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Abstract 
Within the IS-field the notion of a speech act has been used as a point of departure by many 
scholars in the analysis of computer-mediated communication. This pragmatic concept has 
turned out to be very useful in the development of the field. However, the notion of speech 
acts is too restricted for continued exploration of the full potential of the pragmatic web. In 
this paper we examine some pragmatic concepts that we believe have potential in relation to 
three core activities of the IS-field; 1) description and understanding, 2) evaluation, and 3) 
design. The concepts that we will examine are “social activity”, “communicative act”, “se-
quences of communicative acts” or “exchange types”, “communicative feedback” and “turn 
management”. We describe the concepts and then exemplify how they can be used to analyze 
web services by examining e-mail and Wikipedia as two activities currently on the web. Our 
analysis leads to a partly new description of both IS-artifacts. It also leads to a number of open 
questions concerning the functionalities of both IS-artifacts.   
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1 Introduction 
1.1 The origins of pragmatics  
The term “pragmatics” was proposed by Charles Morris (1938) as a tribute to the 
philosophy of pragmatism suggested by C. S. Peirce, to designate the study of signs 
and their relationship to interpreters. The concept was proposed as a part of the study 
of “semiotics”, or the study of human sign systems, which Morris suggested should 
be subdivided into the three parts of syntactics (syntax), semantics and pragmatics. In 
1946, Morris slightly changed the definition from 1938 to make pragmatics the study 
of the origin, use and effect of signs. One of the main differences between the two 
versions is that in the second version the term “use” also includes the production of 
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signs.  

The term “semantics” in 1938 was used to designate the more abstract study of the 
relationship between signs and the objects they signify (leaving out the interpreter). In 
1946 this was changed to the study of signification in all modes of signifying. The 
second version again widens the definition given in the 1938-version. “Syntax” (or 
“syntactics” (Morris (1938)) in both the 1938 and the 1946 version was to designate 
the even more abstract study of the relationship between signs without taking either of 
their signification, origin, use or effect into account. 

In the trichotomy proposed by Morris, syntax, semantics and pragmatics are seen as 
successively more abstract levels of enquiry. Thus, as far as the distinction between 
syntax and semantics goes, syntax disregards meaning in favor of the study of "purely 
formal phenomena". When it comes to the distinction between semantics and prag-
matics this seems mostly to be seen as an abstraction of meaning along the dimension 
of context and situation dependence. But it has also been argued that it concerns an 
abstraction of the cognitive aspects of meaning from those of emotion and attitude or 
of normative aspects of meaning from descriptive. 

In any case, the most common way of viewing the distinction between semantics and 
pragmatics is in terms of situation or context dependence of meaning. Semantics is 
supposed to be concerned with those aspects of meaning that are situation independ-
ent while pragmatics deals with those aspects of meaning which are dependent on 
situational factors. In pure semantics, situational independence has mostly been 
achieved through normative, stipulative definitions of such notions as truth, reference 
and logical form, while in descriptive semantics one has wanted to attain situational 
independence either by importing notions of pure semantics, claiming that there is no 
essential difference between a formal language and a natural language (Montague 
(1968)) or by claiming that meaning which is “literal” or “conventional” can be stud-
ied independently of context of use. 

Both of these alternate conceptions of situation independent meaning are supposed to 
differentiate the so-called inherent meaning of linguistic expressions from phenomena 
such as vagueness, ambiguity, metaphor, suggestion, implicature, emotional and atti-
tudinal associations which all are seen as more fleeting, accidental and dependent on 
situation and not characteristic of the "real" meaning of linguistic expressions. 

1.2 The influence of pragmatics on information systems 
When the term “pragmatics” in the 1970:s became adopted as a term not only by 
semioticians and philosophers of language but also by linguists and eventually by 
researchers working on information systems (c.f. e.g. Dietz, 1999; Goldkuhl, 2002; 
2005), the various approaches to the study of language as use advocated by philoso-
phers like Wittgenstein (1953), Austin (1962), Searle (1969) and Grice (1975) also 
became part of what was regarded as pragmatics. 

Pragmatic concepts, taken mostly from Austin (1962), Searle (1969) and the adapta-
tion of these in Winograd and Flores (1986), have been used as a foundation for the 
conception of essential communication patterns as a basis for requirements elicitation 
for information systems by some scholars in IS. The probably most active approach 
within the IS field is the language/action approach in which speech acts have been 
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used as the basis for conceiving of what people do when they speak. This basis has 
then served as a point of departure for a number of questions concerning the limita-
tions of the speech act as a basic unit of analysis. 

The language/action approach built upon the pioneering work of Winograd and Flores 
(1986) by initiating the language/action perspective in communication modeling 
(LAP) (e.g. Dignum et al, 1996). In the attempt to regard information systems as 
communication systems, communication became the key concept for the understand-
ing and modelling of organisations, and therefore required a theory explaining com-
munication and its functions. Speech act theory inspired from Austin (1962), Searle 
(1969), and Searle and Vanderveken (1985) formed the basis for an understanding of 
communicative action used as the unit of analysis. Some scholars active in the lan-
guage/action tradition however claimed that the restrictive view on communicative 
acts, as spoken or written communication, was not enough for perceiving what hap-
pens within and between organizations (e.g. Lind and Goldkuhl, 2003). A need for a 
broader notion of social acts as the basic unit of analysis was proposed.  

One example of a framework relying on such a broader notion of social act as the 
basic unit of analysis is presented by Goldkuhl (2001) and Goldkuhl & Röstlinger 
(2003) under the name Socio-Instrumental Pragmatism (SIP). In this approach, 
speech acts (or communicative acts) are seen as a special case of ”social acts”, a no-
tion that also includes other actions that are social and therefore could be informative, 
e. g. a subcase of social acts, directed at ”material change” are called ”material acts”. 
In the approach, there is a special focus on the instrumental support for different types 
of technology mediated social action. 

Inspired by the widened focus, the work done by the LAP community and by the 
community focusing on organisational semiotics (in its turn, inspired primarily by the 
work of Stamper (2001)) formed the basis for the ALOIS (Action in language, or-
ganisations, and information systems) conference series (e.g. Goldkuhl et al, 2003).  

Parallel to this development the LAP community felt a need to, after 10 years of suc-
cessful workshops/conferences, go beyond the focus on the foundations of communi-
cative action to rather concentrate on its application in order to attract more scholars 
within the IS-community. As a reaction to the semantic web a forum for the prag-
matic web was formed in 2006 (Schoop et al, 2006) emphasising what you can do 
(and should be able to do) on and with the web.  

Another stream of research has been the development of ISAT, a pragmatic theory on 
information systems (e.g. Cronholm et al, 1999). This theory is based on a particular 
perspective, i.e. ”information systems actability”. The “actability” notion is central in 
the theory and is defined in the following way: ”An information system’s ability to 
perform actions, and to permit, promote and facilitate the performance of actions by 
users, both through the system and based on information from the system, in some 
business context” (Cronholm et al, 1999). In this perspective, a computerised infor-
mation system is to be considered as an ”action system”. It is both an instrument for 
the performance of action and a support tool for humans to perform their actions 
(Goldkuhl & Röstlinger, 2003).  

In 2008, this then formed the basis for establishing SIGPrag – an AIS special interest 
group on pragmatist IS research (www.sigprag.org). All other conference series were 
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closed down having engaged researchers to put all emphasis on work related to this 
community for getting greater attention for pragmatic IS research within the IS com-
munity.  

Within different areas of the IS-field pragmatics as a foundation has been brought into 
attention. Even more recently, the notion of “design science research” has been 
brought into the IS-field (c.f. Hevner et al, 2004). As a reflection Lee & Nickerson 
(2010) claim that the philosophy of pragmatism provides a ”more solid base” than 
logical posivitism from which to launch research about design. 

It thus seems as if pragmatics by many researchers in IS is seen as having a potential 
for development of the IS area. One of the core arguments for pragmatic approaches 
in the IS-field is that a pragmatic outlook implies an interest in change and how peo-
ple bring about and respond to change. To engage with the action character of the 
empirical field is at the core of pragmatism. More interest is directed to utility and 
usefulness than in an abstract notion of truth (Goles & Hirschheim, 2000). The true 
value of knowledge is claimed to lie in its practical usefulness and its ability to bring 
about informed change (Ågerfalk, 2010). As central to human activity and life, the 
core is the belief that the true value of information technology and IS lies in their 
potential to support human communication and collaboration. As pointed out by 
Goldkuhl (2008), this leads to an interest in the development of (1) knowledge that 
can be used for action, change and improvement and (2) knowledge about actions, 
activities and practices. As identified in LAP-based (communication) modelling ap-
proaches (such as e.g. DEMO and Action Workflow) the identification of actions as 
essentials of human activity becomes the core in the quest of designing and evaluating 
information systems.  

1.3 Exploring an alternative pragmatic framework for IS-research 
There are however other frameworks relying on pragmatic foundations, used in other 
disciplines than IS. In Lind (2007) a comparison is made between Socio-Instrumental 
Pragmatism (SIP) and Activity-based Communication Analysis (ACA) (Allwood, 
2000). ACA is a more general framework for the analysis of communication in a so-
cial context. Using ACA means that more non-IS-dependent characteristics can be 
brought forward for the conception of human interaction (also in an IS context). ACA 
is rich in the sense that different concepts are clearly distinguished in relation to each 
other and that different nuances of relevant phenomena are identified (e.g. different 
notions of collaboration). ACA builds upon the notion of social activity, and in this 
way transcends the notion of speech act, which is too restricted for continued explora-
tion of the full potential of the pragmatic web. 

To our knowledge ACA has never been used to analyze IS phenomena. In this paper 
we will therefore examine some pragmatic concepts from ACA that we believe have a 
potential in relation to three core activities of the IS-field; 1) description and under-
standing, 2) evaluation, and 3) design. The concepts are used also in other pragmatic 
approaches but here we will use the characterization given to them in ACA. The con-
cepts we will examine are “social activity”, “communicative act”, “sequences of 
communicative acts” or “exchange types”, “communicative feedback” and “turn 
management”.  
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First, inspired by the Wittgenstein’s (1953) notion of “language games”, we introduce 
the concept of “social activity” as a convenient mid-range concept of social organiza-
tion to capture variation in communicative practice on a level that we believe is sig-
nificant for the description and understanding, evaluation, and design of information 
systems. We then introduce the concept of” communicative act” as a generalization of 
the concept of “speech act” that historically (relying on Austin (1962), Searle (1969) 
and Habermas (1981)) has influenced the IS-field. As described above, starting with 
the pioneering work by Flores & Ludlow (1980) followed by the work of Winograd 
& Flores (1986) speech acts as the basic unit of analysis was introduced in the lan-
guage/action (L/A) approaches for communication modeling within the IS-field. The 
L/A-framework has been a strong source of inspiration in several methods for com-
munication modelling such as Action Workflow (Medina-Mora et al, 1992), DEMO 
(Dynamic Essential Modelling of Organisations) (Dietz, 1999), and BAT (Business 
interAction and Transaction model) (Goldkuhl & Lind, 2004). Building on the L/A-
tradition a new movement towards a pragmatic web (Schoop et al, 2006) was intro-
duced as a means for extending the semantic, web emphasising human collaboration 
supported by appropriate technologies. 

By introducing the concept of “communicative act”, we go back to the pragmatic 
foundations of the communicative act, where we take communication to include not 
only speech, but also other modes of production, such as gestures, pictures, writing, 
and electronically mediated versions of these. We adopt an analysis of communica-
tive acts that has been developed as a criticism of Austin’s (1962) analysis of speech 
acts, (which is also the analysis adopted by Searle and Habermas) in terms of locu-
tionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts (for a criticism of this c.f. e.g. Allwood, 
1977; 1978). This analysis enables us in a new way to describe and understand why 
there are sequential patterns of communicative acts (see below). Another goal is to 
focus on the interactive aspect of communication more strongly than has been done in 
traditional pragmatics, and as a part of this give a better analysis of the recipient’s 
active role in communication. This role can be clarified by examining the phenome-
non of communicative feedback. Besides communicative feedback, we also consider 
turn management, (cf. Sacks et. al. 1974), i.e. ways in which the right to communicate 
is distributed among participants (e.g. who can communicate about what and how 
long). This is a prominent feature of any communicative interaction.  

Using the concepts included above, we will examine two examples of Web related 
use. The examples are user-driven content generation in Wikipedia and written com-
munication via e-mail. Our examination reveals that the use of the mentioned prag-
matic concepts allows us to describe and understand the two mentioned examples and 
probably other web-related applications to a greater extent than previously. The con-
cepts not only allow us to describe and understand. They also allow us to evaluate 
web related (and other) information systems so that we can discuss if the present 
Web-support for an activity and a related IS-system allows the activity to be opti-
mally realized, and if specific aspects of the activity, such as sequential patterns, 
feedback, and turn management are designed in a good way. By “good” we roughly 
mean “a manner which allows an efficient and ethical way of achieving the purpose 
of the activity.  
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This paper, therefore, explores a number of pragmatic concepts lying outside of the 
established L/A-framework (and other pragmatic approaches prominent in the IS-
field). Below, we first give a short description of these concepts and then, in the sec-
ond part of the paper, discuss how they could be applied to phenomena that are to be 
found on the pragmatic web. In this discussion we also raise a number of questions 
that is to be seen as concerns related to the IS-artifact studied while using ACA. In the 
final remarks of the paper, the insights based on these pragmatic concepts are then 
used for some discussion of the role of pragmatic concepts for analyzing, designing, 
and evaluating technologies related to web use. The concepts that are discussed all 
have a pragmatic motivation in the sense that they are rooted in ideas concerning 
action and interaction. 

2 Some core concepts in Activity based Communica-
tion Analysis 

2.1 Social Activities 
Taking the notion of “social activity” as our point of departure, we will now briefly 
describe the concepts introduced above. Social activities provide a natural grounding 
for the idea of “language games” introduced by Wittgenstein (c.f. Wittgenstein, 1953; 
Allwood, 2000). They are a natural mid range unit of social life. Social activities to-
gether constitute the dynamic aspect of an organization. Thus, an organization like a 
university is the host of several social activities like lectures, seminars, tests, gossip, 
and job interviews, which together constitute its dynamic side.  

A social activity can be defined as a collective interaction with a purpose and often 
has socially regulated means and roles. Communication is seen as the basic force of 
social cohesion and joint social action and is the primary means through which social 
activities are pursued. The fact that communication is the primary instrument for so-
cial activities provides an explanation for why features of communication vary with 
social activity. Compare the differences and similarities between communication in 
activities like informal conversation, enquiries in a travel agency, love making, police 
interrogation and teaching. Social activities can be described by the following factors 
(and possibly others), (i) the purpose of the activity (e.g. buying and selling), (ii) the 
typical roles of the activity (e.g. shop clerk and customer). Roles can often be further 
analyzed by describing the rights, obligations and competence requirements that are 
connected with the role, (iii) the typical artifacts (instruments) of the activity (e.g. 
money, counter, cash register) and (iv) the environment (e.g. a shop). These 4 factors 
have turned out to be very useful as a background for description, explanation and 
evaluation of the communication in the activity. Analyzing the relation between activ-
ity and communication thus, allows not only for description and explanation but also 
for improvement of the communication in the activity. 

Social activities often have internal structure, e.g. they may have characteristic open-
ings and closings. Getting a meal at a restaurant might have the following phases or 
subactivities (i) Greeting, (ii) receiving a menu, (iii) making a selection, (iv) placing 
an order, (v) waiting for the meal, (vi) receiving the meal, (vii) eating, (vii) asking for 
the bill, (viii) paying, (ix) thanking and farewell. Typically each subactivity will also 
exhibit a specific structure of communication. 
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This structure will to some extent consist of typical “exchange types”, where one 
important special case consists of “sequences of communicative contribu-
tions/communicative acts”. The structure is predicated on the fact that both activities 
and subactivities, require a specific order in which communication proceeds, e.g. a 
greeting is normally followed by a greeting, a question by an answer, a statement by 
an acknowledgement or an agreement etc. 

2.2 Contributions, Communicative Acts, Turn management and 
Feedback 

Dialog proceeds by speaker and listener, through their utterances and gestures, mak-
ing contributions to a successively shared content. Each contribution can consist of 
one or more communicative acts. Communicative acts are the smallest action units 
of communication. However, the relation between behavior and action is complex and 
is in general characterized by multifunctionality (c.f. Allwood, 1978;2000), i.e. in-
stances of communicative behavior (the contributions) can often express more than 
one communicative act and thus have more than one meaning or function. For exam-
ple, if A in a worried voice says to B It’s slippery outside, this utterance at the same 
time expresses A’s worry, A’s belief about weather and could be an attempt by A to 
warn B. The multifunctionality of communicative contributions is related to the fact 
that we, in communicating, have many contextual relations and usually communicate 
multimodally i.e. involving several productive (e.g. voice, gesture, touch, smell and 
taste) and sensory (e.g. hearing, sight, touch, smell and taste) modalities, so that our 
behavior can express several types of information at the same time. 

Both speaker and listener in dialog, through their contributions, make commitments 
and contract obligations. The sender contracts commitments concerning his/her 
grounding and sincerity and the listener is put under the obligation to evaluate and 
respond to what the speaker contributes. 

In order to ensure that communication is going to be successful, i.e. lead to shared 
understanding, there is a system of communicative feedback. This system has ev-
olved in order to allow dialog partners to check whether they are able and/or willing 
to continue communicating, perceive, understand and accept the information being 
communicated. The feedback system also allows the mainly sending party to get in-
formation about what emotions the recipient is experiencing (c.f. Allwood et al, 
1992).  

Most dialogs involve speakers taking turns holding the floor. There are therefore a 
number of mechanisms and processes to aid this process. We will refer to these 
mechanisms and processes as turn management (cf. Sacks et al, 1974). These rou-
tines are essential when we have two-way interactive communication. They are 
somewhat less important when we have one-way (or broadcasting) communication. 

3 Two examples of Internet practices  
In this section two examples of how the concepts introduced above can be used to 
describe internet practices is put forward. These are Wikipedia and e-mail. Each of 
the two IS-artifacts is described as a social activity, using the concepts mentioned 
above, i.e. social activity (characterized by purpose, roles, artifacts/instruments, envi-
ronment) and exchange type, turn taking and feedback. 
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3.1 User-driven content generation – the case of Wikipedia 
Purpose: To enable volunteers to collaboratively create encyclopedic content at a 
web site. The idea behind Wikipedia is that someone wants to say something about a 
certain topic to others that care. The content in Wikipedia is continuously being built 
by contributors, in patterns of proposals and counter-proposals 

Roles: There are users taking two roles as well as bots (Internet robots): First of all, 
volunteers take the role of being contributors who bring up new subjects (articles) as 
well as adding/refining existing content by editing. These contributors are called edi-
tors. Contributors need to identify themselves. Secondly, there are readers of the 
content put forward on Wikipedia. There are also bots (Internet-robots) that help 
make sure that the content is appropriate and act as regulators of the content. In the 
task of doing this articles might become subject to deletion by having them tagged. 
Contributors have the right to contribute with content, but it might be disregarded, 
changed or deleted. 

A contribution is not connected to commitments and obligations since contributions 
might be disregarded, changed or deleted. The whole idea relies on whether a topic 
(described as an article) becomes interesting enough. The procedure raises many 
questions for future research like: What mechanisms are there for getting enough 
attention to a new article? Which criteria need to be met for the creation of sustain-
able articles? What possibilities does an editor have to refine the content of an article? 
Are there articles that are “locked” for further contributions and what criteria deter-
mine when this happens? How is cumulative content-building assured if there are no 
contributors, editors, or readers obliged to read what has been said? Why does it work 
without having receivers with an obligation to read and comment? Are there blind 
spots in the content that are overlooked and how can the trustworthiness be assured 
for the readers of the content? 

Artifacts/instruments: The major instruments both enabling and restricting the inter-
action is electronic communication and the internet. There are also bots continuously 
scanning the content and thereby surveying the interaction going on between different 
contributors. There are possibilities to track revisions as well as having watch lists. 
Users can design and implement their own bots. Another important instrument is stor-
age capacity in the form of a distributed database to be accessed by Wikipedia as well 
as the functionality provided in Wikipedia as a web-application. 

Environment: The articles in Wikipedia provide an environment or context for each 
other. The content of one article is related to other articles through key words and 
hyper-links. In order to achieve this, key words can be added to both new and old 
articles. In this way, article dependencies are created in a networked structure. This 
means that the already existing articles are part of an environment where people are 
acting (and reacting) based on both new and old articles. From a wider perspective, 
Wikipedia is based on the idea of an open society, i.e. open collaboration, open access 
etc., in which it is possible for everyone to contribute. However, there are norms and 
rules regulating who can contribute and what contributions that can count.  

Exchange types, turn taking and feedback: Wikipedia provides a structured envi-
ronment for communication regarding article content. Sequences of contributions are 
logged in historical records describing the evolution of the content. When it comes to 
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turn management, Wikipedia is asynchronous, so interaction can be slow. Quick re-
sponses are, however, possible, e.g. a BOT finding out that the content is not appro-
priate for inclusion in Wikipedia. There are also facilities for managing several con-
tributors acting on, i.e. editing, the same article simultaneously. Again our examina-
tion raises many questions for future research like: What types of exchange are most 
fruitful for content building? What types of exchange lead to decline in content build-
ing? What determines when responses are no longer necessary? How does the turn 
management system of Wikipedia handle this? How does the system keep track of 
which articles that are read and acted upon? What feedback is given at the different 
stages of development of an article? 

3.2 Enabling written communication via e-Mail  
Purpose: To enable written electronic communication. 

Roles: There are two roles: A. The sender, the person/agent who sends the message 
and B. the recipient or the reader(s), the person(s)/agent(s) who read the message. If 
we analyze the two roles in terms of rights and obligation, often the sender’s rights 
correspond to the reader’s obligations. However, given the facts of spam and informa-
tion overload, a general observation is that there are not many rights and obligations 
that can be generally associated with e-mail. However, some open issues are the fol-
lowing:  

1) When does a sender have the right to have his/her message read and when is a 
recipient of e-mail obliged to read a received mail? This normative question 
corresponds to the more descriptive question of which of all sent messages 
are actually read. How do senders’ priorities correspond to readers’ priorities? 
Some factors that probably have an influence on what happens are (i) the in-
terests of the recipient and (ii) the kind of relationship that exists between 
sender and recipient (family, friends, lovers, boss-employee, business, topic 
etc.). Some of these factors help create rights and obligations, while others 
create expectations, but are perhaps not so easily relatable to norms. 

2) What messages require a response and how long can the time be before the 
response is sent? Again, there seems to be no clear rules, but only tendencies 
based on the same factors as those mentioned above in relation to what we 
called open issue 1 (i.e. interests and relationship). 

3) What is the influence of information on the identity of the sender and recipi-
ent? E-mail normally requires overt identity of the sender and recipient. This 
places restrictions on what information can be put in the messages. Under 
special circumstances, identity can be hidden, e.g. spam. Hidden identity al-
lows for greater freedom both in relation to what is expressed and in relation 
to how this information is received. Revealing or not revealing who else will 
get the same message will in some cases enable positive collective action but 
often simultaneously put restrictions on what responses become possible from 
the primary recipient(s). Because of the influence of information about the 
sender’s and the recipient’s identity, most e-mail programs allow the sender a 
strategic use of disclosure of the recipient’s identity. There is also the possi-
bility of not revealing who the recipients are by using blind-carbon-copy 
(“bcc”) or just simply forwarding a sent mail in retrospect. Thus, in e-mail, 
distinctions between primary (bona fide) recipients, other recipients, secret 
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recipients and possibly also eaves droppers (persons/agents who read the mail 
without the sender being aware of this) have taken on a new importance. 

 
In general, we might therefore conclude that e-mail is an activity that on the generic 
level is very open, but that specific topics, activities and relationships create expecta-
tions about readership and interactivity. In certain relationships and activities, these 
expectations will be related to rights and obligations connected to the roles of the 
sender and the recipient. 

Artifacts/instruments: A third factor influencing an activity is the artifacts and in-
struments used in the activity. In this case, electronic communication and the internet 
are the major instruments enabling and restricting the interaction. In fact, one might 
say that it is these factors that have constituted e-mail as a specific type of activity. It 
is an essential condition for the existence of e-mail. This is shown in the continuous 
dependence of electronic written communication on new features made available in 
the programs that enable communication. Compare, for example, the use of smileys 
pictures and voice. The more easily combinable with written message, such features 
will be, the more they will probably be used. 

Environment: The influence of the environment of e-mail overlaps to a great deal 
with the influence of the instruments mentioned above, i.e. it is the internet which 
makes possible asynchronous or very rapid exchange between persons separated spa-
tially all over Earth. Two of the features of this environment have been the rapid in-
crease in messages information overflow and the speed of responses. Both of these 
have created a pressure toward informality, brevity and perhaps superficiality. It has 
also created a situation where many persons are forced to find principles for prioritiz-
ing or slowing down of communication. There is just too much mail all the time. The 
amount of mail and interchange is also having an effect on commitments and obliga-
tions, making them harder to determine and keep track of. 

Many of the other concepts introduced above can also be used as a kind of checklist 
to understand the nature of e-mail exchange. Such concepts are “subactivities” and 
“exchange types”, which can be used to do a sequential analysis of an e-mail ex-
change. Other concepts, like “communicative act” with “orientations”, can also be 
used to make a closer content analysis of the messages in e-mail and how this content 
is dependent on being responsive to previous mail or evocative in relation to expected 
responses. Mail can also be analyzed from the point of view of its cognitive and emo-
tive expressivity and what phenomena are referred to. 

Exchange types, turn taking and feedback: Finally, e-mail can be looked at from 
the point of view of turn management and feedback. When it comes to turn manage-
ment, e-mail is asynchronous, so interaction can be slow. It can also vary from con-
sisting of very long messages to very short messages Overlap can exist in the sense 
that a contribution can arrive while another contribution is being written, but because 
of the current restrictions on the medium, two incoming messages do not overlap for 
the recipient. In two party exchange, the situation is fairly uncomplicated, but when a 
topic concerns several persons, keeping track of what is a response to which contribu-
tion becomes more complicated, especially since mail from other interchanges, unre-
lated to the given one can be interspersed in the interaction. 
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When it comes to “feedback”, the needs of the sender are to find out whether the in-
tended recipient has received the message, whether he/she has read/understood and 
how he/she reacts to the main evocative function of the message. Since, among other 
things, spam has made the various recipient related reactions very uncertain, some 
mail programs today have started to support the need for feedback by requiring that 
the sender be notified if the recipient has received the mail. However, much more 
thought could be given to how feedback processes could be integrated in e-mail sys-
tems. 

3.3 Differences and similarities between the two cases 
Below, we will use the same features as above to highlight some differences between 
the Wikipedia and e-mail. We start by first looking at the activity factors. 

Purpose: Beyond enablement of asynchronous, electronic, written, interactive com-
munication, e-mail has few restrictions. Wikipedia, on the other hand, is set up with a 
very specific purpose, i.e. the cooperative collective authorship of an encyclopedia. 
Interaction is possible but not primarily supported. 

Roles: In e-mail, the two primary roles are sender and recipient. In the Wikipedia 
case, roles are more complicated, i.e. contributor to encyclopedia, regulator of contri-
butions etc. The rights and obligations of these roles are more closely regulated than 
in e-mail. But again the factor of anonymity of the contribution probably creates more 
freedom of expression than would have been the case if the contributors had not been 
anonymous. 

Artifacts/instruments: E-mail is enabled by the general features of electronic com-
munication. Wikipedia is enabled by a much more specific communicative environ-
ment, including a well functioning and easily accessible database. 

Environment: Both activities exist in the environment of the world wide web, which 
increasingly is characterized by such features as open access, open collaboration and 
open source. However, since Wikipedia is helping to create this environment these 
features are more closely related to the Wikipedia effort than to e-mail in general. 

Exchange types, turn taking and feedback: Since Wikipedia is a much more struc-
tured environment for communication than e-mail in general is, exchange types, turn 
taking, and feedback are more regulated and adapted to the specific purpose of ena-
bling the collective creation of a high quality encyclopedia. 

4 Concluding remarks 
In this paper, we have argued that pragmatic theory offers a number of concepts that 
could enrich web use. To illustrate this, we have adopted a pragmatic framework - 
activity based communication analysis (ACA) – that has been developed for applica-
tions outside the IS-field. This framework offers a somewhat richer conceptual appa-
ratus for categorizing human communication and interaction than other pragmatically 
inspired IS approaches. In a similar way, other approaches, e.g. SIP offer a more 
elaborated view on the use of instruments in social interaction.  

In fact, an issue for further research we would like to explore is whether the concerns 
that have been raised during our analysis would be the same if the more traditional 
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pragmatic approaches within the IS-field (e.g. LAP, SIP etc.) would have been ap-
plied. 

In order to explore the potential of ACA in the IS-field, we have presented a number 
of these pragmatic concepts, as they are used in ACA, and illustrated their use by 
looking more closely at the activities of e-mail and Wikipedia. We hope to have given 
some evidence that such a broadened view of what could be relevant for the “prag-
matic web” will lead to better description and understanding/explanation of how elec-
tronic communication works and that this in turn will enable continued development 
of more pragmatically sensitive forms of communication. Some other examples for 
further study that could be considered here are: What functionalities should a personal 
agent helping us to overcome information overload have? What forms of feedback 
connected with readership would be desirable? How can we build in different forms 
of quality assurance on the web?   

During the last few years the topic of social network analysis related to web use (c.f. 
e.g. Garton et al, 1997) has gained interest from researchers within the IS-field. An-
other area of further research would therefore be to explore how social network an-
alysis could gain from adopting pragmatic concepts like the ones explored in this 
paper. Related to this, we see a trend of moving the focus of attention with regard to 
web use away from only considering text messages to the use of photos, videos and 
embodied communicative agents (ECAs). Due to the development of Internet capac-
ity (e.g. accessibility, speed, and an almost limitless storage capacity) all of these 
have become common. This new use of photo, video and ECAs related to web com-
munication would probably benefit from the use of pragmatic concepts, maybe not so 
far explored in the IS-field but in other areas where human action and communication 
have been studied. The pragmatic concepts we have introduced and used above have 
been chosen to sharpen our understanding of the two applications analysed in this 
paper, but given applications related to e.g. photos,videos and ECAs, the potential of  
pragmaticly relevant concepts, such as feedback, gesture, interaction strategy and 
cultural difference, would also be fruitful to explore. This is however an issue for 
further research. 

One of our long term goals is to formulate a “practical theory” (c.f. Cronen, 1995) 
with the purpose of describing and giving advise on how to conduct analysis, design, 
and evaluation of web use based on pragmatic concepts. Such a framework for direct-
ing focus towards human action and interaction, conceived of as a “practical theory”, 
is both descriptive and prescriptive and can therefore be categorized as a descriptively 
grounded theory for design and action in the scheme of Gregor (2006).  
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