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IN DEFENCE OF SUBJECTIVITY. AUTOETHNOGRAPHY 
AND STUDYING TECHNOLOGY NON-USE 

Research paper 
 

Ghita, Cristina, University of Uppsala, Uppsala, Sweden, cristina.ghita@uu.se 

Abstract  
Despite calls for the use of reflexive methods in Information Systems, few notable autoethnographic 
works have made an impact in the field. This paper acknowledges the increase of interest in topics 
related to technology non-use and offers autoethnography as a possible solution to methodological 
challenges in studying absence of technology. As autoethnography allows the researchers to experi-
ence the effects of technology absence first hand, evocative accounts emerge making visible practices 
and phenomena that were not apparent before, or bringing into question assumed behaviours. The 
paper uses a vignette from an autoethnographic study to illustrate the type of data that can emerge, 
followed by a discussion on the validity and legitimacy of the method, as well as concrete possible 
steps researchers can take in planning autoethnographic work. Furthermore, an argument is present-
ed in defence of subjectivity as way of interrogating topics in which trustworthiness and authenticity 
are of utmost value. Finally, the merits of autoethnography are presented to the community of Infor-
mation Systems researchers who are interested in investigating technology adoption as well as non-
adoption through qualitative methods.  
Keywords: Autoethnography, Method, Technology Non-use, Ethnography, Subjectivity. 

1. Introduction  
As increased digitalisation of services and products is becoming more common-practice, governments 
are required to take into consideration the use of now-ubiquitous Internet connected technology and 
formulate regulations in this sense. The use of digital devices has been promoted by governments who 
equate Internet accessibility to human rights (United Nations, 2011). Accordingly, within such digital 
societies emerge questions of privacy, information overload, and accessibility, leading to the emer-
gence of discourses focused on the negative aspects of technology which should be addressed in disci-
plines such as Information Systems. 
As an academic discipline, Information Systems focuses on the intersection of the social and techno-
logical systems (Lee, 2001) and the effects of such a union in the everyday life (Orlikowski and Iaco-
no, 2001). The focus on technology use is evident in the Association of Information Systems’ analysis 
of the publications in the top Information Systems journals where it is shown that use is the most fre-
quent word that appears in publications between 1990 and 2014 (AIS, 2015).  Within the topic of 
technology use in Information Systems lies an encompassing research that addresses technology adop-
tion but also resistance to it. Recent examples of Information Systems publications addressing issues 
of technology non-use include, for example, the works of Lin, Huang, and Chiang (2018) who explore 
the socio-psychological determinants behind individuals’ resistance to information systems implemen-
tations; Dery, Kolb, and Maccormick (2014) who conduct a case study of the smartphone’s impact on 
work over-time, discussing disconnection within that context; Fox and Connoly (2018) who problema-
tise issues of the digital divide in healthcare, more specifically the low adoption of m-health by older 
individuals; or Rivard and Lapointe (2012) who investigate in their in- depth study how implementers 
react to user resistance of information technology. As such, Information Systems is seeing an in-
creased presence of publications problematising non-use of technology, and leaving behind old norma-
tive ways of looking at technology adoption exclusively through the lens of use. Furthermore, scholars 
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in neighbouring disciplines such as Human-Computer Interaction have pointed out the problematic 
ways in which technology non-users have been treated as potential users (Satchel and Dourish, 2009) 
and strengthening the assumptions that use is the norm (Wyatt, 2005). Furthermore, scholars have 
voiced the importance of studying technology non-use as a phenomenon in its own right, pointing out 
the importance of the knowledge that can so be derived (Baumer et al. 2014; Selwyn 2003). In other 
words, the Information Systems discipline has received important proof that studying technology non-
use1 is a topic that can enrich our knowledge about the relationship that individuals, societies, and or-
ganizations are continuously developing with technology, a relationship that is of central interest to 
Information Systems scholars. Technology non-use, as a concept, is an encompassing one, but gener-
ally divided between voluntary non-use, where non-users are making an informed decision to reject a 
particular technology, or involuntary, where non-users cannot adopt the technology even if they in-
tended to. As such, a methodological question arises, namely what methods could be successfully em-
ployed in order to study voluntary technology non-use, where the technological artifact is not present 
at the time of data collection, as its volitional rejection by non-users implies its absence. 
Qualitative methods have increasingly and successfully been employed in Information Systems 
(henceforth abbreviated as IS); The European Information Systems Journal, includes a dedicated cate-
gory for ethnographies and narratives, noting, however, that this genre is still underrepresented and 
urging authors to submit more ethnographic work (Rowe, 2012). In an editorial dedicated to a call for 
more diversity in IS, ethnographic methods are described as much needed for their ability to vividly 
describe particular experiences; furthermore, three categories are mentioned: professional life narra-
tives, short narratives, and learning accounts (Rowe, 2012). Within the last category Rowe (2012) 
places reflexive ethnographies, where the researcher(s) is both producing and analysing the data.  
Against the background of both an increased interest of technology non-use and ethnographic methods 
in IS, this paper’s aim is to illustrate how autoethnography can successfully serve to research technol-
ogy absence, especially in digitalised societies. The premise for this method lies in a view that sees the 
researcher as unavoidably entangled with the research process (Barad, 2007; Fox and Alldred, 2015). 
Although autoethnography has been previously used in IS, the contribution of the present paper lies in 
the illustration of how autoethnography can be practically used for a particular type of research topic 
(technology non-use), leaving behind assumptions of non-use as something to be remediated. After 
further explaining autoethnography as a method and its prior use in IS, I include a vignette as an ex-
ample on the topic of smartphone non-use, followed by a short analysis. I then discuss the employment 
of such a method, discussing ways in which it can be used as a valuable tool for IS scholars interested 
in the value that subjectivity can bring to the table.  

2. Autoethnography in Information Systems  
Autoethnography, a compound word of autobiography and ethnography, aims at using self-narratives 
produced by the researcher(s) in order to bring forth and analyse particular topics of interest. Ellis and 
Bochner (2000, p. 742) are interested in the descriptive character of the method, defining autoethnog-
raphy as “autobiographies that self-consciously explore the interplay of the introspective, personally 
engaged self with cultural descriptions mediated through language, history, and ethnographic explana-
tion” (p. 742). Chang (2008, p. 44) has a slightly different approach focusing on the analysis derived 
from autoethnography and defining it as “combining cultural analysis and interpretation with narrative 
details”. These two types of definition illustrate the dual character of autoethnography as a method and 
as a final product. In order to capture a comprehensive picture of ethnography as a method, I subscribe 
to Reed-Danahay‘s (1997, p. 9) definition of autoethnography as both a process and final product, 

                                                   
1 Although the term “technology non-use” is often used as an umbrella term for a range of non-use varieties (involuntary, 
voluntary, limited time, etc.), in this paper technology non-use and technology rejection are used as interchangeable to refer 
to practices where technology is not used, i.e. is absent. 
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speaking not only about the experiences and reflections of its author/researcher, but also about the so-
cial context that they are part of: “autoethnography is defined as a form of self-narrative that places the 
self within a social context. It is both a method and a text, as in the case of ethnography. Autoethnog-
raphy can be done by either an anthropologist who is doing “home” or “native” ethnography or by a 
non-ethnographer who places the story of his or her life within a story of the social context in which it 
occurs”.   
Chang (2008, p. 45-66) notes the increase of interest in autoethnography in social science, while at the 
same time also acknowledging the divide between proponents of the method and those who oppose it, 
the issues here being the “war between objectivity and subjectivity”. In this regard, an answer comes 
from new materialism scholars that have discussed the inevitability of a researcher to not affect that 
which they are researching and embracing the active part that the they have in this research process. 
Barad (2007) tackles this topic as part of a methodology that emphasizes the entanglement between 
different components of the research process, researcher included, and looking at data as produced 
rather than something to be simply collected. Furthermore, in an attempt to situate the research process 
in a new materialist framework, Fox and Alldred (2015, p. 173) discuss the research as an assemblage 
where the researcher is merely one component; furthermore, they suggest “shifting the purpose of a 
research report from a supposedly neutral presentation of outputs of a research study to an audience, to 
a critical and reflexive assessment of research study micropolitics”. As such, autoethnography meets 
the demands of a new materialist framework which sees subjectivity as needed and calls for the 
acknowledgement of the active and unavoidable participation of the researcher in producing and ana-
lysing data, capitalizing on the benefits of such an inclusion. 
Although the method of autoethnography is accepted, there is a large variation on the name itself, as 
scholars throughout disciplines have referred to this method in different ways, Ellis and Bochner 
(2000) listing forty-three different labels under which autoethnography is presented in research. In the 
field of IS work using autoethnographic methods has been done, one of the most notable publications 
being Schultze’s (2000) confessional account of knowledge work based on an eight months ethno-
graphic study. Schulze’s (2000) contribution lies beyond the findings of the study itself, and include a 
set of criterion for a high qualitative autoethnography, as well as standing as an example of successful 
use of reflexive methods in IS. Another example of successful autoethnographic study is Prasopolou’s 
(2017) memoir of using an activity tracker which is highly illustrative of the interaction between hu-
mans and digital technologies in everyday life, also showing how through using personal stories “one 
can critically approach emerging technological systems by piercing through the organizing visions that 
construct them” (p. 294). Both these works illustrate ways in which self-reflection can be of use in 
further understanding technology. Some authors have attempted to further introduce the method in the 
field of IS, by explaining its benefits, for example in Riordan’s (2014) argument that autoethnography 
is a fitting method to study digitally-mediated experiences, or in Yoo’s (2010) call for experiential 
computing, also involving digitally-mediated experiences in everyday lives. 
In their work on autoethnography in IS, Riordan (2014) provides a taxonomy of the different genres 
through which this method is employed by the frequency of occurrence, distinguishing the layered 
account, dialogue, vignette, co-created narrative, and extreme case. Vignettes are defined as “vivid 
portrayals of the conduct of an event of everyday life, designed to enhance the contextual richness of 
ethnographic research” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 83). Vignettes are used to illustrate different 
research findings, often included as two or more, upon which analysis is conducted, similar to any 
other ethnographic accounts. The vignettes’ styles can vary in both length (although they are generally 
short) and content; for example, in his work on autoethnographic vignettes, Humphreys (2005) uses 
three vignettes related to his academic career which include intertwining commentary, followed by 
analysis. Similarly, Bødker and Chamberlain (2016) include three vignettes that differ in topic but 
converge under one theme. 
In this paper, a sole vignette accompanied by a commentary is included, not for its empirical merit, but 
to serve as an example of autoethnographic work which will support later methodological discussions. 
Upon that, a discussion of the vignette is presented, followed by further reflections regarding the ap-
plicability of autoethnography in the study of technology non-use topics. 
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3. Digital Disconnection 
A specific category of voluntary technology non-use, digital disconnection refers to a recent popular 
trend that recommends limiting the use of digital devices, in particular smartphones, for an increase in 
focus, meaningful connection, health, etc. The phenomenon has made the focus of a variety of media 
articles (Colier, 2017; Williams, 2017), and documentaries (Lavelle, 2014), often under the name of 
digital detox. Having as a departure point my own research interest in ubiquitous technologies rejec-
tion, I have conducted a short autoethnographic study of smartphone non-use with the purpose of ob-
serving the consequences of such absence in my every-day life. My aim was to experience myself 
something that I wanted to integrate in future work but which I did not have any first-hand experience 
of. The following vignette is selected from notes which are part of a one-week autoethnographic study 
conducted in the winter of 2017 in Sweden, during which I did not used my smartphone and instead 
adopted a basic function mobile phone with no connection to Internet and through which I could only 
make and receive calls and text messages. During the study I kept a journal describing my experiences 
regularly, with a frequency of at least one entry at the end of each day. The purpose of this autoethno-
graphic study was to gain first-hand understanding of the phenomenon of digital disconnection, allow-
ing therefore a better preparation for further research on this topic, while also producing evocative ac-
counts of experiencing an instance of technology non-use. As it will be illustrated in the discussion, 
the study also inspired future directions for the study on the topic of digital disconnection, and it is 
used here to illustrate ways in which autoethnography can be practically used in the study of phenom-
ena pertaining to non-use of technology where absence is involved. The following vignette is present-
ed here to support the arguments on how and why autoethnography can be used as a research method. 

3.1  Digital Disconnection Vignette  
I feel so uncomfortable with not being able to check email today when I am outside.  I wanted to do 
some reading and writing from a café, like I sometimes do when I feel that I can’t focus from my of-
fice. I keep thinking that I am missing something: important emails, people trying to reach me with 
urgent information, and what if something happens? I can’t focus on the reading. I am going through 
the paragraphs fast but I have to restart every time I reach the end of the page, as my mind wanders to 
all the messages and e-mails that I am missing. How did I ever do this before I had my smartphone? I 
remember I am waiting for a response from someone who I contacted for an interview for my re-
search, and what if they reply and I come out as rude to not answer fast enough? No, this is impossi-
ble. I go home instead and check my e-mail and social media. There are absolutely no new e-mails or 
messages. Relief. 
Later that day I am sending and receiving texts (SMS) but yet another friend is annoyed at the slow 
communication and they call me instead. It doesn’t really make me feel like I am communicating in a 
more meaningful way but it makes me feel like my disconnection is affecting my friends and inconven-
iencing them. I suddenly feel guilty at the fact that I am unwillingly disconnecting my friends from 
reaching me. It’s not just about myself. 
Someone sends me a text comprising of two squares (❒❒). I can only assume that they are meant to 
be emojis, because I know that the person in question uses them liberally in her communication (as do 
I). I reply with a text writing that I cannot receive emojis on my basic phone. Shortly after, I receive 
yet another text, this time containing eight squares (❒❒❒❒❒❒❒❒). I give up on replying and call 
her instead. Do we really rely on emoji so much in our communication? I never noticed that before. 

3.2 Short Analysis 

When studying digital disconnection, one of the first challenges researchers meet are methodological. 
Employing ethnographic methods gives a certain flexibility in this sense, but even so, the study of 
technology which is not present, poses certain challenges because of the absence of the very ob-
ject/unit of analysis. However, a closer look reveals that the absence of the smartphone is replaced 
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with other practices. As Löfgren and Ehn (2010) argue, the act of doing nothing is never absolute as 
there are many other actions that come in to play during that time. Even though I set out to research 
the topic of smartphone non-use, I never expected an absolute absence, but merely aimed to uncover 
what other practices become visible through ceasing my use of a ubiquitous device. In my autoethnog-
raphy I intended to create a tension in a situation where the norm is to use a smartphone and disrupt it 
by not using it for a limited time, similar to a breaching experiment first described by Garfinkel (1967) 
where the aim is to provoke reactions through breaking (breaching) the social norm. There are three 
themes that become apparent through the depicted experience: the intense feeling that I was missing 
on important communication, the realization that my disconnection is not only my own experience but 
also that of friends who are in need to contact me, and the impossibility of reading text messages con-
taining emojis because of the device’s lack of support for such graphics. 

The experiment allowed me to experience something that I have later found are topics being increas-
ingly studied in conjunction with issues of smartphone non-use, such as fear of missing out (FOMO), 
the intense sensation that one is missing important communication (Przybylski et al., 2013). The au-
toethnography has also allowed me access to view not only my own disconnection practices, but also 
how they affected my social circle and how my acquaintances reacted to my smartphone non-use. In 
this regard, the autoethnography includes not only reflections of my own behaviour, but also observa-
tions of how other individuals react to my disconnection, which is a more holistic ethnographic ap-
proach of the topic. This further reinforces Chang’s (2008, p. 33) point that autoethnography is centred 
on its author but seldomly includes only them, as we live in a world where we are connected to others 
who will influence our experiences. Although not using my smartphone was an experience I focused 
on, it was difficult not to also note how this was affecting others. Lastly, the fact that communicating 
with friends and colleagues was sometimes frustrating due to the lack of support for emojis on the 
basic phone, and the constant SMSs containing squares that I was receiving, led me to reflect on the 
ways our communication has changed with the adoption of devices that are now ubiquitous. Com-
bined, the three themes presented in the vignette have not only allowed me to experience myself the 
object/topic of my research, but have also presented me with new ideas for future research, such as the 
ecosystem that the smartphone creates in the ways in which it mediates our communication forms and 
frequency, as well as leading to anxiety-like feelings upon discontinuing its use. As new materialist 
scholars (Barad, 2007; Bennett, 2010) argue, we are living in a world where humans and non-humans 
are entangled in a continuous developing dynamic which cannot and should not be studied separately, 
but in its entanglement or entirety. As our society becomes increasingly hyper-connected it can be 
fruitful from a research point of view to create a tension and de-stabilize norms by disrupting practices 
sometimes taken for granted, such as our digital ways of communication and the ubiquitous presence 
of devices like the smartphone. In doing so, elements that would otherwise remain hidden are made 
visible to the researcher conducting an autoethnography. In my autoethnographic notes, I illustrate the 
problematic relationship that is made visible only through the absence of the smartphone. I find that 
fear of missing out (FOMO) is something I experience and therefore am subsequently informed about 
the literature that links it to the sudden non-use of social media (Przybylski, 2013). Furthermore, I re-
flect on how my self-imposed disconnection is not something that only affects me, but also my social 
circle, the ramifications of that being linked to the third finding showing that we are communicating 
increasingly via digital means that often include particular visual additives such as emojis. 

These findings inform future directions in my research and mirror Fox and Alldred’s (2015) empha-
size how researchers are mere components of a research assemblage, together with the object of study, 
their participants, data, etc. In the next section I describe ways in which the quality of autoethnography 
as a method can be increased, highlighting a set of criterion proposed by Schultze (2000), as well as a 
example for how one could employ this method. 
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4. Planning for a well-conducted autoethnography  

As illustrated in the previous vignette, autoethnographic narratives are evocative accounts that allow 
the researcher to present their personal experiences in a manner that makes the previously unknown 
visible but also inviting for analytical accounts. By not using the smartphone for one week, for exam-
ple, aspects of such research unknown to me up to that point, like how ubiquitous digital technologies 
are changing the way we communicate, become perceptible. As researchers, experiencing the topic of 
our research first hand can be an invaluable source of information that can inform future directions, as 
well constituting data in itself. Especially in an increasingly digitised world, it would be naive to con-
sider a complete separation of the researcher from topics that concern the use and non-use of the very 
technological artifacts they are most likely users of.   

In her autoethnographic work, Schultze (2000) develops a set of criteria for what should be considered 
good confessional writing: authenticity, plausibility, criticality, self-revealing, and interlacing confes-
sional accounts with “actual” material. The authenticity criteria refers to what other scholars might 
name as reliability and validity (Schultze 2000, p. 29). Even though in all types of research choices are 
made and the researcher’s own interests, funding, network, and other factors influence the direction of 
the study, there is nonetheless a need for a detailed account on how the autoethnographic study was 
conducted for comparability reasons, ethical issues, and generally illustrating the relationship between 
researcher and the field. This can be achieved through a good account of how the study was conduct-
ed. In the attached vignette, I include a description on the context of the collected data (a study of digi-
tal disconnection), length and location of the study (one week, Sweden), as well as my personal rela-
tionship with the smartphone (heavily used). By plausibility, Schultze suggests that the autoethno-
graphic account should be justified in its intents and relevant to the correct audience. For example, the 
vignette is justifiable here because it aims at illustrating how autoethnography can be of use in study-
ing technology non-use, but in a different context this purpose may change to, for example, a more 
empirical one (rather than methodologic) to serve as data for an analysis of digital disconnection. This 
is a point that connects to the criticality criteria, which states that the autoethnography should be 
thought-provoking in the ways in which it challenges readers to consider their own practices. Here the 
vignette hopes to serve as a way through which researchers in IS can reflect on their own methods and 
perhaps consider autoethnography in their future work related (but not limited) to technology non-use. 
Furthermore, accounts of the ways in which we communicate today through ubiquitous IT artifacts, as 
illustrated in the example of the emoji, can open questions about the connectivity in our private and 
professional lives. Self-revealing writing, Schultze notes, should include relevant information in the 
presented narrative that is personalized (uses personal pronouns, for example) and shows “raw” data 
that might even be unflattering to the authors. For example, the included vignette shows me as losing 
patience and becoming increasingly frustrated at the slow and difficult way of texting from the basic 
functions phone. Although this might be uncomfortable to both read and write, it is an account of emo-
tions created by the lack of the smartphone and might inform further research looking into its agency. 
Lastly, the criteria of interlacing self-reflexive narratives with “actual” material refers to limiting the 
autoethnographic data to only relevant content, avoiding such pitfalls like including too many personal 
details that are only interesting to the author but not adding anything to the topic at hand. In this re-
gard, the vignette is focused on the experience of the disconnect and does not stray from that topic. 

Besides the criterion for ensuring high quality in autoethnographic work proposed by Schultze, a good 
understanding of the steps necessary to employing this method is also needed. In this regard, autoeth-
nography, like many other ethnographic methods, offers a high flexibility and creativity for the re-
searcher who can shape their own study according to their needs. At a basic level, three steps are nec-
essary: planning the autoethnography, collecting and analysing the data, and using the findings (as 
results in their own right, or as departure points for future research). In between these steps lie, how-
ever, a multitude of choices that every researcher has the freedom to make as they see fit for their own 
purpose and needs. Issues such as planning for a collective or singular autoethnography, which type of 
data will be collected, and how the results will be written can greatly vary depending on accessibility 
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or the preferences of authors. In this regard, it would be unfair to claim that this paper can provide a 
blueprint for ensuring high quality in autoethnography; however, it includes an illustration of possible 
actions one could consider taking in planning to conduct an autoethnographic research project. The 
purpose of such an illustration is presented in Table 1, its purpose being to serve as inspiration to IS 
scholars who do not have previous extensive experience in applying reflexive methods. Researchers 
interested in autoethnography can use Table 1 as a starting point in planning autoethnographic work 
and modify it according to the needs of the respective research projects. The hope is that, with the in-
crease in popularity of reflexive research methods, new innovative ways of employing autoethnogra-
phies can be imagined and conducted. 
STAGE 1. Planning Examples of actions 
Initial Planning Reading literature about autoethnography 
 Deciding the type of autoethnography 
 Clarifying data ownership in the case of collaborative autoethnogra-

phy 
Protocol Planning Deciding the duration, location, collection, storage, and other rele-

vant details 
 Ethical considerations 
STAGE 2. Conducting the study  
Data collection Entering the field 
 Documenting reflections/Data collection 
 Storing data securely 
Data analysis Coding the data 
 Cross-coding in the case of collaborative autoethnography 
STAGE 3. Results and their future use  
Writing process Deciding the selections of the material that can/should be included 
 Deciding how the process can be inclusive in the case of collabora-

tive autoethnography 
Future use Using the results as findings on their own  
 Using the results as inspiration for new research 
 Integrating the method alongside others 
 Deciding the details of possible follow-ups 
Table 1. Practical examples of autoethnography planning  

In the initial planning stage, the researchers should seek help from literature on autoethnography. Alt-
hough several examples have been given in the present paper, a screening for more relevant work can 
yell useful results, especially in conjunction with the specific topic of research. Reading examples of 
similar works and engaging with literature in order to understand autoethnography as a method will 
also help the research decide if it is, in fact, a good fit for their projects.  

Upon being informed about autoethnography as a method most researchers need to decide upon the 
type that is a best fit for the research and personal style. In this paper, for example, a single author au-
toethnography has been presented, but collective autoethnography is another choice, in depth detailed 
in Chang, Ngunjiri, and Hernandez (2016)’s work dedicated to this method. Collective autoethnogra-
phy in itself can include anything from two authors to entire research groups. Collective autoethnogra-
phy is an equally flexible method, but that has a different dynamic and complexity by the added layer 
of author collaboration. Both single and collective autoethnography (but especially in the case of the 
latter) warrant attention to the issue of data ownership (Chang, Ngunjiri, and Hernandez, 2013). The 
discussion of who owns the data, which in some cases can constitute sensitive reflections, should be 
planned between the different authors involved in the research process. 
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In regards to conducting the study itself, that is to say collecting the data, a recommendation is the 
formulation of a protocol. This protocol includes any decisions regarding the details of data collection 
such as the location, duration, ways in which the reflections are documented, etc.  A common consid-
eration can be where the autoethnography will be conducted (what city, country, organization, neigh-
bourhood, etc.); as cultural contexts vary greatly, an autoethnography can differ in findings if conduct-
ed in one country to another. The duration should be decided, although in some cases this is adjusted 
accordingly to the needs of the researcher - shortened if no new insights are reached (data saturation), 
or otherwise prolonged. How the data is collected is one of the most important decision as it shapes 
the way findings are presented. For example, although many scholars seem to prefer collecting their 
reflections in the form of text, this can also be achieved through visual methods such as film, photog-
raphy, or drawing (Chang, 2008). Text is a tool that allows for evocative experiences that illustrate 
points in clear ways, but at times photography can be a welcomed addition. A mix of methods can be, 
then, a choice worth considering. Chang (2008) warns about the common false assumption that confi-
dentiality does not apply to the individuals who appear in their personal narratives. In the case of the 
vignette included here, the protocol was that it was a study in Sweden, for one week, drawing inspira-
tion from focus ethnography, a very short ethnographic immersion in a field (Knoblauch, 2005).  Fur-
thermore, the smartphone was completely replaced by a basic function phone as a main 
rule/restriction. The data was text-based in the form of journal entries written with a frequency of at 
least once a day. All the individuals mentioned in the notes were anonymized. The protocol is, then, 
the sum of all the rules of the study that the researcher(s) need to consider during the data collection. 
This protocol should be clear and easy to follow and, in the case of collaborative autoethnography, 
agreed to be followed by all authors.  

Upon decided the protocol for the study, the researcher is expected to enter the field. Reflections are 
collected as often as decided and as in depth as needed. Scholars warn here upon the risk of including 
too much information in a meaningless way (Schultze, 2000). However, data can be screened for rele-
vance at a later analysis stage, as it is perhaps difficult to know what can be relevant in conjunction to 
possible other methods results. Nonetheless, the reflections should be aimed at the relevant topic. An 
interesting point is made here by scholars (Chang, Ngunjiri, and Hernandez, 2013; Davies and Gan-
non, 2006) who describe the challenges of writing sometimes sensitive content during a collective au-
toethnography. What is shared to whom is a complex power relation during which, depending on their 
relationships to each other, researchers might or might not want to share relevant reflections out of 
fear of compromising relations or losing face. 

Besides text-based data, visual autoethnographies can also be conducted, serving as a powerful tool to 
illustrate experiences that at times are hard to be expressed in words; for example, Scarles (2010) 
shows in her work which uses visuals as ethnographic tools to explore tourists’ experiences. Chang, 
Ngunjiri, and Hernandez (2013) details how the collection of data does not have to end when reflec-
tions are collected, arguing that researchers can meet and share their individual reflections with the 
other authors, that very discussion constituting data. Something similar can be done in the case of sin-
gle autoethnography where authors can come back to their reflections and write their reactions at a 
later stage, as a follow up. Accordingly, the data collection stage should be conducted with considera-
tion to the planning stage but also remembering that the strength of the method lies in its flexibility 
and the protocol can (and should) be adjusted if needed. 

In the data analysis stage, each researcher is free to employ their preferred qualitative methods of 
analysis. A popular way of doing this is to code the material and conduct a thematic analysis. Saldana 
(2015) offers a good overview of different types of coding depending on the researchers’ aim. Fur-
thermore, an important stage in every analysis is the choice of theoretical framework. This is inten-
tionally omitted in the present paper as the focus is methodologic; however, this is an important ele-
ment that should be considered in relation to the type of emergent findings.  

For the last stage of autoethnography, the writing-up process is initiated. Firstly, authors need to de-
cide if the findings derived from the study are to accompanied by citations from the data and how that 
should be done. In the case of collaborative ethnography, the writing process can take a more dynamic 
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form, where the authors can either write separately and then compile their segments, or write on the 
same document. One way of writing in this manner is, as Davies and Gannon (2006) show, by a per-
son starting a first draft which then the authors add to and edit until the work can be considered a col-
lective work.  

Although the findings of the autoethnography can be presented as results standing on their own, they 
can also be seen as inspiration for future research projects or for informing other methods. Although 
the present paper has presented autoethnography as a sole method, scholars might find that the method 
is more useful in tandem with other methods. Furthermore, autoethnography results can be used as 
inspiration to new directions in research. For example, the finding that the sudden non-use of the 
smartphone can lead to a fear of missing out characterised by anxiety is something that I have inte-
grated at a later stage in interviews conducted with individuals who have stopped using smartphones 
for a separate study. In their recollection of their experiences, few mentioned fear of missing out, but 
upon asked about this they have detailed their anxiety in a similar fashion as what I have experienced 
and documented. This is an example of how autoethnography has helped me formulate more relevant 
interview questions for related research projects, which would have otherwise not been included. Last-
ly, follow-ups can be conducted by recreating the same protocol for an autoethnography at a later date, 
or in a different setting for comparative purposes. 

5. A discussion on subjectivity  

The rich descriptions and evocative accounts which autoethnography produces could be both a bless-
ing and a curse in disguise. Although they are often pleasant to read and interesting to build analyses 
on, authors can be criticized for being too artistic (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner, 2011), subjective 
(Salzman, 2002), and biased (Anderson, 2006; Atkinson, 1997). Objectivity is seen as a factor which 
would increase rigor; rigor, however, is understood differently depending on context as one could ar-
gue for research being rigorous because it is generalizable, but also because it is unique and transpar-
ent in the way it was conducted. The criticism of autoethnography as subjective is often brought to 
reflexive methods; however, scholars coming from a new materialist tradition have contested this, ar-
guing that the separation of researcher and the object of research is one that is to a certain degree im-
possible due to the entanglement that both have with each other as well as with a potentially shared 
culture (Fox and Alldred, 2015; Barad, 2007). As Daston (1999) shows, the concept of objectivity has 
a history of developing from Augustinian thought, as it was connected to divinity rather than the later 
adopted definition used in judicial systems of impartiality and unbiasedness; it was only in the mid 
nineteenth century that objectivity was opposing interpretation and came to have the meaning we rec-
ognise today as scientific objectivity. Daston (1999) notes that the concept is often taken for granted in 
its meaning, which is problematic, especially upon a closer look at the usage by the research commu-
nity, noting that “scientists may have given up writing in the first-person singular, but not signing their 
articles (p. 121). The rejection of personal accounts in research is often based on a lack of objective-
ness. If calls for further ethnographic work, as well as employing autoethnography in IS are to be an-
swered, it is unclear how objectivity, in its problematic definition, can be kept and why that should be 
the case. Subjectivity, on the other hand, can give access to the very details that have been stripped 
from research in the name of objectivity, namely unique, evocative, expressive insights into the very 
focus of IS, namely technologies, and their connections to individuals and organisations. 

As Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011) argue, autoethnography should not be put at odds with science, 
because the resulted research can be rigorous and emotional at the same time. Similarly, Davies and 
Gannon (2006, p. 3) note in their work on collective biographies that emotions and bodies do not have 
to be silenced and lived experiences can be interrogated theoretically in successful ways. Researching 
technology, as the vignette illustrates, can be an experience filled with emotions, frustrations, and 
communication challenges that can be captured through autoethnography and shared in evocative 
ways. Autoethnographies that have scrutinized our relationship with technology show an intense and 
dynamic relationship between individuals and technology. Especially in the study of absence, personal 
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experiences provide an insight into a struggle between users and technology filled with emotions, feel-
ings of angst, or reflections about society’s part in digitalisation practices. These depictions paint a 
passionate and intimate relationship between humans and technology, much opposed to many depic-
tions in IS that tend to build a clinical and distanced connection. Autoethnography offers the tools 
necessary to allow an IS community increasingly interested in investigating non-use a view into the 
complex link between humans and technological artifacts. By looking into this in a reflexive way, as 
opposed to a distanced way, we allow ourselves as researchers to acknowledge our own role in the 
research process and also in the society whose practices we are studying. 

Autoethnography is a somewhat novel method in the field of Information System, something that car-
ries a certain scepticism to its reliability due to its reflexive and assumed subjective nature. An imme-
diate limitation is the generalizability of the findings reached through this method. Again, autoethnog-
raphy does not make the claim that the experiences of one person are representative for the group that 
that individual is part of, but has an entirely different aim, that of presenting evocative experiences. 
These experiences can, at times, stand as findings in their own right. For example, the experience de-
tailed in the vignette where there is a realization that individuals make heavy use of visual support 
such as emojis in text-based communication is something that is both the experience of one person 
(the author) but also involving other participants (the author’s social circle). However, it is at the dis-
cretion of each other weather they would like to use autoethnography as one of several methods in 
their work. In the previously mentioned case, the autoethnography can be used as inspiration for future 
angles in research, for example in the use of emojis in communication, or be integrated as a thread to 
be pursued through different methods, for example in formulating interview questions on this theme 
with study participants. Both these instances, of using autoethnography as a finding and as a way of 
informing future research directions, are viable and well-adjusted for the field of IS, which often deals 
with technologies that are changing fast, and interviewing people who have to adjust equally fast. In 
this sense, there is an honesty in admitting that we, as researchers, have to also adjust to the topic of 
our research which is evolving at a high speed. One way of doing this, as it has been argued so far, is 
through reflexive methods. 

Autoethnography does not need to be employed as the sole research method and it can be used in tan-
dem with other qualitative methods. It can initially be conducted in order to inform about aspects that 
can be then incorporated in other methods. For example, in the case of the presented vignette, FOMO 
was a surprising finding that I had not previously considered to incorporate in research on themes of 
digital disconnect. Similarly, the impossibility to read emojis and the realization that they are heavily 
used in text-based communication can lead to future research on communication in an increased digi-
tal society that is mediated by the smartphone. 

As Orlikowski (2005) notes, the entanglement of human agency and technological performativity is an 
issue that the field of IS is concerned about. Autoethnography could be, then, a way through which the 
technological performativity can be studied through the detailed experiences of the researcher, even 
when (or especially when) the artifact is not present. The discipline of IS is concerned with the effects 
of technology on individuals and organisations; accordingly, such effects emerge in feelings, ideas, 
and bodily reactions such as the ones illustrated in the vignette. Such composites of technology effects 
result in decisions on weather technology is adopted or rejected and can lead to formation of discours-
es centred around disconnection. Such issues are increasingly focused upon in IS and should be further 
scrutinized in the way they are described by the very individuals they affect, that is to say, in their sub-
jectivity. By bringing forth subjective accounts in IS, we do not conduct invalid research, but we are 
seeking to bring forth the different means through which technology has agency over digitalised socie-
ties’ citizens through accounts based on trustworthiness and uniqueness rather than generalizability. 
This paper does not seek to invalidate generalizability and repeatability as criteria for research in IS, 
but merely proposes that there is room for subjectivity in research projects that seek personal accounts 
of technology performativity, many of which can include the very researcher as part of the field of 
inquiry.  
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The contribution that autoethnography brings to the IS community is the acknowledgement of the re-
searcher as an active part of the research process, allowing them to inform themselves about a topic of 
research first hand. Nonetheless, not all research projects are compatible with autoethnography; for 
example, a researcher conducting a study on assistive technology would have a difficult time experi-
encing the same situation as the patients themselves. However, when studying ubiquitous technolo-
gies, especially when focusing on the angle of non-use, it is important to realize that we are both re-
searchers of the technology and users of it, these roles being at times impossible to separate. Reflexive 
methods such as autoethnography then, are an ally in this sense, as they capitalize on the intertwining 
roles of researchers and users of technology. It can be then fruitful to employ autoethnography in IS, 
as ours is a discipline that is increasingly looking at the intersection between individuals, organisa-
tions, and communities with technologies. Autoethnography can inform on different angles of research 
we have previously not considered and tackle topics such as technology non-use in relevant and novel 
ways which move past traditional descriptions of the respective topics. For example, in his autoethno-
graphic work on no-input mixing music techniques, Chamberlain (2018) documents the process of 
learning how to operate the technology. Furthermore, the article is illustrative in the way autoethnog-
raphy can make visible not only the topic at hand, but also the process through which it emerges and 
becomes a research project (Chamberlain, 2018, p.2). Capturing accounts of everyday interactions 
with technologies implies often the inclusion of personal content which can be difficult to capture by 
traditional qualitative methods such as interviews or observations. Sensorial ethnography, a type of 
ethnography focused on the introduction and interrogation of smell, taste, touch and vision in research 
(Pink, 2015) can be a solution that can be of help in unpacking such difficult to describe elements of 
technology interactions. For example, Chamberlain, Bødker, and Papangelis (2018) use autoethnogra-
phy to document the soundscapes which further connect the authors with issues of nostalgia or place-
making (p. 4). Using autoethnographic data as a starting point, the authors develop design guidelines 
for the future development of systems and tools. Within this application of data derived from autoeth-
nography, the authors note that the method “extends rather than restricts the range of experiences, feel-
ings, or practices that can be included in a project” Chamberlain, Bødker, and Papangelis, 2018, p. 7).   
Chamberlain (2018) and Chamberlain, Bødker, and Papangelis (2018)’s works are especially illustra-
tive in the way autoethnographic accounts can bring insightful information into the research body cen-
tred on technology by also detailing visual, sonic, or tactile experiences.  It is precisely this idea that 
lies at the centre of the aim of this paper, that is to say, the illustration that autoethnography can con-
tribute to IS research by including personal accounts of technology interactions which are often diffi-
cult to capture such as particular feelings or sensorial elements.  

Especially in regards to the recent interest of technology non-use in IS, autoethnography can be a le-
gitimate method which can successfully shed light on technology absence, an otherwise potentially 
challenging topic methodologically. The merit of the method in the discipline of IS is that it can in-
form about practices of technology non-use which can be taken for granted by scholars who are both 
their researchers and users. Although such methods are of value to any discipline, this paper further 
argues that a second merit of the method for IS research is the inclusion of evocative accounts which 
are much needed in developing an in-depth understanding of the agency continuously negotiated be-
tween individuals, organisations, and technology.  

6. Conclusion  

As the field of Information Systems is increasingly interested in research focused on technology non-
use, there is a need for methods that can help researchers investigate the effects of technological arte-
facts’ absence. In an increasingly digitized and hyper-connected society, it is valuable to investigate 
the effects of resistance to ubiquitous technological artifacts in order to learn more about the relation-
ship between individuals, organizations, and technology. In this paper, I set out to propose autoethnog-
raphy as a method that can be of use when researching the effects of technology absence. Although 
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autoethnography has been successfully previously employed in the field of IS, this paper’s contribu-
tion lies in the focus of the use of this method on the study of technology non-use in particular. 

Grounding the argument that the separation of researcher and the object of study is not necessarily 
needed or realistically achievable, especially in the context of the research of digital practices and 
technologies, as we are often part of the same cultural scene that we are set to study, I underline the 
validity and value of reflexive methods. By using a vignette of an account of a short period where I 
abandoned my, otherwise always in use, smartphone, three insights are illustrated: the fear of missing 
out, my non-use affecting my social circle, and the use of emojis in digital communication. I argued 
that these insights are both surprising and useful, as they can serve as points of departure for future 
research, be integrated in additional methods such as interview questions, or simply be presented as 
findings of a digital disconnection study. 

I further argue that although the criticism of autoethnography tends to focus on the subjective charac-
ter of the resulted data, high quality can be achieved through the employment of criterion for the suc-
cessful implementation of reflexive methods. Furthermore, I include an example of possible ways of 
planning an autoethnography to serve as basic guidance to researchers interesting in implementing this 
method in their work. 

The emotional, evocative, and rich descriptions of autoethnography do not stand in opposition with 
rigorous scientific research and researchers can achieve both if they stay relevant to the topic and are 
transparent in the ways in which the study was planned and conducted. Furthermore, autoethnography 
does not have the be the only method used, and it can be complementary to other methods. Similarly, 
autoethnography can also be conducted with the purpose of having a more informed entry to a particu-
lar field or better formulated interview questions in more classical ethnographic methods. In addition, 
depending on the needs of the researcher and the topics being tackled, other forms of autoethnographic 
methods are presented such as collaborative autoethnographies and biographies, or sensorial autoeth-
nographies. 

Answering a call for more ethnographic work in the field of IS, this paper illustrates how autoethnog-
raphy is a valuable method for the purpose of studying technology non-use, providing the researcher 
with the tools to interrogate the ripple effects of technology absence through their own experiences. 
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