Advanced Research & Studies Journal | Vol. 10 No. 6|2019

Planting modern practice in information science garden
Joey A. Carrizales †, Mary D. Delph ‡
† Department of Business Studies, University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands
‡ School of Information Studies, University of Ottawa, Canada

Paper type: Research article
Journal ISSN: 2692-2800

Abstract
Introduction. The purpose of this paper is to introduce to information science in a coherent fashion the
core premises of contemporary practice theory, and thus to engage the information research community
in further debate and discussion.
Method. Contemporary practice-based approaches are summarised in an ensemble of five core premises
by means of a broad conceptual analysis of the relevant literature. Differentiated from its historical
antecedents by central ideas from science and technology studies, particularly actor-network theory and
the sociology of translation, this current practice movement builds on the latest practice 'turn' which is
then used to answer the question of how practice theory could contribute to information science.
Results. Capturing the distinct ontology, epistemology and methodology of current practice theory, the
five key premises provide novel insights in transcending the macro-objectivist and micro-subjectivist
levels of analysis, in sociomateriality, in stretching interactions to action nets to conceptualize dynamic
organizing, in the sharing of tacit knowledge, in the emergent nature of knowing and learning, and in
social order and change as dynamic outcomes of the tightly interwoven processes of doing, knowing
and organizing.
Conclusions This paper distinguishes the everyday notion of practice, mostly understood as practices,
from contemporary practice theory which aspires to integrate practice ontology, epistemology and
methodology into a coherent theoretical framework. This upcoming theory offers a dedicated
vocabulary and approach to all of those information scientists who either focus on macro-structures or
micro-interactions in their studies, but feel at risk of ignoring or missing important dimensions of social
order and change in action.

Introduction
A panoply of practice-based approaches is used in the field of social sciences where human interactions,
activities, networks, communities, organizations and everyday behaviour are among the familiar sites
of inquiry. Examples of such approaches include structuration theory (Giddens 1984) and activity theory
(Leont'ev 1978; Engeström et al. 1999). Since The practice turn in contemporary theory (Schatzki et al.
2001) was published, the social sciences and organization theory in particular have been witnessing a
re-turn to practice (Reckwitz 2002; Stern 2003). We hyphenate the word re-turn to emphasise that
contemporary practice theorists fundamentally re-interpret the widely used notion of practice rather than
simply return to a historical stage in its development. This re-turn to practice is based upon similar
sociological and philosophical roots to all practice-based approaches, but differentiates itself from
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earlier ones by focusing explicitly on central ideas from actor-network theory and the sociology of
translation as they were developed in science and technology studies (Latour and Woolgar 1979; Latour
1987; Law 1994; Law and Hassard 1999; Knorr-Cetina 1999). To demarcate this latest addition to the
family tree of practice theory, we label it the new practice movement or contemporary practice theory.
Earlier approaches in practice thinking have been widely employed for scholarship in the broadest field
of information science including such sub-disciplines as information management, information policy,
librarianship, and the intersection of information, its users and systems (Bates 1999). The purpose of
this paper is not to challenge this body of work, but rather to broaden the theoretical domain for
information science by summarising the new practice movement into five core premises and by posing
preliminary questions that suggest how it might contribute to this domain. These premises constitute a
coherent articulation of the ontological, epistemological and methodological aspects of this new
movement and are proposed to seed contest, confirmation and further research among information
scholars. The questions addressed are straightforward and exploratory: what are the core premises that
unite those who contribute to the recent practice turn and how can information science benefit from this
contemporary movement?
In this paper, we will first provide a brief historical overview of practice-based approaches and the role
they play in social theory. We will then discuss the five premises of the latest branch of practice thinking.
The first premise is that the active agency of material objects in keeping organized settings together
should be acknowledged in our social, organization and information theories. Objects matter. The
second premise is that the definition of social interaction needs to be stretched to incorporate the human
and non-human agencies and actions that bear on that interaction. The third premise is that the highly
dynamic nature of modern organizing can be better captured if and when actions and practices are
prioritised over actors and organizations. The ways we organize ourselves follow from how actions and
practices are interconnected, not the other way around. The fourth premise is that knowledge is, to a
substantial degree, constituted within practice; it is never entirely an individual, human activity. The
fifth premise is that practice is an interpretative lens to study organized settings rather than an empirical
object or a new basic domain of social science. As an ensemble, these premises have come to constitute
an important theoretical movement differentiating contemporary practice theory from the more familiar
study of everyday practices.
The first three premises presented comprise the distinct ontology embraced in current practice thinking.
The fourth premise summarises its epistemology and the fifth one articulates a contemporary definition
of practice. After elaborating on these premises and touching upon their methodological implications,
we conclude with a discussion on their potential relevance for information science. Throughout the
paper, we will use examples from a traditional information practice to illustrate the five premises, but
stress that examples could have been drawn from any type of organization or practice.

Prelude to the new practice movement
The spotlight in all social theories is on the understanding of how society or any other organized setting
such as markets, organizations, communities or networks are ordered and stabilised as well as changed
and developed simultaneously. This core topic of order and change has caused and still causes an
ongoing debate that will probably never be fully resolved. For the largest part of the twentieth century
the debate evolved around the distinctions between macro-social systems and micro-social behaviour
as the basic domains of study, a debate that is also known under the headings of structure and agency
and objectivism and subjectivism (Coulter 2001; Thévenot 2001; Huizing 2007a and b). In the quest for
proper theory explaining social and organizing phenomena, social theorists fundamentally disagreed on
whether we should emphasise the macro or the micro, social systems or human conduct, the object or
the subject, the larger entity or the individual inhabiting that entity, whether that is a nation state, an
institution or a technological infrastructure.
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Practice-based approaches are presented as promising alternatives to these conventional theories that
either focus on macro-social structures to explain how order and change come about, or attribute the
same explanatory power to individual minds and micro-social interactions. First and foremost, practice
offers an alternative perspective on the organization of social life by transcending the divide between
objectivism and subjectivism in novel ways, which clarifies its rising popularity in a growing number
of academic disciplines.
Historically, practice thinking was adopted by and expanded in a widening circle of disciplines, which
ranges from, amongst others, philosophy (Wittgenstein 1973; Foucault 1975, 1983; Lyotard 1984; De
Certeau 1984; Tuomela 2002), sociology (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984), anthropology (Ortner 1994),
psychology (Leont'ev 1978; Engeström et al. 1999), ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967), science and
technology studies (Callon 1986; Law 1992; Pickering 1995; Latour 2005) to organization studies and
information science. In the latter two categories, the notion of practice found application in, for instance,
the community of practice idea (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998; Brown and Duguid 1991, 2001),
strategy research (Whittington 1996; Jarzabkowski 2005), technology in organizations (Orlikowski
2000; Schultze and Orlikowski 2004) and human-computer interaction (Nardi 1996; Kaptelinin and
Nardi 2006).
All of these scholars prefer to build their theories from in-depth understanding of what people actually
do when they organize their private and professional lives, instead of starting from model-theoretical
approaches abstracted from action: 'we prefer to do our observation and descriptive work first and then
derive our theories from our examples, rather than vice versa' (Orr 2006: 1816). The message is that
without thorough understanding of how people instantiate their practices in the here-and-now we are
unable to effectively manage such practices or construct useful theory. This message also implies that
ethnographic and participant-observant research methods are favoured in practice theory. Researchers
are advised to immerse themselves in the areas of life they seek to investigate.
How practice came to be positioned as the intermediate level of analysis between micro-social
interactions and macro-structures and systems can be illustrated with Giddens's pivotal work of the
1980s. Building his structuration theory, Giddens (1984) criticised both objectivism and subjectivism.
In objectivist social theories such as functionalism, naturalism and structuralism (Durkheim 1982, LéviStrauss 1963; Parsons 1971), human behaviour is assumed to be determined by impersonal macro-forces
and objectified structures that are beyond people's control and even comprehension. Organizations
framed as being governed by competitive forces in hostile contexts or model-theoretic strategies and
policies imposed hierarchically on employees or citizens are typical examples of such thinking.
Objectivist theories, according to Giddens, tend to underestimate the active role people play in making
their organizations work and their corresponding knowledgeability and skills.
Conversely, in subjectivist theories such as interpretative sociology, phenomenology and hermeneutics
(Mead 1934; Blumer 1969; Gadamer 1975; Husserl 2001), order and change are professed to emerge
out of the immediate micro-actions and interactions of individuals in processes of communicating, sense
making, learning, negotiating, powering and mutual adjusting. In Giddens's view, however, human
experience, understanding and agency are accorded primacy in these theories at the expense and
sometimes denial of the ordering functions of social structures and systems.
In most sciences, objectivism is the dominant strand of thought (Lakoff and Johnson 1980), which can
be easily recognised in that objectivists prefer to talk about the larger entity that dominates its constituent
parts (the society, the organization, the information architecture or the classification system).
Subjectivism is often taken as a respected yet less prominent alternative to objectivism. It can be found
in the organization literature, for instance, in cognitive theories of organizations (Bonifacio et al. 2004)
or in theories of information behaviour in information science (Case 2002; Fisher et al. 2005; Choo
2006).
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Subsequently, Giddens presented practice as the new basic domain of social theory, as an alternative
ontology that opened up an unprecedented path to rise above the troublesome divide between
objectivism and subjectivism. In his theory, human agency and social structures co-constitute each other
through the medium of practice; practice lies underneath both subject and object. Structures are not
merely thought of as input to human action, as in objectivism, but also as their emergent output. By
participating in a practice, people gradually experience and internalise its structures such as its norms,
rules and shared understandings, including a critical notion of success and failure learned from previous
actions. As input to human agency, these structures provide the constraining and enabling bases from
which people draw while acting and interacting. These structures afford harmony and coherence to
potentially fragmented and dissenting human agency, which acknowledges that we all need at least
some order in our private and professional lives to be competent and creative. The structures of a
practice are also output of human agency, because they are continually reproduced and recreated in and
through the actions of the participants involved in that practice. Practice orders and is ordered by this
interplay between agency and structure.
As was common in the 1980s and beyond, Giddens emphasised the habitual and rule-governed
properties of practice. Practices were predominantly seen as recurrent, routinised and collective types
of conduct, which result in social order precisely because of their repetitive and stable nature. Any
organized setting can be perceived as a constellation of such practices providing order and sense to
human behaviour. Core library practices include, for example, acquiring, organizing and building
relevant collections, and enabling and promoting access to these collections for users individually and
collectively. These practices are simultaneously translocal in the sense that they are generic to virtually
all public libraries worldwide and local, because they are also unique activities and interactions bounded
by time and space.
Compared with objectivism, Giddens' theory illustrates that human actors regain agency in practicebased approaches. Therefore, practice concurs with macro-objectivist structures in its order-generating
capacity, but is not considered nearly as overriding and uni-directional in this capacity as objectivism
would have it. Compared with subjectivism, practice theorists also build on the ordering effects of
mutual agreements, negotiations and other human interactions, but they differ from subjectivism in
viewing these orderings as features of dynamic practices in which individuals are embedded and
constituted, rather than as features of the individuals themselves and their micro-interactions. That is,
individuals do have agency, but not as unfettered as in subjectivism (Schatzki 2001a).
As of the publication of Schatzki et al. (2001), contemporary practice theorists revisited, transformed
and specified the idea of studying organizing processes at the intersection of the macro and the micro.
New ways of transcending the divide between objectivism and subjectivism were envisioned; in
particular in actor-network theory and the sociology of translation (Callon 1986; Law 1994; Law and
Hassard 1999; Latour and Woolgar 1979; Latour 1987, 2005; Pickering 1995; Knorr-Cetina 1999), as
a result of which the development of practice theory accelerated. The core premises of this new practice
movement follow below.

First premise: including objects
As a novel way to transcend the divide between objectivism and subjectivism, contemporary practice
theorists concur in reconsidering the agency attributed to material objects in producing and nesting
human sociality. In objectivism, natural and man-made objects are taken to be given entities ruled by
cause and effect which can be fully determined by their intrinsic, material properties. Objects are
understood to live on their own, disembodied in the external, distinctly non-social world, immune to
subjective thoughts and emotions. A stone is a stone, also if it is ignored by all of us.
In subjectivism, objects hardly ever play any role larger than being the passive backdrop against which
human relationships actively unfold. Objects are not seen as co-producers of social order, which is
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conceived as exclusively or predominantly emerging out of interpersonal relationships. Both thought
worlds do not reflect real-life practices in which non-human and human entities are always inseparably
and intimately interwoven. 'There exists no relation whatsoever between "the material" and "the social
world", because it is this very division which is a complete artifact' (Latour 2005: 75). Contemporary
practice theorists look in astonishment at how we have separated objects and subjects conceptually and
in our natural and social sciences. What would a library be without its collections, catalogues,
classification systems, computers and buildings? How to account for the role these objects have in the
social order of the library?
Even though social theorists disagree about the relative agency that should be attached to objects and
subjects (Pels et al. 2002), they usually argue for a more balanced ontological and methodological status
for both. Lacking intentions, goals and purposeful action, objects are not social in the same sense as are
humans. Yet they have indispensable agency-like effects in ordering, stabilising and changing human
sociality. Saying that objects are social and have agency implies acknowledging that whenever human
relationships in whatever organized setting endure over time and across space, it is caused by objects'
active and persistent mediation.
Objects are relational props that tie us as much as we tie them; they are pre-requisites for keeping social
realities together. Human sociality and social order, current practice theorists say, are object-mediated
or even object-centred (Knorr-Cetina 1997, 2001), implying that human interaction is often and
increasingly organized in relation to objects. This perspective on objects was introduced to information
science by Brown and Duguid (2000), who proposed that documents and other information objects are
active social entities in that, for instance, they can play pivotal boundary roles in bringing diverse groups
of people together to negotiate and coordinate their practices.
The social role of objects ensues from their epistemic features. On the one hand, objects are part of
organized settings as knots of materially inscribed and socially recognised knowledge (Preda 1999).
Library technologies such as computerised catalogues or digital libraries, for instance, materialise
accepted knowledge about information storage, preservation, distribution and access, about values such
as intellectual freedom, equity of access, and so on. Such objects are material configurations of existing
knowledge because of the pre-structured norms, values and routines inscribed in their code which
choreograph library practices.
On the other hand, objects inscribe human agents with the skills and abilities required to put them to
work. While interacting with such library technologies, human agents learn how their actions and
possibilities for action are constrained and enabled by these guiding objects setting the rules and modify
their practical knowledge of how to make use of library services to the material at hand. Think for
instance of how a reference librarian, patron and computer jointly engage in a question and answer
query. Hence, the materialised knowledge encapsulated in objects and the practical knowledge
embodied in subjects mutually inscribe and adapt to each other. Both objects and subjects are carriers
and generators of knowledge in a co-dependent dance of agency (Pickering 1995: 21).
Moreover, objects are integrated into the social order of organized settings not only as socially accepted
knowledge, but also as knowledge-in-flux. Library technologies are continuously maintained, revised,
adapted and extended in never-ending cycles of product development leading to constantly changing
versions which re-arrange the material configurations of library practices upon implementation. At any
moment, therefore, objects are simultaneously ready-to-use and always-in-the-making. This ability of
objects to unfold over time makes them active participants in the production of new knowledge. Their
open-endedness is a continuous source of learning and thus of organizing, because every step in
knowledge development requires that the interests, objectives and activities of the participating human
actors and organizations are aligned with each other and the object of scrutiny.
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Hence, social order results not only from pre-structuring objects which make practices temporally stable
and reproducible until the next change in the material configuration is implemented. Order also follows
from human agents and objects being closely tied in ever-unfolding processes of generating new
knowledge and new material configurations, which are held together by active processes of ordering
(Law 1994). What also binds us together is what we do not know yet. Processes of doing, knowing and
organizing go hand-in-hand in contemporary practice theory, which explains their attraction to students
of organizational learning and knowledge management (Nicolini et al. 2003; Gherardi 2006;
Antonacopoulou 2008). There is knowing in organizing and organizing in knowing.
Others add to this view of objects and subjects mutually inscribing each other by suggesting one further
step (Latour 1992, 1994). Mutual inscription means that objects and subjects are reciprocally changed
in interaction with each other, which implies, however, that they are still perceived as ontologically
separated. The notion of sociomateriality acknowledges that seeing objects and subjects as separate
entities suffices for analytical purposes, but that both are in fact fully intertwined in practice: 'there is
no social that is not also material, and no material that is not also social' (Orlikowski 2007: 1437). This
relational view on objects and subjects was introduced to organization theory and information systems
by Orlikowski (2007, 2010) and is quickly gaining ground in these disciplines (Orlikowski and Scott
2008).
This view of objects as epistemic and socio-material resources actively participating in the construction
of social order has three consequences for practice theory. First, objects are neither determined by their
intrinsic, material properties, as assumed in objectivism, nor are they passive or marginal in the
generation of social order, as in subjectivism. Instead, objects and subjects are similar in that both are
configurations of practical knowledge. While objects still lack the intentions, goals and purposeful
action which are so typical for human actors, this similarity between objects and subjects legitimises a
more symmetrical ontological and methodological treatment of both, meaning that both deserve to be
analysed in our studies as containers and producers of knowledge constitutively entangled (Orlikowski
2007) in socio-material practices.
Secondly, the definition of practice as habitual and recurrent behaviour, common in the 1980s and
beyond, needs to be adjusted to these latest insights (Rouse 2001; Thévenot 2001). Practice is now seen
as a temporally unfolding, materially mediated array of activities (Schatzki 1996), a heterogeneous
mixture of objects and subjects, the core of which are the continuously evolving epistemic interactions
between human and non-human agencies which help shape order and change.
Thirdly, this definition of practice shifts the attention away from objects and subjects as separate entities
to the processual forms of doing, knowing and organizing out of which order and change arise. Focusing
on what people actually do and conjuring a world-in-flux, practice theorists underline verbs, not nouns.

Second premise: stretching interaction
Viewing practices as temporally unfolding object-subject mixtures does not fully explain how microsocial behaviour is related to macro-social structure. How exactly is a patron visiting a local library on
a Saturday morning associated with the library as global institution which intends to support ideational
(Whetten 2006) ideals of democracy, intellectual freedom, equity of access and learning (Black 1997;
Buschman and Leckie 2007; Gorman 2000; Osburn 2009)?
The conventional way of relating the micro to the macro is to distinguish hierarchically ordered levels
of analysis (individual, group, organizational, inter-organizational, institutional), select the preferred
basic domain of study (in information behaviour frequently micro-social interaction), call the nonchosen levels context (which often remains underspecified and understudied), and then explicate the
relations among them in a theoretical framework or model. This commonly applied approach, however,
can lead only to next episodes in the micro-macro saga, because 'to every structuralist an interactionist
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will be born' (Latour 2005: 168). The idea of hierarchical levels of analysis is therefore reconceptualised in the new practice movement.
The second step in transcending the micro-macro divide is redefining what an interaction is, so that it
includes the human and non-human agencies and actions bearing on that interaction. Which agencies
and actions are involved when a patron's reference question is answered on that Saturday morning? In
one of the most influential elaborations of objectivism, neoclassical economics, such interactions are
seen as one-off transactions between atomised and rational exchange parties, which are ordered by
market or market-like mechanisms. Google's ubiquity exemplifies how deeply the market metaphor can
inform the shaping of information exchange between information supply and information demand. In
subjectivism, scholarly attention is limited to the immediate micro-interactions of individuals to
understand better how order and change are achieved in processes of communicating, mutual adjusting,
sense making and powering, among others (Mead 1934; ;Garfinkel 1967; Blumer 1969). Macro and
material agencies are generally marginalised or omitted in the definition of interaction.
In contemporary practice theory, the view on interaction is stretched to incorporate the non-human and
human agencies that are connected-in-action. So perceived, library staff, the place, the catalogue, the
collection, the computers and even the signage in the building can unite to service the patron at the very
moment of meeting the reference librarian. Interaction should be even more expanded to include the
relations with all of the organizations, institutions and their mediating artifacts such as policies and
standards, which are called upon in that one librarian-patron interaction. The practices of standard
organizations, professional associations, educators, researchers, consultancies, technology firms,
politicians, management and library staff, each situated in its own context, are together implicated in
that single interaction, as becomes clear with, for instance, the standardised behavioural reference rules
glued to the librarian's computer instructing local staff or with the common definition of a reference
transaction transferred in policy documents. Reference service emerges out of the interactions in this
broad set of situated practices, in relation to the situated context in which it is located itself. It is
continuously constructed and re-constructed by all of those non-human and human agencies actively
engaged in that practice.
The result of this stretched view on interaction is that the entire set of relevant practices, its institutions
and its historical development can be studied in every street-level (Lipsky 1980) interaction. Each
interaction encloses the connections between the micro and the macro (Gherardi 2006). This reconceptualisation of hierarchical levels of analysis into a flattened (Latour 2005) plane of interacting
human and material agencies implies that contemporary practice theorists are less concerned than their
predecessors with establishing practice as the new, one-and-only, basic domain of the social sciences.
Instead, practice is viewed as an interpretive lens from which observers can move up to include the
relevant macro-institutional order and down to the implicated human and non-human agencies, the goal
of which are accounts of actual practices that are as rich and insightful as possible. The main question
in such accounts is how the involved agencies are connected-in-action in the here-and-now, how these
connections come about, and how they evolve in simultaneously enduring and unpredictable ways over
time and across space. How to compose such encompassing practice accounts is one of the
methodological challenges on which current research is focused (Nicolini 2009). In the section on the
fifth premise we will briefly discuss a recent methodological framework that addresses these challenges.

Third premise: foregrounding dynamics
The collective of agencies being reproduced in each of the street-level interactions is referred to in the
new practice movement as the field or texture of interconnected practices (Schatzki 2001a; Gherardi
2006), actor-network (Law and Hassard 1999; Latour 2005), action net (Czarniawska 2004) or practicenetwork (Nicolini 2009). Disregarding their differences for the moment (see Czarniawska 2004 for a
comparison), these novel modes of organizing are viewed as highly flexible and dynamic sets of situated
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actions and practices which interconnect whenever required to deal with specific topics or interests in
the field. These forms of organizing typically transcend the boundaries of any given organization and
constantly change their composition. Czarniawska (2002) gives an example of the multitude of actions
and actors involved in the public marketing of a city. In her study, Gherardi (2000, 2006) illustrates how
numerous situated practices, from building companies' practices to those of subcontractors, architects
and legislators, directly participate in the construction of safety in the Italian building industry.
The third premise of practice theory is that modes of organizing should be imagined as the outcomes
rather than the sources of the organizing activities that take place within a particular field. Whereas a
conventional analysis, from either objectivist or subjectivist stance, would begin with an organized
setting such as a corporation or a community as the starting point of analysis, contemporary practice
theory foregrounds situated actions and practices and how they are connected and coordinated to
produce action nets, actor-networks or whatever other label we attach to the forms of organizing we
observe in action. Therefore, it is not these forms of organizing but the actions and practices leading to
them, which deserve our foremost attention. The actors are acknowledged only after we have named
their activities to emphasise that they are generated through the connections of actions, rather than vice
versa.
The advantage, and also complexity, of the methodological advice to follow the actions and practices
instead of the actors is that it allows us to better capture the highly dynamic nature of modern organizing,
which increasingly happens 'in a net of fragmented, multiple contexts, through multitudes of
kaleidoscopic movements' (Czarniawska 2004: 786). Like many practices, organizing reference service
or organizing accessible collections in libraries occurs similarly throughout the world, and involves a
lot of activity of many organizers who 'move around quickly and frequently' (Czarniawska 2004: 786)
to spot, coordinate and enact new developments in their practices. Current practice theory intends to
describe and explain these complex ordering dynamics by viewing all organized settings as being in a
constant state of becoming (Clegg et al. 2005; Bjørkeng et al. 2009). Foregrounding process and
dynamics, it aspires to present an alternative to rational and instrumental conceptions of organizational
change and innovation, which are mainly based upon the ordering effects of macro-structures and
systems.

Fourth premise: explicating knowing
The differences among objectivism, subjectivism and practice theory are not merely ontological and
methodological in nature, but also epistemological. Practice theorists in general articulate a distinctive
view on 'how people come to know' which is based upon the premise that knowledge is at least to a
considerable extent constituted within practice. They usually argue that to be able to act proficiently and
knowledgeably in whatever socio-material activity, more and different knowledge is required than can
be verbally expressed. 'What agents know about what they do, and why they do it—their
knowledgeability as agents— is largely carried in practical consciousness' (Giddens 1984: xxiii). This
tacit (Polanyi 1966) or non-propositional (Schatzki et al.2001) knowledge can be learned only through
active participation in actual practices. 'It is in practice … that knowledge comes to life, stays alive, and
fades away' (Nicolini et al. 2003: 26).
In this sense, knowledge and knowledge development are never entirely individual activities. Even a
brilliant idea of an individual genius needs a well-informed audience to be recognised as brilliant; it
requires discussion and validation by knowledgeable others who are typically combined in a practice.
Learning is therefore defined as a process of social engagement situated in a specific practice, whereby
knowledge is co-constructed in processes of negotiation among the participants of this practice in
relation to its material and institutional arrangement. Apart from the social and epistemic role objects
play in practice, which is a recent addition to practice theory described in a previous section, this
collective rather than individual epistemology has a long tradition that dates back to philosophers such
as Hegel, Frege, Russell, and Wittgenstein (Schatzki 1996; Budd 2001). It was later introduced to
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information science by Egan and Shera who articulated it in their notion of social epistemology (e.g.,
Egan and Shera 1952; Shera 1972; Budd 2001; Osburn 2009). The view on objects in current practice
theory as materialised knots of socially recognised knowledge adds to this collective or social
epistemology, because it underscores once more the non-individualist nature of knowledge processes.
The emphasis on practice and the individual-embedded-in-practice (Tsoukas 2005) is in contrast to
individualist approaches to knowledge and learning of both objectivist and subjectivist character. The
socio-material epistemology embraced by the new practice movement resists the conceptualisation of
tacit and explicit knowledge as two separate processes which could be converted into each other, the
view on knowledge of Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), which has gained so many followers in the
knowledge management and organizational learning literatures. Going back to the original source on
the tacit dimension of knowledge (Polanyi 1966), it is argued that while tacit and explicit knowledge
can be distinguished for analytical purposes, they can never be separated (Tsoukas 2005). Instead,
practice is positioned as the natural place in which explicit or propositional knowledge obtains
significance if and when it is combined with participants' tacit, embodied knowledge. To become a
resource for action, explicit knowledge presumes and relies on practice.
This practice view on knowledge rejects objectivist notions of knowledge, in which knowledge is
conceived of as a thing that can be taken out of its context and distributed freely. Rather than being a
'tradeable asset' or a 'verbal representation of the world', knowledge is seen as a 'way of acting and using
artifacts' (Miettinen et al. 2009: 1312), a knowing which acknowledges the 'social, processual,
materially and historically mediated, emergent, situated and always open-ended and temporary'
temperament of knowledge processes (Nicolini et al. 2003: 26). Consequently, contemporary practice
theorists also oppose the subjectivist, cognitive views of knowledge and learning which place the
individual mind in the centre of social and organizational life (Schatzki et al. 2001). Knowledge is at
least partly constructed in practice, in interaction with its participating objects and subjects, and can
therefore not be solely defined as an individual, human phenomenon.
With its socio-material epistemology, the new practice movement provides solutions to three theoretical
problems that have troubled social, organization and knowledge management theory for so long. First,
in individualist approaches to knowledge and learning the issue of how tacit knowledge gets shared
amongst human beings often remains mysterious. Contemporary practice theory gives an explanation
for this phenomenon by accentuating that collective activity is dependent upon shared, embodied and
skillful understandings, which can be acquired only through active involvement in practices. A
corresponding definition of practices is 'embodied, materially mediated arrays of human activity
centrally organized around shared practical understanding' (Schatzki et al. 2001: 2).
Second, the wish to manage knowledge often results in a theoretical focus on intentional, deliberate
learning at the expense of unintentional, emergent learning. Learning in practice theory can be
deliberate, but just as well emergent, because it is so intimately connected to doing-in-the-here-andnow, in negotiation with others ( Lave and Wenger1991).
Finally, as noted earlier, the core of practices are the ever-unfolding epistemic interactions between
human and non-human agencies, which are held together by active processes of organizing. In current
practice theory, the age-old problem of the social sciences of how order comes about is solved by
establishing an inextricable connection between the processes of doing, knowing and organizing. To
know in this sense is knowing how to keep the practical arrangements of subjects and objects together
in such a way that durable order and relentless change results. Thus, a practice epistemology is particular
in these ways.

Fifth premise: articulating practice
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There is no unified practice-based approach to social order and change, not even within what we call
the new practice movement. Instead, a lively debate exists in which a multitude of practice-based
approaches negotiate its course. Despite this diversity, however, there is a clear line noticeable in how
the notion of practice evolved from the 1980s until now.
As described earlier, the influential practice theories of the 1980s (Bourdieu 1977; Giddens 1984) aimed
at establishing practice as the new basic domain of the social sciences in which human agency and
macro-social structures were combined to theorize social order. For this purpose, practice was defined
in terms of the repetitive, rule-governed and collective features of the activities it comprises.
With the re-turn to practice in 2001 (Schatzki et al. 2001), the notion of practice broadened to temporally
unfolding, 'materially mediated arrays of human activity centrally organized around shared practical
understanding' (Schatzki 2001a: 2). Compared with the 1980s, it was now emphasised that practices do
not consist only of habitual and regularised task performance, but also of creative and constructive
activities (Rouse 2001; Thévenot2001, Knorr-Cetina 2001). The epistemic features of practice were
highlighted to explain that practices can generate social order and stability as well as change and
innovation. At the same time it was commonly stressed that practices are materially mediated, in this
way acknowledging the agentic role of objects in stabilising and developing social realities (Schatzki et
al. 2001).
Recently, practice has been described as 'a mode, relatively stable in time and socially recognized, of
ordering heterogeneous items into a coherent set' (Gherardi 2006: 34). This definition of practice comes
with a methodological framework on how to generate insightful practice accounts, which is indicative
of the current state in the new practice movement. Three dimensions of practice are distinguished in this
framework, each of which needs to be read to provide a full account of the studied practice (Gherardi
2009b, 2010; Corradi et al. 2010).
The first reading or inquiry from the outside is focused on the activities themselves or what people
actually do to find a pattern of activities which, if socially recognised as a way of ordering, stabilises
collective action and the goal of the practice. For the reference practice of libraries, this would imply,
for example, the classification system and definitions used in counting and evaluating reference
questions as quick or directional, informational or technical which employ an array of communication
modes that are also classified and recorded, such as e-mail, chat, in-person or telephone.
The second reading portrays the practice from the inside to illuminate the shared knowing and learningin-practice. Managing a library's client-staff relationships enduring over time including for example, the
library staff's invisible, local relationships with their regular patrons who are known and who frequent
a library's reference desk, illustrates this second reading of practice.
The third reading addresses what doing the practice does in terms of its reproducing effects on society.
For this purpose, practice is viewed as a recurrent pattern of socially sustained activities, which
problematises not what is done, but 'what socially sustains a way of doing things together' (Gherardi
2009: 546 emphasis added). In short, practice is approached as a way of organizing which produces
effects on social order and change, as we have emphasised throughout this paper. Reference practice
from this perspective makes a difference in sustaining the largest notion of public as a social field, and
in sustaining the ideals of equality and intellectual freedom among the citizenry.
This recent view on practice expresses the fifth and last premise we distinguish: that practice is an
interpretive lens rather than the new basic domain of social science sought after in the 1980s. Instead of
positioning practice as an intermediate level between the macro and the micro, as for instance Giddens
(1984) proposed, 'studying practice requires choosing different angles for observation and interpretation
frameworks without necessarily giving prominence to any one of these vistas' (Nicolini 2009: 1396).
Moreover, practice as an interpretive lens implies that it is presented as a theoretical concept aimed at
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making sense of real-world phenomena rather than being the empirical object itself. To make this
distinction clearer, the empirical object is sometimes referred to as praxis, which connotes the everyday
meaning of the word, as in medical or legal praxis. In line with Gherardi (2010), we argue that a partition
is needed that divides the everyday notion of practice, mostly understood as practices, from practicebased approaches which aspire to integrate practice ontology, epistemology and methodology in
coherent theoretical frameworks.
In sum, practice theorists oppose the artificial divide between objects and subjects, simply because both
can be observed to live intimately together in actual social and organizational life. By including the
active agency of objects, stretching the definition of social interaction, foregrounding the dynamic
nature of modern organizing and using practice as an interpretive lens, they aim to cover the entire
spectrum between the macro and the micro in their studies. Pursuing this aim results in a distinct
ontology that can be summarised as being heterogeneous, connective and constructive; in a nonindividualist, socio-material epistemology; and in a methodology which approaches objects and subjects
symmetrically as bearers and generators of knowledge that suggests concentrating on their actions and
practices to understand how social order and change are achieved.

Discussion
New theories need to specify unsolved theoretical problems and link these problems to viable solutions
that justify the adoption of these theories in wider academic circles (Tolbert and Zucker 1996;
Czarniawska and Sevón 1996). As described here, contemporary practice theory provides novel insights
in transcending the macro-objectivist and micro-subjectivist levels of analysis, in sociomateriality, in
the constantly unfolding epistemic interactions between human and non-human agencies, in stretching
interactions to action nets to capture dynamic organizing, in the sharing of tacit knowledge, in the
emergent nature of knowing and learning, and in social order and change as dynamic outcomes of the
tightly interwoven processes of knowing and organizing. These novel insights foreground practice as
an organizing concept that is intertwined with processes of doing and knowing. Explaining its adoption
in various academic disciplines, current practice theory offers a comprehensive alternative for the study
of doing, knowing and organizing within and across all types of social life and human sociality. With
its unique ontology, epistemology and methodology, it is well-equipped to deepen and widen our
understanding of present-day organizing.
Though contemporary practice theory has been widely embraced and referenced across many domains
of social theory noted here, critics underscore the diversity of the new practice movement as being its
greatest conceptual weakness. It has been suggested that current practice-based approaches have
gathered together on a labelling bandwagon which both facilitates institutionalisation of practice theory
by a community of scholars and differentiates practice approaches and studies (Corradi et al. 2010: 14).
Arguably, the 'polysemy of the term itself' along with its virtually infinite 'commonsense' meanings
(Corradi et al. 2010: 13) strips meaning and rigour from all practice studies. Even recognising this
polysemy, we propose that practice-based approaches and their underlying social theories are
particularly relevant for the information science domain.
How, then, can the new practice movement contribute to information science? First, some of the five
premises of contemporary practice theory presented here have been applied to information science, but
are, to the best of our knowledge, predominantly used in stand-alone fashions. We have mentioned
examples of these partial inclusions of practice thinking in information science throughout the paper,
such as the social role of objects (Brown and Duguid 2000), sociomateriality (Orlikowski 2007, 2010),
and social epistemology (Egan and Shera 1952; Osburn 2009), while ethnography and participant
observation as the preferred research methods to gain rich understandings of organizing-in-action are
not new to information science either. Contemporary practice theory offers a way to integrate these
elements in comprehensive studies that combine practice ontology, epistemology and methodology in
encompassing theoretical frameworks.
48

Advanced Research & Studies Journal | Vol. 10 No. 6|2019

Moreover, the ensemble of the five practice premises developed in this paper can be used to differentiate
those approaches that we would place under the heading 'practice theory' from those that are based upon
commonsense views of practice, which could help reduce the polysemy of the practice concept and
consequent misunderstandings about what practice theory entails. As an example of how information
science researchers are taking a practice-based approach in this case to the study of information
behaviour, and in contrast with practice theory as outlined in this paper, we comment briefly on
Savolainen's (2008) recent study, Everyday information practices: a social phenomenological
perspective. In this work, Savolainen builds his view on practice mainly upon its social epistemology,
disregarding the sociomaterial and epistemic role of objects, the stretching of interactions to include the
involved agencies and the interwoven processes of doing, knowing and organizing producing order and
change. Hence, he does not address practice as an interpretive lens from which researchers can zoom in
(Nicolini 2009) to the implicated human and non-human agencies and zoom out to the relevant macroinstitutional order. Neither are the methodological implications of practice theory discussed. Instead,
Savolainen seems to understand practice as practices, which in his study hardly extend beyond the
micro-social level of analysis, the traditional domain of information behaviour research. Interpreting
practice as an array of activities, as practices, highlights the previously identified problematic polysemy
of the term and foregrounds an important emerging conceptual partition between practice as
epistemology and practice as knowledgeable action or practices (Corradi et al. 2010: 14).
Furthermore, information science is a social science, which implies it is directed towards the explanation
and achievement of order and change in social life. Its unique contribution derives from its focus on the
information aspect of this broad topic of organizing. 'In comparison to other social and behavioural
science fields, we are always looking for the red thread of information in the social texture of people's
lives' (Bates 1999: 1048). The methodological advice of contemporary practice theory to 'follow the
actions and practices' has 'follow the information' as its counterpart in information science. Following
the information also includes following all of the action as they change and order information's social
effects.
Next, as a research discipline, information science is constituted by at least two principal fields of
inquiry, which are part of the broad organizing topic of the social sciences: a) the representation and
organization of information and knowledge, and b) the creation, seeking, sharing and use of information.
Whereas the former body of research can be characterised as primarily objectivist, seeking the macroview of information and knowledge systems, the latter theme is typically limited to a subjectivist, microsocial view of information behaviour (e.g., Savolainen 2008). The new practice movement is useful and
relevant to everyone specialising in either plane, but who are at risk of ignoring or missing important
dimensions of social order and change from the perspective of information-in-action. It provides a
dedicated vocabulary and approach to all of those information scientists who either focus on macrostructures or micro-interactions, but who need or wish to face the entire spectrum of the macro and the
micro in their studies.
Additionally, part of the new practice movement is that context or contingent factors influencing the set
of studied variables can be dispensed with in our analyses. If a human or non-human agent is active, it
should be included; if not, it can be discarded. By stretching micro-actions and interactions up to the
macro-institutional level the relevant agencies that are affecting each other in meaningful ways can be
accounted for in our studies. In this way, context is never only the background or props to a performance
or a normative culture framing the action; rather, the agency of context is studied in greater detail.
Moreover, stretching interactions allows us to understand how an individual subscribing to a newspaper
organizes not only her personal life, but also society. 'The doings of everyday life are seen as constituting
a foundation for social order and institutions' (Miettinen 2009: 1312). These everyday doings obviously
include everyday information behaviour.
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Finally, viewing information and knowledge phenomena through the lens of practice can open up
interesting research avenues in information science. A few illustrative examples are: How do the many
situated practices of the many involved, national and international actors combine in the construction
of global topics such as open access, privacy or surveillance, both locally and translocally? Which
understandings regarding order and change arise from following the thread of information in the
construction of such topics? How is micro-social information behaviour affected by its macroinstitutional context, and vice versa? How do information seeking, sharing and use contribute to order
and change in any type of organized setting? How can design of information systems facilitate everyday
sociality? What role do information objects play in the constitution of society? Although many of these
questions are already being addressed among information scholars from various theoretical standpoints,
few demonstrate the epistemological, ontological and methodological reach connecting the micro and
the macro-social relations that obtain through the ensemble of practice theory as it is premised here.
With this paper we hope to plant a seed of contemporary practice theory into information science and
encourage a scholarly debate on how both can benefit from each other. The two disciplines can be
mutually enriching if we agree with the following line of reasoning. Current practice theory and
information science are members of the social sciences. As members of the social sciences they are both
aimed at the explanation and achievement of social order and change. Social order and change are the
results of observable instances of organizing. In contemporary practice theory, organizing is closely tied
to doing and knowing. Organizing, doing and knowing are directed towards keeping the practical
arrangements of human and material agencies together. Applying the new practice movement to
information science would bring to the fore the red thread of information in these processes of
organizing, doing and knowing.
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