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Introduction 

Abundant scientific explorations attempt 
to explain organisational dynamics based 
on individual or institutional presump-
tions but find it difficult to translate those 
theoretical accounts into practically rel-
evant insights and specific contexts (Gh-
erardi, 2008). Management theories wide-
ly adopt an economic approach, which is 
based on individualist ontology and ex-
planation of human behaviour, in order 
to analyse organisational processes. Two 

pillars uphold contemporary manage-
ment theories: transaction cost (William-
son, 1989) and resource-based (Barney, 
1991) approaches, and these drive much 
of the progress of the discipline. The prin-
ciples of transactional economics focus on 
the economic value of how organisations 
function, exchanges between individuals 
and environmental forces, which organi-
sations control to their own advantage. 
The Resource-based view draws attention 
to the internal capabilities and unique 
characteristics of firms which help them to 
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achieve their targets. The two approaches, 
as well as others, such as dynamic capa-
bilities (Teece, Pisano, Shuen, 1997), con-
tingency (Lawrence, Lorsch, 1986) or evo-
lutionary (Nelson, Winter, 2009) theories 
explain organisational dynamics not only 
in isolation but also by integrating their 
approaches to strengthen the explanatory 
power of their theorisations. Also, variety 
of measures are directed towards improv-
ing the production and communication 
of scientific knowledge: collaborative 
forms of research between practitioners 
and scientists and incentives for success-
ful knowledge transfer are considered the 
ways to close the gap (Sandberg, Tsoukas, 
2011). However, these measures do not 
touch on how scientific knowledge is de-
rived from empirical investigations and 
use the same scientific individualist ap-
proach to the practice of organisations. 

The dominance of scientific theorising 
prompted the rise of an alternative socio-
ontological approach to management and 
organisational research, which attends to 
practice as a source of scientific thought 
and strives to derive theories based on 
practical theorising (Sandberg, Tsouk-
as, 2015). Since 1970, multiple scholars 
turned to practice as a central concept and 
the primary unit of analysis (Gherardi, 
2008; Nicolini, 2012; Ortner, 1984) and, 
along with this, changed the locus of anal-
ysis by supplanting the duality between 
the individual and social structures. This 
new approach to building theory engages 
practical activities as a source and tool 
for the creation of new knowledge about 
organisations rather than downgrading it 
to an informant’s role. In Lithuania, prac-
tice-oriented approaches have received 
some interest in recent philosophical and 

sociological works. For example, Eval-
das Juozelis discusses practo-theory (in 
Lithuanian: “praktoteorija”) as an alter-
native “academic attitude” to scientific 
knowledge (2016, p. 231), while A. Valan
tiejus qualifies practice turn (in Lithu-
anian: “praktinis ‘posūkis’”) as a part of 
the microsocial paradigm in his analysis 
of social (Valantiejus, 2006) and reflexive 
structures (Valantiejus, 2013). However, 
similarly to global trends, management 
and organisational research in Lithuania 
is still largely grounded in individualistic 
and economic explanation of human be-
haviour, which is seen as potentially pro-
ductive but difficult to implement in actu-
al organisational contexts (Andriuščenka, 
2008), thus it stands to benefit from the 
adoption of practice theory as a comple-
mentary perspective in empirical and 
theoretical explorations. 

Therefore, in this paper, practice 
theory is introduced as an alternative re-
search lens to the economic theories – a 
lens which enables theorising through the 
analysis of practice and joint considera-
tion of agency, social structures and mate-
riality. The intention is not to juxtapose or 
replace economic or sociological accounts 
but to complement these with the holis-
tic account of organisation as a complex 
social phenomenon. My aim and desired 
contribution of this paper is to show how 
practice theory enriches scientific theoris-
ing through understanding of human ac-
tivities and, by doing this, I want to draw 
the attention of Lithuanian management 
scholars and encourage the empirical 
explorations of management and organi-
sational phenomena through applying 
practice theoretical lens in their research. 
Therefore, I carry out an overview of 



THEORISING PRACTICE AND DEVELOPING PRACTICALLY RELEVANT  
INSIGHTS IN ORGANISATIONAL RESEARCH 57

practice theory literature in management 
and organisational science and present 
the definition of practice theory and prac-
tice concept, explain key characteristics 
of practice as used in management and 
organisation science; moreover, I outline 
how these all together help organisational 
scholars to theorise practice as opposed to 
the dominant way of scientific theorising.

The object of research is theorising in 
management and organisational research 
which would allow to produce practically 
relevant insights.  

The goal of research is to introduce 
practice theory – the socio-ontological 
lens – which integrates scientific rigour 
and the richness of organisational prac-
tice. This is accomplished by analysing the 
origins of practice theory, practice defini-
tion and the ways the practice lens is cur-
rently applied in management research. 

Research methods. The argumenta-
tive review of practice theory in organi-
sational studies and its philosophical 
and sociological underpinnings, and the 
analysis of exemplars of practice-based 
studies.

Conceptual roots of practice theory 

As often noted, attention to human prac-
tices in science is not new, but rather 
forgotten and regaining its momen-
tum in the past few decades (Miettinen, 
Samra-Fredericks, Yanow, 2009; Nicolini, 
2012; Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, von Savi-
gny, 2001). Practice as a distinct kind of 
knowledge has received attention since 
Aristotle (Nicolini, 2011) but was isolated 
as independent from theoretical epis-
temic objects and from the human mind 

(Nicolini, 2012; van Inwagen, 2001) until 
the extreme idealist immaterialism was 
challenged by a new conception of ma-
teriality and questioning the distinction 
between mind and bodily activities. Karl 
Marx proclaimed an interest in activi-
ties that people do in their everyday life 
(Bernstein, 2011): mind is not superior 
to substance and “thinking is only one of 
the things people do” (Nicolini, Gherardi, 
Yanow, 2003, p. 8). The entirety of mun-
dane human actions, which interplays 
with emotion and cognition (Cohen, 
2007), is important in order to appreci-
ate the human existence. Contemporary 
theories of practice owe much to the 
works of Martin Heidegger and Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, whose significant achieve-
ment is pointing to the primacy of prac-
tice that is “prior to any explicit interpre-
tation” (Sandberg, Tsoukas, 2015, p. 187). 
Heidegger’s philosophical works brought 
new understanding of being in the world 
– not as an external observer to reality but 
both subjective and objective coexisting 
as one inseparable world (Nicolini et al., 
2003); whereas Wittgenstein’s philosophi-
cal investigations stimulated a new under-
standing of how language is embedded in 
human social practices (Hendry, 2000). 
Building upon the works of these phi-
losophers, Pierre Bourdieu developed the 
framework of social ontology that con-
nects cognitive and social in the fields of 
symbolic structures (Everett, 2002), and 
Ted Schatzki elaborates on practices as 
nexuses of activities comprised of doings 
and sayings, which enable us to under-
stand who we are and what we do (Sand-
berg, Tsoukas, 2015).

As it stands, practice theory grew 
from the critique of scientific rationality 
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(Sandberg, Tsoukas, 2011), the ontologi-
cal duality of body and mind, and detach-
ment of individuals and their social envi-
ronment. Given the richness and variety 
of philosophical and sociological investi-
gations of sociality, there is no one unified 
approach as to what stands behind social 
activities and practice – like G. Spaarga-
ren, M. Lamers, and D. Weenink (2016) 
suggest, it is more a family of interrelated 
approaches than a single theory of prac-
tice. Also, there are different ways and cri-
teria of how to demarcate the domain of 
practice theorising (Schatzki, 2016). The 
organisational research that is ascribed 
to practice theorising ranges from the 
kinds of theories such as actor-network 
theory (ANT) (Gherardi, 2000), which 
views social action as constantly shifting 
networks of relationships (Latour, 2005) 
but does not conceptualise activities as 
practice, to other kinds of theories such 
as situated learning, which focuses on 
learning, thinking and knowing as “rela-
tions among people engaged in activity 
in, with, and arising from the socially and 
culturally structured world” (Lave, 1991, 
p. 67), or strategy-as-practice, which 
treats strategy as microlevel action (Jar-
zabkowski, 2005) and explicitly refers to 
these activities as practices. It may also be 
confusing that there are other approaches 
which claim to focus on practices, but 
which follow an economic view and fall 
outside of the scope of the social theories 
of practice (Jarzabkowski et al., 2015); for 
example, the practice-based approach 
used by P.  Bromiley and D. Rau (2014) 
or, in part, ethnomethodology (Sandberg, 
Tsoukas, 2015). One general idea unify-
ing practice theorising in organisational 
science is that practice theories share 

interest in human activities rooted in so-
cial practices (Schatzki, 2016), while there 
may be disagreement on how those activi-
ties are conceptualised and what, in addi-
tion to activities, comprise those practices 
(Schatzki, 2017). 

What is “theory” and what is 
“practice”? 

The traditional notion of “practice” sug-
gests that “practice is what theory is not” 
(Hirschauer, 2017, p. 91). For this reason, 
the joint use of “theory” and “practice” 
may be perceived as an oxymoron. Such 
a perception comes along with a com-
monsensical understanding of practice-
oriented organisational research, which 
provides a descriptive account of some 
phenomenon and of what people do in 
selected contexts (Sandberg, Tsoukas, 
2015), or, in other words, the empiri-
cal account of practices in organisations 
(Feldman, Orlikowski, 2011). It is a popu-
lar misperception that studying practice 
can only reach as far as the descriptive ac-
counts of what people do. The transition 
from mundane organisational activities to 
a higher level of abstraction nevertheless 
is a distinct characteristic of practice the-
ory approach – practice “theorising makes 
theory derivative of practice” (Sandberg, 
Tsoukas, 2015, p. 188). Therefore, practice 
concept is not the opposite of theory, but 
a source of theoretical conceptualisations 
in practice theorising.  

What is commonly claimed to con-
stitute theory in management research 
are middle-range theories, generic and 
ordered assertions (Whetten, 1989), 
which allow to explain and predict certain 
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phenomena, events or behaviour. Such 
understanding of theory is close to what 
was long accepted as the only way to con-
tribute to theory by using ‘a “causal func-
tional” approach of the natural sciences’ 
(Schutz, 1954, p. 259) and what has been 
pushed forward as an ideal to be adopted 
by social sciences. In sociological lan-
guage, the meaning of theory is more pol-
ysemic: it can include the “construction 
of propositions” or explanation of a par-
ticular phenomenon but may also infer 
an “ongoing dialogue with some classical 
texts” or the “lexica and schemata” of the 
social world (Abend, 2008, p. 175) among 
other uses of the concept. In the case of 
practice theory, what I infer by theory, is 
a type of social ontology (Feldman, Or-
likowski, 2011), i.e. the “general and ab-
stract account” (Schatzki, 2001a, p. 12) 
of the social world. Defining such a no-
tion of theory, G. Abend (2008) aptly uses 
a German word “Weltanschauung” (in 
English: “worldview”), i.e., a general per-
spective through which we interpret the 
world. This way practice theory in organi-
sational science is not a set of explanatory 
or predictive statements, but a perspective 
(Sandberg, Tsoukas, 2015) that serves as 
a general epistemological and ontological 
background to research and it is not tied 
to any specific organisational phenomena 
or research method.

As it is apparent, the focus of practice 
theory is organisational practices, defined 
as human actions that are embodied in ma-
terial worlds, i.e. “arrays of human activi-
ties”, which depend “on shared skills or un-
derstanding” and “mediated by artefacts, 
hybrids, and natural objects” (Schatzki, 
2001a, pp. 11-12). Practices could be un-
derstood as the retention of particular 

ways of how we select and control those 
selections of perceived possibilities – the 
choices we make and the other potential 
ways that we exclude (Fairclough, 2003). 
In both Lithuanian or English languages, 
there is no linguistic distinction between 
the broader phenomenon of practice and 
specific activities – the word “practices” 
(in Lithuanian: “praktikos”) may imply 
one of those meanings depending on the 
context. However, I would like to make 
this important distinction by using the 
example of German language, which has 
two distinct words linking practice to two 
different meanings - “Praxis” and “Prak-
tiken”. Practice as a “Praxis” implies “the 
whole of human action” (Reckwitz, 2002, 
p. 249) and refers to the actual and ordi-
nary activities of humans, “what people do 
in practice” (Whittington, 2006, p. 619). 
Whereas practice as “Praktiken” is a set of 
multiple “praxis” that are performed, and 
refers to more interconnected elements of 
organisational activities, such as material 
objects used in those activities, knowl-
edge, emotions and motivation (Reckwitz, 
2002). The socio-ontological concept of 
practice as “Praktiken” refers to social 
activities based on shared understanding 
(Schatzki et al., 2001): the ways of doing 
and social “collectively constructed or-
ders” (Rasche, Chia, 2009, p. 6) drawing 
on “unconscious tacit understanding” 
(Langley, Abdallah, 2011, p. 220). It var-
ies nevertheless in different theoretical 
approaches to practice how they concep-
tualise activities that constitute human 
practice: it may be that only routinised 
and patterned activities are viewed as be-
ing a part of social practices; alternatively, 
routines are no different from irregulari-
ties and unique activities and all of them 
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are part of social practices (Rouse, 2007; 
Schatzki, 2001b).

Based on those two understandings of 
practice – as “Praxis” and as “Praktiken” – 
in the first, narrower sense, the concept of 
practice would entail activities, routines, 
situated actions (Gherardi, 2008) and a 
wide range of human activities in contexts; 
in the second sense, practices comprise 
interconnected and organised actions 
(Spaargaren et al., 2016) and form bun-
dles (Schatzki, 2002), which are the prod-
uct of bodily movements, understanding, 
desiring and using material objects (Reck-
witz, 2002). The specific context in which 
scientists place their explorations of prac-
tices points to more subtle characteristics 
of practices, and such an open-ended 
definition may even be promoted in the 
name of plurality of worldviews and on-
tological constructions (Nicolini, 2012). 
Nevertheless, most of practice theorising 
goes beyond the “praxis” alone and bases 
their analysis on the nets of practices em-
bedded in contexts and collectively main-
tained over time.

Socio-ontological characteristics of 
practice 

Organisational practices are situated in 
material, social and individual intercon-
nectedness, and there are three important 
characteristics that define them – activity, 
sociality, and embeddedness in the mate-
rial world; thus, further they are discussed 
in more detail.  

Activity. Human activity is commonly 
perceived as reducible to visible physical 
movements. However, there is more to so-
cial practice than what we explicitly see in 

human actions (Sandberg, Tsoukas, 2015), 
practices build on “symbolic structures of 
meaning” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 244). Dif-
ferent meaning may be implied behind 
the visibly similar human activities and 
similar meaning may be expressed by 
different actions. However, it is not only 
bodily movements which count as ac-
tivities – what we do and what we say are 
both inherent parts of practices (Schatzki, 
1996). Words carry the meanings, and, 
same as with bodily activities, different 
meaning may be implied within the same 
linguistic expression. Language itself may 
be the tool for performing certain actions 
(Fairclough, 2003) and this could only be 
interpreted within its context and by pay-
ing attention to other phenomena that 
organise it. T. R. Schatzki (2005) distin-
guished three types of social phenomena 
that organise and hold practices together: 
understanding, rules and teleo-affective 
structure. Practices are organised by prac-
tical intelligibility, or, the so-called “un-
derstanding” of how and what it makes 
sense to do and say. Social practices are 
centred around shared understanding 
(Schatzki, 1988), which is “grounded on 
taken-for-granted background practice” 
(Taylor, 1993), as cited by J. Sandberg 
and H. Tsoukas (2015, p. 186). These are 
explicit principles of practicing (Schau, 
Muñiz Jr, Arnould, 2009), which we ac-
cept as a proper way of doing things and 
which are not a matter of interpretation 
but “following a rule” (Wittgenstein, 2009, 
p. §202). Lastly, teleo-affective structure 
is the phenomenon that organises prac-
tices through emotional engagement and 
commitment of people to their activi-
ties - “ends and purposes” (Schau et al., 
2009, p. 31). General beliefs are part of the 
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teleo-affective structures, but sometimes 
are separated as a fourth distinct organis-
ing phenomenon – “general understand-
ing” (Schatzki, 2002).  

Sociality. Practice theories take a mid-
dle ground view on sociality between 
subjectivist and objectivist explanation 
of the social (Spaargaren et al., 2016), or 
in other words, between rational choice 
and norms-oriented approaches (Reck-
witz, 2002). What the theories of rational 
choice (purposeful action) define as social 
order is a combination of individual mo-
tives; whereas norms-oriented theories 
of action treat sociality as a matter that is 
agreed by consensus – “collective norms 
and values, i.e. to rules which express a 
social ‘ought’” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 245) 
and does not depend on human will. The 
social as viewed through a practice lens 
moves away from such opposition be-
tween agency and structure to the totality 
of the concept, which “has an existence 
beyond that of its parts” (Schatzki, 1996, 
p. 2). In the vocabulary of practice theory, 
sociality is dynamic and interrelated co-
existence of human beings - “interrelated 
ongoing lives” (Schatzki, 1988, p. 243) 
emerging “through people’s recurrent ac-
tions” (Feldman, Orlikowski, 2011). The 
social world is interconnected human 
existence shaped by their engagement 
in the community (Schatzki, 2017) and 
by the performance of shared practices 
(Schatzki, 1988). Social orders are shaped 
by practices but also are those which 
constrain the practices themselves (Ort-
ner, 2006). The individual and the social 
do not reside as distinct but as one sin-
gle level of reality without higher (social 
structure) or lower (individual) domains 
(Schatzki, 2016) and without separation 

of individual interests and collective real-
ity. Social life is what we do and experi-
ence as a part of coexistence with other 
human beings.

Materiality. Materiality is the other 
important consideration of practical activ-
ities and may be encompassed in practice 
theorising in several ways. One, material-
ity may be treated as equally relating to 
human agents and material objects. Such 
understanding is associated with the webs 
of material objects and humans that are 
carried on by practices as conceived in 
the actor-network theory approach (Law, 
2009). Materiality is part of the whole 
of practices, which are combinations of 
“materials, competences and meanings” 
(Shove, Pantzar, Watson, 2012, p. 24). 
While on a different account, material ob-
jects are relevant to practical arrangements 
as a mediating part of human practices, 
i.e. practices are “construed as materially 
mediated nexuses of activity” (Schatzki, 
2001a, p. 20). Material objects and the sen-
sations which are attached to those objects 
may activate or represent human experi-
ence and articulate virtues (Ger & Kra-
vets, 2009); additionally, material objects 
and their distribution may determine the 
limits of the infrastructure of human ac-
tivities as well as where and what material 
arrangements may be anchored in organ-
ising human lives (Schatzki, 2009). What 
is nevertheless important to highlight here 
again is that there is no duality between 
thought and bodily experiences and there 
is no separate identity of body from that of 
mind (Rorty, 1979). Materialism, as treat-
ed by practice scholars, is dynamic expe-
rience of the matter that surrounds us, in 
which we are immersed, and of which we 
are composed (Coole, Frost, 2010).
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Applying the practice theoretical 
lens

There are a few fields of organisational re-
search, which adopted the practice theory 
lens more extensively than other areas: 
these are strategic management (strategy 
as practice field), organisational learning 
and knowledge research. Additionally, 
in a more broader area of management 
disciplines there are notable examples 
of applying the practice lens in the field 
of consumer research. Further, I provide 
examples of a few empirical studies that 
use the practice lens. It is not the aim here 
to present a full range of practice-based 
research but instead to demonstrate a se-
lection of papers that represent a variety 
of micro and macro practice theorising, 
analytic frameworks, methods of analy-
sis and data sources. It is worth noting, 
though, that all these examples are based 
on qualitative data analysis and that, as 
it stands now, practice-based studies 
consider qualitative research to best sat-
isfy the need for an in-depth look and 
contextualisation. 

Strategy as practice is probably the 
best-known area in organisational research 
that employs practice theorising. It relates 
to a wide range of dimensions of strategy 
formation (Langley, 2007) and focuses on 
micro-level activities and on what people 
do in their daily strategizing in connection 
with a broader phenomenon of strategy 
(Whittington, 2006). The view on strategy 
through the practice lens enables more 
complexity and diversity of scholarly per-
spectives, and for practitioners, a way of 
thinking about strategy as an ongoing so-
cially embedded change (Hendry, 2000). 
One of the frameworks that strategy-as-
practice scholars adopt in their empirical 
studies is based on the vocabulary sug-
gested by R. Whittington (2006) – a trio 
consisting of practitioners, practices, and 
praxis, also referred to as “3P framework” 
(Paroutis, Heracleous, Angwin, 2016) (see 
Figure 1). Thus, 3Ps identify practitioners 
(actors, strategists who perform the prac-
tices), praxis (activities, routines, daily 
strategy making) and practices (tacit and 
explicit rules, procedures, cultures) and 
their interconnections as key areas that 

Practitioners
Actors, strategists who 

perform practices

Praxis
Activities, routines, daily 

strategy making

Practices
Tacit and explicit rules, 

operating procedures and 
cultures

Fig. 1. The 3P framework based on R. Whittington (2006).
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strategy-as-practice scholars focus on in 
their analyses. For example, D. Angwin, 
S. Paroutis, and S. Mitson (2009) studied 
strategizing activities of senior strategy ex-
ecutives and whether these activities “help 
organizations become more agile” (p. 75). 
The authors used in-depth interview and 
archival data and the 3P framework to 
structure their analysis and identified how 
UK strategists’ work differs compared to 
their US counterparts in terms of their 
embeddedness in business, involvement 
in implementation, wielding of power and 
the trajectories of their carrier. What the 
practice lens here helped do was to un-
cover the actual activities and capabilities 
of strategists and their interconnectedness 
instead of preconceived scientific notions. 
I nevertheless would to like to emphasise 
that the 3P framework itself is more a vo-
cabulary and a highlight of the units of 
analysis to pay attention to; it may be used 
in different ways and the framework itself 
does not constitute the practice lens.  

The strategy-as-practice study by P. 
Jarzabkowski and D. Seidl (2008) used 
observations, documents, interviews and 
thematic analysis to trace the process of 
how strategy meetings stabilise or destabi-
lise strategic orientations and demonstrat-
ed how meeting routines shape strategic 
outcomes. In yet another research study, 
D. Seidl and F. Werle (2018) drew on the 
data from two longitudinal case studies 
of inter-organisational sensemaking and 
looked at how actors are selected and how 
the selection then affects the sensemaking 
process of strategic meta-problems; they 
identified the mechanism of inter-organ-
isational sensemaking processes, which 
helps to explain the outcomes of such pro-
cesses. Both studies represent examples of 

how micro-processes at the ground level 
of “doing strategy” may help to understand 
substantive processes at the organisational 
or inter-organisational level.

Organisational learning and know-
ing. How organisation actors work and 
learn in practice is often purely reflected 
in how these processes are described 
in documents (Brown,  Duguid, 1991): 
there is much more tacit and contextual 
knowledge in practices than what may 
be written down on paper. Knowledge 
is not what people have in their heads 
(Gherardi, 2000), but what people do by 
working together and what they create 
through negotiated meaning (Gherardi, 
2008). It is a discursive process mediated 
by material objects (Gherardi, 2006) and 
practice-based theorising of the crea-
tion of organisational knowledge enables 
those contingencies and that situational 
wisdom to be captured (Gherardi, 2008). 
A book chapter by Dvora Yanow (2015) 
draws on the analysis of an autobiographi-
cal account of a person who was learning 
to deliver newspapers when he was a boy, 
as well as the analysis of other secondary 
sources. This paper uses the “very mate-
rial, bodily, and social elements” (p. 277) 
of the texts to enhance the understanding 
of learning as practice and show how the 
conception of a novice learner of his future 
practice is a part of the practice itself. Fur-
thermore, Yanow’s analysis allows for the 
transformation of the concept of “being a 
master” from the illusionary stability of be-
ing competent to practise to a continuous 
return to novice-ry: when any issues arise, 
practitioners must interrupt their regular-
ised practices and bring the elements of 
their practising to focal awareness to con-
tinue their mastery. Yanow articulates the 
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lifecycle of mastery-learning and urges us 
to rethink the notion of organisation from 
treating it as a container for practices to 
organisation being a practice itself. An-
other example of studying organisational 
learning and knowing is an ethnographic 
study by D. Nicolini, J. Mengis, and J. Swan 
(2012), which contributes to the under-
standing of the role of socio-material prac-
tices that these practices play in interdis-
ciplinary collaboration. These authors use 
a pluralistic framework of four theoreti-
cal lenses, which complement each other 
and help to identify how material objects 
support collaborations but also how they 
create tensions and misunderstandings: 
the objects used in collaboration have no 
given meaning but gain and change it in 
the contexts, times and in relation to the 
people who use them, and these findings 
directly address practitioners – managers, 
who may benefit from expecting objects to 
have no universal meaning and probe for 
understanding of those meanings in order 
to manage conflicts in collaboration. 

Consumer research. Finally, I pro-
vide an example from consumer research, 
which is a management discipline outside 
of organisation studies, however, I see it 
useful to familiarise with how T. R. Schatz-
ki (1996) social ontology of practice may 
be employed in an empirical study of prac-
tices. H. J. Schau et al. (2009) studied brand 
community practices and used the analyti-
cal framework built on the three phenom-
ena that hold practices together: rules, 
understandings and engagements (i.e., 
teleo-affective structures) (see Figure 2). 
Through the analysis of nine netnographic 
research studies and connecting them to 
the extant research of value-creation prac-
tices of brand communities, the authors 
come up with a list of practices organised 
under four themes “through which con-
sumers realize value beyond that which 
the firm creates or anticipates” (p. 30). The 
examination of practices through their 
binding phenomena helped this study to 
reach the depth of the understanding of 
the mechanism how “value is manifest 

Fig. 2. Three phenomena that hold social practices
Source: based on T. R. Schatzki (1996).
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in the collective enactment of practices” 
(p. 41). Having a large empirical database 
in conjunction with meta-analysis of the 
extant research studies allowed authors to 
generalise beyond the activities of single 
cases. Like in the case of this example in 
the consumer research field, the analytical 
disentangling of social practices and the 
phenomena which organise them finds 
use in organisational research too, e.g. in 
the study by Rosenberg and Keller (2016) 
on making sense of structural change in a 
public organisation. 

Practice-based empirical papers use 
varied sources of data, of which obser-
vations and ethnographic methods is 
an important but not the only source of 
insights (see the summary of the papers 
discussed in this section in Table 1). It is 

apparent that qualitative and interpreta-
tive research dominate when studying 
social practices as they concern not only 
activities but also the meaning structures 
behind visible action and language. 

The empirical examples of the research 
studies using the practice theory approach 
demonstrate that eliciting explanatory ac-
counts are not superior to the development 
of the understanding of an organisational 
phenomenon. Such theoretical under-
standing is more than mere empirical de-
scription: it is an evaluative analysis which 
infers the meaning beyond the description 
of empirical material. Instead of concen-
trating on prediction, practice theorists 
use the language and the framework that 
helps “one decides what to do” (Rorty, 
1981, p. 4). The world cannot be explained, 

Table 1. Empirical studies using practice lens

Empirical 
study 

Perspective /
research field Data sources Data analysis 

Angwin et al. 
(2009)

Strategy as 
practice

In-depth interviews and archival 
data

Inductive identification of recurrent 
themes and structuring based on 3P 
framework (Whittington, 2006) linking 
practitioners, praxis and practices  

Jarzabkowski 
and Seidl 
(2008)

Strategy as 
practice

Observation, documents, 
interviews Thematic analysis, process tracing 

Seidl and 
Werle (2018)

Strategy as 
practice

Longitudinal ethnographic case 
studies: observation, interviews, 
documents and pictures of artefacts

Processual analysis of actors, actions, 
motivations, reactions and their change 
over time

Yanow (2015) Organizational 
learning 

Secondary data: a book and other 
texts Narrative analysis

Nicolini et al. 
(2012)

Organizational 
knowing

Focused ethnography: observation, 
interviews, videos and visuals Inductive and iterative analysis 

Schau et al. 
(2009)

Consumer 
behaviour

Netnography, meta-analytic litera-
ture review

The analysis of practices as sayings 
and doings linked through procedures, 
understandings and engagements 
(Schatzki, 1996)

Rosenberg 
and Keller 
(2016)

Organizational 
change Interviews and documents

Rules, practical understandings and 
teleo-affective structures (Schatzki, 
1996)
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but instead, the meaning may be inferred, 
and the evaluative description can be pro-
vided. The challenge for a practice scholar 
is that engaging in practice theorising 
means observing, gaining in-depth under-
standing of practices and making sense of 
what people do in practice over time, and 
in many cases that requires long-term en-
gagement, such as ethnographic or longi-
tudinal study. However, practice theorising 
provides more sensible results to complex 
and dynamic organisational environments, 
therefore, is more easily absorbed in prac-
tical arrangements. Practice theorising of-
fers helpful framework and enables us to 
redirect our attention to mundane human 
activities, which otherwise tend to be taken 
for granted and analysed through more dis-
tant and abstract concepts. Practice theory 
speaks to both economic theorists, who are 
concerned with individual motives, and 
with those having sociological accounts, 
attempts to affirm the significance of both 
society and individual (Whittington, 2006) 
and engages them in a new agenda. It clos-
es the gap between the flawed distinction 
of practitioners’ work and academia, pic-
turesquely named by Donald A. Schön as 
a “swampy lowland” of messy practice and 
“high ground” of well-defined academic 
issues (1987), and unites the two through 
a more holistic understanding of complex 
organisational and managerial activity 
arrays.

Conclusions

In this paper, the definition of practice 
theory has been introduced and the ma-
jor characteristics of practice and practice 

theorising have been outlined. The con-
cept of “practice” has a popular connota-
tion of being a part of what organisations 
do but not a part of theorisations about 
organising practices. The theoretical and 
practitioners’ perspectives aim to de-
scribe but do not create an abstract ac-
count of an organisational phenomenon, 
and practice theory as a social ontology 
is not to be confused with these perspec-
tives. There are multiple streams of re-
search that attend to practices as a focal 
concept, while not all of them depart 
from economic view on sociality, which 
gained a new meaning in organisational 
science, particularly, in practice theoris-
ing. Practice theoretical analysis attends 
to human actions and understanding of 
social human practices as embedded in 
materiality. Practices are what people 
do, and what it makes sense for them 
to do, and moreover, as social activities 
they are organised by several phenom-
ena, such as practical intelligibility, tacit 
rules and emotional engagement. What 
practice theorising helps to achieve is to 
draw abstract theoretical accounts based 
on what and how people do things: the 
theoretical understanding is an evalua-
tive description of the worlds which in 
return provides more practically relevant 
feedback to practitioners as compared to 
explanatory abstractions and diminishes 
the divide between knowledge domains 
of practitioners and scientists. 
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PRAKTIKOS TEORIJOS ORGANIZACINIUOSE TYRIMUOSE KAIP PRAKTIŠKAI 
ĮSISAVINAMŲ ŽINIŲ ŠALTINIS

S a n t r a u k a

Mokslinės teorijos tradiciškai remiasi ekonominė-
mis arba institucinėmis prielaidomis ir susiduria su 
praktinio teorijų pritaikymo sunkumais (Gherardi, 
2008). Šis tradicinis teorinis supratimas aktualus ir 
vadybos srityje, kur vyrauja individualizmo paradi-
gma pagrįstos organizacinės elgsenos teorijos. At-
skirtį tarp teorinių ir praktinių žinių nesėkmingai 
bandoma mažinti skatinant mokslininkų ir prakti-
kų bendradarbiavimą bei efektyvesnę mokslinių te-
orijų komunikaciją (Sandberg, Tsoukas, 2011), bet 
išlaikant nepakitusias ontologines prielaidas. Tačiau 
jau kurį laiką populiarėja alternatyvus mokslinių te-
orijų kūrimo požiūris, kuris organizacijų praktikas 
laiko mokslo ištakų šaltiniu (Gherardi, 2008; Nico-
lini, 2012; Ortner, 1984) ir taip nutolsta nuo tradi-
cinio individo ir socialinių struktūrų atskyrimo bei 
praktikos ir teorijos supriešinimo. Lietuvos filoso-
finėje literatūroje praktikos teorija įvardijama kaip 
„praktoteorija“ – alternatyvi „akademinė nuostata“ 
(Juozelis, 2016, 231 p.), o sociologinėje literatūro-
je analizuojamas praktinis socialinių paradigmų 
„posūkis“ (Valantiejus, 2006). Tuo tarpu vadybinės 
praktikos teorijos ir empiriniai tyrimai vis dar ski-
nasi kelią. 

Šiame straipsnyje siekiama pateikti alternatyvą 
tradiciniam mokslinės teorijos supratimui: jame 
pristatoma praktikos teorija ir jos ištakos (Everett, 
2002; Hendry, 2000; Nicolini, 2011; Nicolini et al., 
2003; Sandberg, Tsoukas, 2015), jos sąsajas su ki-
tomis teorijomis (Gherardi, 2000; Jarzabkowski et 
al., 2015; Miettinen et al., 2009; Sandberg, Tsoukas, 

2015), jos pagrindinio analizės vieneto – prakti-
kų apibrėžimas ir esminės charakteristikos (Fair-
clough, 2003; Langley, Abdallah, 2011; Reckwitz, 
2002; Rorty, 1979; Schatzki, 2001a, 2002, 2009; 
Spaargaren et al., 2016; Whittington, 2006). „Prak-
tika kasdienėje kalboje suprantama kaip priešprieša 
teorijai“ (Hirschauer, 2017), todėl kai kuriuose em-
piriniuose darbuose organizacinių praktikų ana-
lizė apsiriboja empiriniu jų aprašymu (Feldman, 
Orlikowski, 2011). Socialinė praktikos teorija ne-
apsiriboja vien aprašomuoju tyrimu, bet jungia ir 
papildo ekonominį ir socialinį požiūrius (Parmigia-
ni, Howard-Grenville, 2011; Whittington, 2006) ir 
taip siekia sukurti teorinius žmonių veikla pagrįs-
tus praktinio pasaulio vertinimus. Veikla praktikos 
teorijoje suprantama kaip išreikšta per fizinius ir 
kalbos aktus bei jų prasminę reikšmę (Reckwitz, 
2002; Schatzki, 1996) ir pasižymi socialiniu (Ortner, 
2006; Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 2017; Spaargaren et 
al., 2016) ir materialiniu integruotumu (Law, 2009; 
Schatzki, 2001a). Organizacinės praktikos – tai kas-
dieniai darbuotojų atliekami veiksmai, kuriuos jie 
atlieka, vadovaudamiesi savo supratimu, kuris for-
muojasi socialinėje plotmėje jungiamas praktinio 
supratingumo, numanomų taisyklių ir emocinio įsi-
traukimo (Schatzki, 1988, 2002; Schau et al., 2009; 
Wittgenstein, 2009, p. §202). Analitinės praktikos 
teorijos rezultatai leidžia kurti naujas vadybos ir or-
ganizacijų teorijas, kurios betarpiškiau įsisavinamos 
praktikų ir sumažina atskirtį tarp mokslinio ir prak-
tinio pažinimo (Rorty, 1981; Schön, 1987).  


