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Abstract
Classifications, which include typologies, frameworks, and taxonomies, are widely used in information
systems research. Although there are differences among the types of classifications, Nickerson et al.
(2013) found that the most common term is taxonomy. By classifying objects of interest, taxonomies can
help explain similarities and differences among objects. Classification is often used to help order
knowledge and provide a structure to an area (Glass and Vessey 1995), which allows researchers to
investigate the relationships among other concepts within an area (McKnight and Chervany 2002).
Classifications can also lead to basic theories that attempt to describe and allow us to analyze the objects
that play roles in the phenomena. Doty and Glick (1994) support this view of improved understanding and
modeling. Gregor (2006) calls these basic theories derived from taxonomies taxonomic theories.
In a previous paper (Nickerson et al., 2013) we present a method for taxonomy development and
demonstrated its applicability in information systems. This method has been used by a number of authors
to develop taxonomies in their research. The taxonomies that were developed in these papers, however,
were not described as taxonomic theories.
This background suggests that there is a difference between a taxonomy and a taxonomic theory. It
implies that some taxonomies are taxonomic theories and some are not. If this is the case, then what
conditions are necessary for a taxonomy to be a taxonomic theory? Is there something in the method of
taxonomy development that results in a taxonomic theory or does the determination of whether a
taxonomy is a theory come after its development? Is a taxonomy by itself a theory or must it be extended
in some way for it to be a theory? If a taxonomy only describes what the objects in a domain can be and
not how the objects are distributed in the domain or why they are so distributed (Whetten 1999), can it be
a taxonomic theory? If, on the other hand, all taxonomies are taxonomic theories, then developing a
taxonomy can be thought of as a theory creation process. This presentation explores the relationship
between taxonomies and taxonomic theories in order to address these and other questions.
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