
Many of our everyday activities can be thought of as the 
performance of social practices – gardening, showering, 
eating, drinking, driving, laundering, cooking.

What is a 
Social Practice?

The concept of ‘practice’ 
helps us analyse why 
everyday life has become 
so resource intensive, and 
provides explanations of why 
‘behaviour’ can be so difficult 
to change. A social practice 
perspective shows that to 
understand behaviour we 
need to look beyond the tip 
of the iceberg. 

We started out by saying that resources are consumed as part of 
the practices that make up everyday life. But what is a practice? 
Particular versions of practice are normal at different times and 
places – like in the pictures of office life on the previous poster.

Social practices

Showering Laundering Gardening

Cultural 
conventions, 
shared 
meanings

Cleanliness, 
freshness, health, 
relaxation, waking 

up, keeping 
warm, cooling 
down, quick/
convenient.

Cleanliness, 
freshness, health 

and hygiene, 
caring (e.g. 
of children), 
smartness.

Relaxation, health, 
self-sufficiency 
and ‘the good 

life’, nature, 
slowing down, 
being creative. 

Know-how 
and embodied 
understandings

Ensuring hot 
water available, 
using shower, 
applying soap 

and shampoos, 
using a sponge.

‘Sniff test’, 
using washing 
machine, using 

drier, pegging out 
clothes.

Being able to 
dig, hoe, care for 
plants, create an 
environment that 
attracts wildlife. 

Materials, 
infrastructures 
and access to 
resources

Shower, hot 
water,piped 

water to home, 
electricity supply, 

soaps,shower 
gels, shampoos, 

conditioners, 
sponges, 

brushes, razors.

Washing machine, 
washing powder, 
softeners, sink, 
piped water to 

home, electricity 
supply, drier, 
washing line, 
clothes horse, 

radiators.

Watering can, 
hosepipe, pots, 
spades, forks, 
potting sheds, 
lawn mowers, 

garden furniture, 
secateurs, water 
butt, composter.

(Based on: Shove, E., 
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Practice as performance 
The observed behaviour of individuals

Practice as entity 
Practices involve cultural 
conventions, shared 
meanings, know-how and 
embodied understanding, 
materials, infrastructures 
and access to resources
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Social practices are made of different elements. Shove et al 
(2012: 23) suggest there are three types of element: material, 
competence and meaning.

meaning Cultural conventions, expectations and socially shared meanings.

competence Knowledge and embodied skills.

material Objects, tools, infrastructures.


