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Digital Data Aren’t So Much about Digital Technology—
They Are about the Content and the Observer

Yoo et al. (2010: 727)

Digital Technology

→ “Increasingly separate nature” 
(Yoo et al., 2024: 10)

Observer
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The Object Paradigm in Information Systems

a) Layered-modular architecture of digital innovation (Yoo et al., 2010)

• Layered: “individual design decisions for components in each layer can be made with 

minimum consideration of other layers” (Yoo et al., 2010: 727)

• Modularity: possibility to align, reconstruct, and add up objects (Henfridsson et al., 2018)

b) Digital technology as a ”resource,” “digital component,” “digital object,” or 

simply “object”

• Enduring: “fully present at each and every point in time over the period of its existence” 

(Faulkner & Runde, 2019: 1283)

• Structured: objects are composed of separate units, which are objects in their own right

(Faulkner & Runde, 2019: 1284)
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Making the Case for the Cognitive-Semiotic View

• Studying data innovation (Aaltonen & Stelmaszak, 2023) 

→ Importance of semiotic functions

• Ontological reversal of the digital (Baskerville et al., 2020: “Digital First”) 

→ Materiality fading to the background

• Economic marginal-cost considerations vs. cognitive factors 

→ Cognitive factors to value higher for data than marginal-cost considerations
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Semiosis (σημείωσις)

ObjectInterpretant
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Based on: Peirce (1932)
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The Cognitive-Semiotic View
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Example: Symbolic Divergence
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Conclusion

• Digital data are highly malleable and undergo quick transformations (symbolic richness, 

symbolic correspondence, symbolic divergence)

• Moving from pure technology orientation toward including the observer

• Distinguishing a semiotic part from the object part of digital data

• Semiotic part will highly depend on the observer (his/her “interpretant,” i.e., cognition) 

• Moving from the notion of a “resource” to the notion of a “medium”
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Thank You!

Frederik M. Metzger
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