theoretical principle of social informatics – perhaps the core principle – is 

that information and communications technologies (ICT) are mutually constituted by 

both the material properties of the technological artifact and the complex social 

environment in which the artifact is used c.f., [4-7, 9, 10].  Though this theoretical view 

of the relationship between artifact and context is regularly espoused by social 

informaticists, a critical question remains:  how do we theorize this relationship in a 

manner that can be empirically evaluated and demonstrated in a meaningful way?  This 

question is a key question because answering it will inform other fundamental questions, 

many of which have been posed for this symposium.  In this essay I discuss why further 

theorization of the relationship between artifact and context is needed in social 

informatics research and present my own research as example of an attempt to contribute 

to this larger goal. 

 Finding ways to theorize the constitutive relationship between artifact and its 

broader social context, either through the development of new theoretical approaches 

(e.g., STIN, Users as Social Actors) or through the employment of existing theoretical 

approaches from other domains (e.g., Structuration), will benefit social informatics 

research in a number of ways.  Most importantly, developing theory serves to help us 

move social informatics away from a tautological statement about the relationship 

between artifact and context towards understanding the relationship dynamics 

themselves.  In doing so we move beyond criticism of deterministic views of ICT to 

providing a compelling alternate explanation. 

 Developing a working theory of the ICTs as a product of artifact and its context 

will also provide a vehicle for theorizing and empirical research into many other 
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questions social informatics scholars are seeking to answer.  For example, if we can 

develop workable theories of ICT itself, we have a mechanism for better responding to 

the question “What are the complex reciprocal relationships between ICT systems and the 

social groups and environments that surround and pervade them?”  Conversely, failure to 

effectively understand the specific and contextual nature of ICT will make theorizing on 

ICT in a broader context will more challenging. 

 My own research engages the goal of theorizing on the nature of ICT as mutually 

constituted by material artifact and social context.  Drawing on extant theory from the 

fields of sociology, organizational science, and social informatics, I am attempting to 

theorize on the role identity plays in the construction of a particular ICT. 

 Specifically, I draw on the theories of organizational identity, boundary objects, 

and users as social actors.  These three theories have significant overlap, and their 

conjunction provides an opportunity for continued theory development.  Organizational 

identity theory posits that organizational identity is the product of the reciprocal 

relationship between self-identity and external image [2, 3].   Boundary objects are 

artifacts that span social worlds, are malleable, and allow communication across the 

boundaries of the social worlds [1].  Lamb and Kling’s [8] theory of social actors states 

that users have expressed identities that shapes and constrains the manner in which they 

employ ICT. 

 My theory, which I am tentatively calling “technological identity,” incorporates 

and extends these three theories.  I theorize that ICT designers have an image of the user 

which gets embedded in the material properties of the artifact.  Echoing Fleischmann [1], 

the artifact acts as a boundary object between the designers and the users (in this case the 
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organization that employs the artifact).  The artifact is then shaped (designed) in use by 

the organization by the organization’s expressed identity.  When the identity of the 

organization and image embedded in the artifact are relatively aligned, the artifact 

remains relatively stable.  When the embedded image and organizational identity are 

incongruous, the artifact is unstable and remains unstable until either the organizational 

identity changes, the artifact changes, or both change to approach alignment.  Such a 

theory is appealing because it has potential explanatory power and remains consistent 

with the foundational notion of the mutual constitution of artifact and context. 

I identify three potential benefits to this theory should it be supported by the 

empirical data.  One, the theory will provide an explanatory mechanism for one 

component of ICT as a product of artifact and context.  Two, by providing a workable 

theory of this conception of ICT, a theory of technological identity help support the social 

informatics view that ICTs are neither exclusively technological or social creations.  

Three, an empirically supported theory of technological identity will provide a 

springboard for further theorization on the relationship between artifact and social 

context as well as the role of identity in design and use of ICT. 

There are a number of challenges to the development of this theory.  One is a 

question of measurement:  how can the relatively abstract concepts of identity and image 

be measured in design and use of the artifact?  Two, can such a theory be developed in a 

manner that spans levels of analysis?  The answer to the first question may reside in 

existing literature.  The second question will likely be informed by the empirical 

research. 
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Social informatics needs more theorization of the nature of ICT as a product of 

artifact and social context so that we may move beyond the tautological to a more 

granular understanding of ICT.  We must move beyond saying what ICT is, to explaining 

‘how it is.’  Drawing on existing theory from both within and without social informatics, 

I propose a new theory of the role of identity in ICT design and use.  Should this theory 

be supported by the empirical evidence, it has the potential to significantly inform many 

of the other questions being addressed by the symposium. 
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