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Abstract 

Introduction. This paper considers practice theory and the analytical implications of 
using this theoretical approach in information literacy research. More precisely the aim 
of the paper is to discuss the translation of practice theoretical assumptions into 
strategies that frame the analytical focus and interest when researching workplace 
information literacy. Two practice theoretical perspectives are selected, one by 
Theodore Schatzki and one by Etienne Wenger, and their general commonalities and 
differences are analysed and discussed.
Analysis. The two practice theories and their main ideas of what constitute practices, 
how practices frame social life and the central concepts used to explain this, are 
presented. Then the application of the theories within workplace information literacy 
research is briefly explored. 
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Results and Conclusion. The two theoretical perspectives share some commonalities 
as they both emphasise practice as a constellation of activities and share an interest in 
the constitution and conditioning of such activities in social life. However, researchers 
must be aware that there also exist differences between the two theories that impact on 
the analytical focus by emphasising some aspects of practice in favour of others. 

CHANGE FONT

Introduction

In this paper the authors consider practice theory and the implication of using this approach in 
workplace information literacy research. The use of practice theory as a theoretical perspective for 
understanding information literacy is still not a very common approach (Cox 2012a) and can be seen 
as still emerging in the information studies field. However, practice approaches are reflected in the 
work of several information literacy researchers such as Eckerdal (2011), Limberg, Sundin and Talja 
(2012), Lipponen (2010), Lloyd (2009, 2010), and Tuominen, Savolainen and Talja (2005), where the 
focus is on information literacy as something that develops in social contexts and is specific to a 
particular community (Talja and Lloyd 2010: xii).

Practice theory is not a coherent theory but consists of several theoretical perspectives. This 
understanding emphasises the need of discussing the analytical implications when choosing a 
particular practice perspective, as theories may differ in their epistemological and ontological 
orientation. Theories of practice are neither prescriptive, nor do they very seldom inform us about 
how empirical work should be carried out. Instead we are given a theoretical perspective or an 
interpretative lens (Huizing and Cavanagh 2011) from which we can observe the world as social. 
Therefore, using a certain practice theoretical perspective implies some specific methodological and 
analytical consequences for studying information literacy, because they ‘[…] offer [us] contingent 
systems of interpretation which enable us to make certain empirical statements (and exclude other 
forms of empirical statements)’ (Reckwitz 2002: 257). When choosing a certain theoretical 
perspective this choice implies that we turn our attention in a certain direction, and in doing so, 
acknowledge that we are emphasising some analytical aspects in favour of others. Researchers need to 
reflect on this by discussing the translation of practice theory in to analytical strategies (see also 
Halkier and Jensen 2011). 

The aim of this paper is to more generally discuss the analytical implications of using practice theory 
to frame information literacy research in workplace settings. The present analysis will focus on 
comparing the general commonalities and differences between two selected practice theoretical 
perspectives; the first by Theodore Schatzki (2001, 2002, 2010) and the other by Etienne Wenger 
(1998, 2010). These two theoretical perspectives have featured in practice oriented research in library 
and information science within the last decade in research areas such as information practice (e.g 
Anderson 2007; Cox 2012a, 2012b; Lloyd 2010; Moring 2011; Savolainen 2008; Veinot 2007), 
information sharing (e.g. Hara 2009; Pilerot and Limberg 2011; Talja and Hansen 2006) and 
information literacy (e.g. Lloyd 2009, 2010).

In the following sections we will briefly introduce practice theory summarising the application of this 
theoretical approach within the information studies field and more specifically within information 
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literacy research. Then we will introduce the two selected practice theoretical perspectives, discuss 
the general commonalities and differences between them, and consider more generally how they 
impact the analytical focus when researching information literacy.

Introducing practice theory

Practice theory has its roots in philosophical work (Wittgenstein 1958; Schatzki 2002) and in the 
work of social and cultural theorists (Bourdieu 1976; Giddens 1979; Gherardi 2009; Lave and Wenger 
1991; Rose 2010) in areas pertaining to education, organizational studies, working life and serious 
leisure. Practice theory is therefore not ‘a theory’ but consists of several theoretical perspectives, 
which differ in their theoretical framing. However, there are some features common to all practice 
theories that loosely bind these approaches together. Reckwitz (2002: 244) points out that ‘they do 
form a family of theories’, while Schatzki (2012: 1) notes that several general concepts are shared by 
the divergent group who call themselves practice theorists. This includes the ideas that practice 
represents an organized constellation of different people’s activities, and that practice is understood 
intersubjectively as anchored in the activities of multiple people, and not as the action of an individual 
(Schatzki, 2012).

In the information studies field the practice approach has been characterised by Talja (2006: 123) as 
‘a more sociologically and contextually oriented line of research’ where the focus is on the social and 
dialogic construction which underpins information seeking and use, as these activities are 
operationalized within a given setting, and according to the social conditions that inherently shape the 
setting. As Cox (2012a) points out, practice approaches which draw from sociological and 
anthropological traditions challenge traditional individualist/cognitive and psychologically influenced 
approaches by focusing on the activities of multiple people in co-participation within a practice 
(Lloyd 2011), and on the construction and agreement of knowledge as an interactional relationship 
between people in practice (Lloyd 2012) and across practices (Moring 2011).

The concept of information practice has as mentioned previously been explored and described by a 
number of information science researchers. These researchers have drawn from a range of practice 
approaches to situate information practice as a social practice that is produced and reproduced within 
specific settings. However, the information practice research field has been characterized by an on-
going discussion of what constitute an information practice which has led Savolainen (2007) to 
describe information practice as an ‘umbrella-concept’ drawing upon different discourses. For 
instance Talja and Hansen identify information practices as ‘practices of information seeking, 
retrieval, filtering and synthesis’ (2006: 113). Savolainen views everyday information practice as 
consisting of three main components ‘information seeking, information use and information 
sharing’ (Savolainen 2008: 49-50), while Lloyd (2010) views these elements as activities of practice 
rather than practices in themselves. Cox (2012b: 61ff) argues that the concept of information practice 
‘seems to privilege those few practices that are primarily informational’ and instead he suggests using 
the phrase ‘information in social practice’ arguing that most social practices includes information 
activities that can be seen as involving information seeking, sharing, creation or management. While 
differences exist between approaches to information practice, there are also common elements such as 
a focus on social practices and people as they engage in activities and negotiations about information 
and ways of knowing in the on-going performance of their life.

Applying a practice perspective to information literacy allows for a broader analytical approach which 
aims to view the practice holistically focusing on the interaction between people, information and 
knowledge practices in a particular setting, with an emphasis on how information activities are 
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socially constituted, conditioned and negotiated in practices. Practice theoretical perspective have 
been especially influential on information literacy studies in workplaces compared to educational 
settings were a prevailing amount of information literacy research origins. One major reason for this 
might be that practice theory applied in workplaces and organizational context relates the study of 
work to the study of organizing, and offer researchers the ability to observe and analyse the ‘fine 
details of how people use the resources available to them to accomplish intelligent actions, and how 
they give those actions sense and meaning’ (Gherardi 2012: 2). This includes the use of information 
resources and also considers how information activities are valued and becomes meaningful within a 
working practice.

Given that there is no single practice perspective or single methodological approach to studying 
practices, the discussion of the analytical translation of practice theory can be approached in many 
ways. In the following section the analytical focus used in this paper will be described. 

Analytical focus

A common starting point for all practice theories is the questions: what constitutes a practice and how 
do practices frame social life? Schatzki (2012: 13ff.) identifies three general commonalties that reflect 
this:

1. The idea that a practice is an organized constellation of different people's activities; 
2. The idea that important features of human life (both social and psychological) must be 

understood as forms of or as rooted in human activity – not in the activity of individuals, but in 
practices, and

3. That the basis of human activity is located in non-propositional bodily abilities.

The first commonalities points at practices as a social phenomenon. The idea that practices have 
bodily dimensions that emerge through material relations, and reflect knowledge or knowing how to 
go on is also highlighted. This is an increasingly important feature of practice theory that refutes the 
mind/body dualism and is inspired by the works of Merleau-Ponty (1962), the skills and expertise 
work by Dreyfus (1991) and by Bourdieu (1976) who sees the body in relation to the organizing of 
activities and as an expression of know-how knowledge (Schatzki 2012). Further three related 
commonalties are proposed by Feldman and Orlikowski (2011: 1241). These are that 1) situated 
actions are consequential in the production of social life, 2) dualisms are rejected and 3) relations are 
mutually constitutive. The present analysis will focus on identifying these general commonalities but 
also the differences there may exist between the two selected theories. This is done by analysing the 
main ideas of what practices are and how they frame social life by looking at the central concepts 
used in the two theories to explain this.

Practices are invisible and the organization of practices are abstract phenomena, so when researching 
practices Schatzki (2012) points out that they cannot be directly perceived. Therefore practices must 
be uncovered through analysis of e.g. knowledge, language, stories and activities underpinned by the 
narrative of how practice happens over time. The power of a practice theoretical approach lies in its 
ability to frame researcher awareness of the composition of a practice relation. Within the 
commonalities mentioned above there exists three central analytical dimensions that focuses on the 
relationship between 1) practices and activities, 2) the individual and the social and 3) the body and 
the mind. These dimensions will also be briefly touched upon in the following analysis.
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Two practice theoretical perspectives and their application 
within information literacy research in workplace settings

The first selected perspective draws from the ontological work of Schatzki (2002), while the second 
explores Wenger’s (1998) practice-based understanding of learning in communities of practice.

A Schatzkian view of practice

According to Schatzki social life is inherent within a practice and is composed of ‘a materially 
mediated array of human activity centrally organized around shared practical understandings’ (2002: 
71). Engaging in the practices of a social site enables the sites members to understand how social life 
happens, because the engagement gives members insights into what forms of knowledge and ways of 
knowing are legitimized and sanctioned. Working from an ontological position, Schatzki suggests that 
life can be analysed through the social site as a place where coexistence transpires through a web of 
ongoing practice and arrangements (Schatzki 2000: 26; Lloyd 2010).

The interest in this type of analysis lies in understanding how things happen and how this happening 
emerges through sayings and doings that entwine the social site. Where sayings represent what is 
spoken or gestured about, and doings reflect the actual performances associated with the execution of 
a practice. Schatzki suggests that ‘a practice always exhibits a set of ends that participants should or 
may pursue […] and a selection of tasks that they should or may perform’ (2002: 80). This approach 
also emphasises the idea of actions that are bundled together to form an activity. Maintaining practice 
requires activity and skill development and a shared understanding of the embodied knowledge or 
know-how (Schatzki 2002: 3). The concept of prefigurement is central to this theory of practice, 
whereby the social site qualifies the path of an activity, i.e. it is enabled or constrained through 
discourse. Practices are prefigured through a process of social interaction which over time creates 
layers of meanings (Lloyd 2010: 250). Central to the idea of practice is the role of the body as a 
signifying body revealing the nature of the site and as an instrumental body demonstrating practical 
reasoning (Lloyd 2010).

Applying a practice approach to information literacy research that draws from a Schatzkian 
perspective requires that researchers employ an analytical lens to practice as the site of the social 
(Schatzki 2002). The nature and emergence of information literacy as a practice is the result of 
discursively produced agreements about what constitutes knowledge and ways of knowing (Lloyd 
2012). Consequently information literacy researchers must focus on understanding how the practice 
emerges within a site, and the social, corporeal dimensions that shape and reshape peoples’ interaction 
with others who are co-located and participating in the same practice. Analysis will also focus on the 
saying and doings that shape and maintain the practice, with the aim of understanding how it emerges 
in particular settings according to the types of knowledge that are legitimized and the ways of 
knowing that are sanctioned within the practice.

In the study of ambulance officers Lloyd (2009) found that the transition of novices from training to 
work requires reconciling knowledge that connects novices to epistemic sources of canonical 
knowledge, e.g. rules and regulations and policies of work, with knowledge situated in the actual 
performance of work, e.g. novices moved from practice associated with learning to become a 
practitioner towards practices associated with being a practitioner. To effect this transition, novices 
engage with information literacy practice in order to recognize the different forms of knowledge 
(local, contingent, experiential, corporeal) and information sources that are legitimised and sanctioned 
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as part of the discourses of the workplace. This shift requires novices to begin to think collectively, to 
recognize that knowledge is a collective possession (Gherardi 2009) that is composed over time of the 
collective sayings and doings of experiential and embodied learning. Novice workers must develop 
strategies and ways of knowing to learn how sources are situated within the workplace setting, they 
must also engage with affordances furnished by the language which will allow them to learn how to 
become an ambulance officer. They must also identify the purpose of information related activities 
(e.g. information seeking, information sharing) in addition to the skills that are required to connect 
with the workplace landscape to understand the skilled performance of work and to engage with the 
shaping of recognisable workplace identity. A study of nurses (Bonner and Lloyd 2011), reported that 
participants emphasised the critical importance of other nurses in the development of occupational 
identity, solidarity and understanding about the professional performance of work. This information is 
referenced against epistemic sources of agreed upon knowledge (Lloyd 2009: 402).

Practices also have corporeal dimensions and the body represents a central source of information in 
learning the skilled performances of work. The body was also acknowledged as a signifier of the 
sayings associated with professional practice and performance of work and with the social and 
material conditions which drive activity and workplace performance (Lloyd 2010). In the previous 
studies (Lloyd 2009; Bonner and Lloyd 2011) bodies (re)present the institutional face of the 
organization and can be read and interpreted by outsiders as authoritative. Working bodies are central 
to learning and act as a source of embodied and experiential knowledge which can be drawn upon. In 
these examples, information literacy practice connects novices with information that is both structural 
(related to the norms of the group) and contextually associated with the sanctioned information 
literacy practices of the workplace.

Wengers social theory of learning

Etienne Wenger’s theory (1998) is primarily about learning, but also about what constitutes and forms 
social practices. The theory is commonly known as the theory of communities of practice. However, 
the concept communities of practice were already introduced by Lave and Wenger in their previous 
book on situated learning (Lave and Wenger 1991). Wenger emphasises that ‘the concept of 
community of practice [do] not exists by itself, [but] is part of a broader conceptual framework for 
thinking about learning in its social dimensions’ (2010: 179). So the concept should be viewed as 
analytical rather than instrumental and prescriptive. Also Lave states that ‘the conception; 
‘communities of practice’ in a social-practice theory perspective is an analytical tool [...]’ (Lave 2008: 
292) and ‘a way to give scope in time/space to an understanding of practice’ […] (ibid: 284). Wenger 
finds that the analytical power of the concept lies in the integration of the four central components of 
his theory: community, practice, meaning and identity (Wenger 1998: 5-6). These components are 
interconnected and mutually defining, but at the same time they serve the purpose of being different 
entrances to the broader analytical perspective of communities of practice. 

According to Wenger practice is always social, and the role of participation and negotiation of 
meaning in practice is a key point in his theory. A practice develops through long term practising and 
through meaning negotiations around everyday activities within that practice. Practice connotes 
doing, but ‘[…] in a historical and social context that gives structure and meaning to what we 
do’ (Wenger 1998: 47). Also he rejects dualism in his understanding of practice, as the process of 
practice always involves the whole person, both acting and knowing. Because manual activity is not 
thoughtless and mental activity is not disembodied (ibid: 48) the theory includes material and bodily 
aspects of practice. However, Wenger emphasises that practice is not just about coordinated bodies 
and brains in activity, but moreover that which gives meaning to us in activity. Practice is about 
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meaning as an experience of everyday life (ibid: 52) and it is through the negotiations of meaning that 
we experiences our engagement in the world as meaningful (or sometimes the opposite). We all have 
our ideas about the world, but it is within communities of practices we share, negotiate and develop 
those ideas. We do not just make meanings up independently of the world – meaning is not pre-
existing (ibid: 54) – and therefore we may understand the negotiation of meaning as a productive 
process were meanings are continuously produced and re-produced. In that sense the negotiations of 
meaning is not only about exchanging meanings but also about an on-going interpretation and re-
negotiation of the context for meaning production. The negotiation constantly changes the situation to 
which it gives meaning, and offers new ways of interpreting the world. As a result practices are 
dynamic and transformative, and not only homogeneous, self-preserving or unchanging as some 
might argue (Lave 2008: 290).

Closely related to the concept of meaning negotiation is the concept of participation. We all 
participate in different communities of practices and engage ourselves in various ways in these. 
Negotiation of meaning therefore also includes the negotiation of ways of being and belonging to a 
community of practice. This duality is exemplified in Moring’s study of sales assistants information 
practice where she notice that ‘information seeking contributes to the local negotiations of competent 
participation, but at the same time the ‘meaning’ attached to information seeking is created through 
participation in practice’ (2011: 17). Negotiations of meaning frame and determines possible ways of 
participating in practice, and sometimes it opens up the possibility of changing paths and positions.

A community of practice can be seen as a locally negotiated regime of competence where ‘knowing 
can be defined as what would be recognised as competent participation in practice’ (Wenger 1998: 
137). Information literacy, and what it means to be information literate, is in Wenger’s practice 
perspective very closely connected to negotiations on competent participation in practice, and to what 
it means to be a competent practitioner in a specific community of practice. Developing competence 
in practice is underpinned by the sharing of information about relevant sites of knowledge. As Lloyd 
(2005) illustrates in the study of fire fighters, information literacy becomes a cultural practice where 
experienced practitioners facilitate novice access to information and to sites of agreed knowledge 
about practice and profession. 

Discussion: commonalities and differences between the two 
practice theoretical perspectives.

In this section some analytical implications of applying a practice theoretical perspective within 
information literacy research will be discussed by focusing on the general commonalities and 
differences between the two theoretical perspectives.

What are the commonalities?

When looking at the two theories it becomes clear that they do share some commonalities. Both 
Schatzki and Wenger emphasise that practice is a constellation of activities e.g. doings, sayings or 
negotiations, and both focuses on the constitution and conditioning of such activities in social life. 
Dualism is also rejected by both authors who argue that practice creates cognitive and corporeal 
dimension represented as tacit, explicit or discursive elements as e.g. language, tools, symbols, values, 
perceptions, roles, regulations or rule of thumbs (Wenger 1998). Analytically this means that practice 
theory opposes an artificial divide between subjects and objects as ‘practices are seen as 
configurations of a number of theoretically equally important and interconnected dynamics 
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[...]’ (Halkier and Jensen 2011: 104). For instance, when using Wenger’s theory, an analysis of 
meaning negotiations should not only focus on discourses and language (sayings) but also on 
participation, including the material, bodily as well as emotional aspects of meaning negotiation, as 
participation enables the social experience of meaning. 

When information literacy is understood as a social practice and analysed through a practice lens, the 
focus of our research attention will be on what constitutes this particular information literacy practice. 
Applying a practice perspective makes information activities like any other activity in practice subject 
to participation and on-going negotiation of meaning in specific practices. As a social practice, 
information literacy is constituted as a suite of activities, knowledge and competencies that span 
people’s need to engage with epistemic, social and corporeal modalities in order to know the many 
landscapes that comprise a particular setting. For information literacy researchers the aim is to 
determine how a practice is shaped, how the social conditions and negotiations

What are the differences?

Despite the commonalities, each of the two theories have variations in their theoretical approach to 
what constitutes a practice, and this influences the direction of analytical attention. In Wenger’s social 
theory of learning, practice is described by the idea of a community of practice, which he finds is the 
simplest system having all the properties of meaningful learning. A community of practice is a ‘unit’ 
were practice is the source of coherence. At the same time a community of practice has no fixed 
boundaries, but is connected to other practices into a landscape of practices and wider economies of 
meaning (Wenger 1998: 198ff.). So, analyses of negotiations of meaning in a community of practice 
always have to reflect on how meanings are produced and how they are valued both locally and 
within a broader community of meaning.

When using Wenger’s practice theory our analytical attention is turned towards what characterizes a 
certain community of practice and what is recognized as competent participation in that community. 
What it means be to information literate is continuously negotiated and renegotiated within the 
community and against the wider economy of meanings. Therefore analytically Wenger’s theory 
emphasises the negotiated nature of practice, which includes negotiations of meaning, knowledge, 
information, information activities, ways of participation and possible identities and positions. It will 
also point to the need of understanding the aspects of practice that frames the way that individuals can 
participate, and the possibilities and constraints there might be in a community of practice that 
influences their latitude in developing into competent practitioners in that specific practice.

In contrast Schatzki is not concerned with learning systems, but in understanding social life as it 
‘happens’. In describing practices as consisting of a bundle of activities and material arrangements, 
Schatzki finds social life as stitched together in a mesh of intertwined practices that are connected and 
held together by common understandings and intentional relations about common project ends (2002: 
155). He reflects an ontological approach to practice, focusing on how practices emerge and ‘happen’ 
in relation to other practices. Practices can be understood as prefigured, relational, embodied and 
spatio-temporal (Schatzki 2002). Employing Schatzki’s theory as an analytical lens requires 
researchers to focus on how sayings and doings enact people into practice, by locating them in 
relation to the specific knowledge and ways of knowing that are collectively negotiated, legitimized 
and sanctioned within a social site. Exploring information literacy from this perspective encourages 
researchers to attend to practices prefigurement, which situates activities in the context of established 
and emergent knowledge, ways of knowing, arrangements and teleological dimensions (e.g. 
emotions). The spatio-temporal aspect must also be considered because practices do not exist in 
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isolation, but form part of a nexus of entwined practices which relate to each other and are linked 
through ‘understandings, rules and teleoaffective structure’ (Schatzki 2002: 87). These aspects create 
the information landscape, and enable information literacy to emerge and be enacted in ways (through 
activities and skills) specific to the site.

Conclusion

Within information literacy research there has been an increased interest in applying practice 
theoretical approaches, however this line of research is still emerging. In this paper we have 
emphasised that practice theory is not a coherent theory, but consist of several theoretical perspectives 
offering different analytical and interpretative ‘lenses’. Different practice theories imply different 
methodological and analytical consequences for studying information literacy. Therefore the aim of 
this paper has been to discuss the translation of practice theoretical assumptions when researching 
workplace information literacy. Two practice theoretical perspectives, one by Schatzki and one by 
Wenger were introduced and their general commonalities and differences were discussed. We 
conclude that the two theories share commonalities as they both emphasise practice as a constellation 
of activities, and share an interest in the constitution and conditioning of such activities in social life. 
Moreover they reject dualism and oppose an artificial divide between subjects and objects. For 
information literacy researchers who adopt a practice theoretical perspective the common analytical 
focus will be on how a practice emerges, what activities (both sayings and doings), different forms of 
knowledge and ways of knowing that compose the practice, and how social conditions as well as 
meaning negotiations influence its constitution.

Researchers must also be aware that there are differences between the two theoretical approaches 
even though this may not appear to be the case upon first reading. When applying Wenger’s theory 
our analytical attention is turned towards the negotiated nature of practice, towards analysis of what 
characterizes a certain community of practice and what is recognized as knowledge and competent 
participation within that community. From a Schatzkian perspective, the practice is the site of the 
social (2002) and the interest lies in understanding how the practice emerges and ‘happens’ in relation 
to other practices. Practices from this perspective can be understood as relational, emergent, 
embodied, spatio-temporal and prefigured. The focus in this type of analysis lies in understanding 
how this ‘happening’ emerges through sayings and doings and how sayings and doings enact people 
into practice.

Viewing information literacy through a practice theoretical lens requires researches to pay attention to 
the analytical implications of the different practice theoretical perspectives acknowledging how they 
make certain aspects of a practice explicit while silencing other.
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