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Designing Information System as Practical Action:

An Ethnomethodological Observation
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There have been some collaborative relationships developed between sociologists who take an
approach called ‘ethnomethodology’ and researchers or practitioners in system development,
especially in Europe and the US. The area is usually called CSCW(Computer Supported
Cooperative Work) in the broad sense, not necessarily being confined to the development of such
systems as groupware. Their interests in the development and use of systems situated in
organisational settings where actors carry out cooperative work is closely related to some issues
concerning the development of information system in the social context. In this paper, I first
discuss ethnomethodological interest in understanding social actions from the actor’s point of view,
therefore, in understanding social action as practical action whereby social order is accomplished.
Then, I show that the conduct of developing information system could be examined as practical
action whereby engineers achieving social order in the form of system. It is also discussed that
constructing rules for the user types and for their orderly conduct are carried out as part of
designing system. Lastly, I point out how the understanding of system users situated practical
actions can be crucial for system development, which in fact is the kind of understanding
ethnomethodologists seek to achieve out of their analysis of ethnographic data such as observational
notes, recorded interview, or video taped data obtained from their fieldwork.
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