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Preface

In order to survive and prosper, almost every businessin our global
economy hasto make use of new and evolving information technologies. This
startswith the local baker who needs atel ephone to be able to contact his
suppliersor customers, and endswith theinternational virtual Internet busi-
nessthat exists solely invirtual reality. The use of information technology af-
fects many aspects of our private and businesslife. It leads to changesin
routines, new ways of understanding our environment, new distributions of
power, money, and influence. The changes are sufficiently severeto warrant
speaking of anew technological revolution. Like every other revolution this
onewill produce winnersand losers, proponents and opponents. Whatever
else one may think of thisdevelopment, it ishard to deny that it isethically
relevant. Old formsof morality seemtolosetheir validity while new ways of
communicating and living together emerge.

The strongest motor of these devel opments seemsto be the economic
system. Especially theimpact of economic interestson the Internet isanindi-
cation of this. The Internet, introduced by the U.S. military and subsequently
used mainly for scientific exchange of datahas, inthelast few yearsbecomea
major application for all sorts of businesses. This has met the resistance of
many old users of the Net, but the economic interests appear to outweigh
these by far. The theoretical advantages of the Internet for businesses, the
decrease of transaction costs, theincredible market reach, the unknown pos-
sibilitiesof communicating and interacting with all sortsof business partners
have propelled the Internet and itsrelated technol ogiesto the top spacein the
interest of businesses. A sign of the economy’senthusiasm for the Internet was
the dot.com bubble. Even after the bubble burst, however, the economic prom-
ises of new information technol ogies seem stunning.

Economicinterest inthe new technologieswill most probably not change
inthe near future, and it isasafe bet that the economy will increaseitsdrive
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towards new technologies. It isjust assafe abet that thiswill aggravate exist-
ing moral problemsand at the sametime create new ones. The purpose of this
book istherefore to analyse the ethical and moral questionsthat new tech-
nologiesand especially their usein businesses and the economy produce. As
the central concept of thisdiscussion, thisbook will use the notion of respon-
shility. Responsibility isaterm especialy suited for thejob of discussing ethi-
cal questionsin business and technology. Thereare severa structural similari-
ties between the three terms responsibility, business, and technology. Also,
the acceptance of responsibility in businessaswell asintechnological settings
allows analyses that might otherwise be resented by the affected persons.
Managers and technical personnel often react negatively to moral claimsbe-
cause they do not feel that their work is subject to ethical scrutiny. Onthe
other hand, every manager and every technician will agreethat he or she has
responghilities.

Wewill therefore start this book by defining the concepts of information
systemsand businessinformation technology. Theterm “information systems’
isused in the academic world to denote the intersection of ICT and social
entities, usually companiesor other formal organisations. Information systems
research tendsto focus on the social impact of technology or theinfluencethe
social has on the use of technology. Academic information systems depart-
ments are often located in school s of businesswhichisagood indicator that
they are well-positioned to address the different aspects of the social, the
ethical, and the technical that are at the heart of thisbook. The connection
between these aspects can most easily be made by analysing the underlying
concepts of business, information, and technol ogy, which are combined in
information systems.

Following thisinitial introduction to the subject area, we will then pro-
ceed to give an introduction to normative problems by contrasting theterms
‘ethics' and ‘morality’ inthelight of different philosophical traditions. Onthe
basis of the understanding of normative questions devel oped in this chapter,
wewill then investigate why responsibility isaconcept that seemsto offer
solutionsto ethical and moral problems of businessinformation technology.

A subsequent deeper analysis of the concept of responsibility will show,
however, that there are severe problemswith the application of responsibility
to concrete questionsin information systems. Based on thisanalysiswewill
then devel op areflective notion of responsibility that emphasi sesthe commu-
nicational character of the ascription that constitutesresponsibility. It also takes
seriously the openness, tel eol ogy, and consequentialism of responsibility and
askswhat is responsible about the use of the concept of responsibility. Ina
final section wewill usethisreflective notion of responsibility and apply it to
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businessinformation technol ogy using theimportant problem of privacy and
employee surveillance asan example. It will be shown that responsibility isan
inevitable fact of the business use of IT and that the reflective turn of the
concept can offer solutionswhereatraditional approach to responsibility fails.

At thisstageit is probably useful to add afew words on the content,
scope, and readership of the book. Most peoplewho livein theinformation
society, meaning in western market economies, have encountered moral prob-
lems caused by the use of ICT. Many of uswill be aware that the changes of
the structure in society and businesstriggered by ICT can have ethical impli-
cations. We all know the concept of responsibility, and many of us may be
wondering what it meansto beresponsiblewith regardsto ICT or information
systems. In this sense the readership of the book potentially encompasses
most of the citizens of the modern world. In amore confined sense, the book
will probably be of interest specifically to those peoplewho have aninterestin
information systems and more specifically in the ethical side of them. This
would include academics, beit students or teachers, who are activein the
areas of computer ethics, information ethics, etc. It should also be of interest
toinformation systems practitionerswho are faced with the ethical impacts of
theuseof ICT.

To those potential readerswho are looking for quick solutionsor clear
instructions on how to beresponsible, acaveat should be added. Thisbook
attemptsto devel op awell-grounded theory of responsibility that isbased on
the philosophical discourse about ethics. Given that thisdiscourseinitsaca-
demicformisaready 2,500 yearsold, and that beyond that it is part of every
human’s experience, it will not be possibleto condense thisinto clear algo-
rithms. The subject of ethics has proven to be highly resistant to unified ap-
proaches, and no universally accepted ethical principle exists. Thisbook at-
temptsto usethismoral plurality asastarting point and usestheinevitability of
responsi bility ascriptions as an argument for suggestions on which action can
be based despitetheir fallibility. Theideaisthusto produce atheory of re-
sponsibility that can live up to philosophical scrutiny, and that can at the same
timegiveindicationsasto how individualscould or should act. Dueto thisaim
of theoretical and philosophical acceptability, thelevel of discussion aways
remains abovethelevel of action. Thetheory of reflective responsibility de-
veloped inthisbook cannot tell uswhat to do, but it triesto tell ushow we can
find out what theresponsiblethingtodois.

Thisapproach may lead to frustration by those readerswho expect quick
fixesand easy answers. Unfortunately, however, quick fixesand easy answers
are not part of what ethicsis about, and they are not to be expected with
regardsto normative problems. Whilethe book will ideally be eminently prac-
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tical inthat it allowsthe reader to devel op anew perspective on responsibility
and consequently new forms of actionsand their justifications, it isnot practi-
cal inthesense of a“how to...” book. Onthe other hand, information systems
is a practical discipline that addresses problems of ICT as they arise in
organisational practice. In order to cater to this practicality of the subject
area, the book workswith anumber of examples. These examples are meant
to demonstrate what problems can be and how, according to the theory of
reflectiveresponsibility, they can be addressed. Thereader will hopefully find
that walking thetightrope of theoretical stringency on the one hand and prac-
tical applicability and understandability on the other has been achieved to his
or her advantage.
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