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Researching Social Practice and Sustainability: puzzles and challenges 
 
 
Introduction  
 

There is growing recognition of the need for fresh ways of framing problems of 

sustainable consumption. Understanding consumption as integral to social practices 

provides a productive starting point. For Warde (2005) consumption is “a moment in 

almost every practice”; key resources such as water, energy and food are consumed as 

part of people’s routine enactment of many different practices with direct and indirect 

implications for environmental sustainability. Focusing on the emergence, persistence 

and disappearance of such practices and on the cultural norms, institutions, 

technologies and infrastructures that constitute them, can tell us much about the 

changing dynamics of sustainable and unsustainable consumption. The Sustainable 

Practices Research Group (SPRG) is developing and implementing such an approach with 

the wider objective of promoting practice-based thinking across the field of 

sustainability and governance.  

 

Conceptualizing the challenges of sustainable consumption as one of understanding and 

intervening in the dynamics of social practices has implications for methodology and 

empirical investigation.  It is easy to agree with Giddens (1984) that practices constitute 

a distinctive (some would say, basic) unit of social enquiry, but how can SPRG develop 

this notion further?  What is to be studied, when, where and how? What specific 

challenges and puzzles arise when following the trajectories and careers of more and 

less sustainable practices? How is such work to proceed and what problems are 

encountered along the way? And, what other conceptual and theoretical ideas might be 

marginalized by a focus on practices? 

 

Different theoretical approaches generate different kinds of questions.  Such questions, 

in turn, imply and, in some instances, demand certain methodological strategies.  The 

relation between theory and method can be tightly coupled.  For example, disciplinary 
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traditions concerned with the empirical investigation of “human behaviour” are strongly 

associated with specific methodological assumptions, tools and routines.  The idea that 

there are identifiable drivers of behaviour change goes hand in hand with efforts to pin 

those driving forces down, and develop techniques for estimating their existence and 

relative strength.  For example, “operationalising” a theory of planned behaviour is thus 

a matter of meeting a series of quite well specified conditions: relevant driving factors 

have to be labeled and measured, intervening variables identified and quantified, and so 

forth.  In effect, precise and specific questions can be (have to be) examined because of 

the tightly defined and narrow conceptualization of the question (how are specific 

behaviours driven) and hence of what it is necessary to know (which are the drivers 

involved).  Relevant data is that which meets such conditions.  

 

By contrast, when practice and its social constitution, rather than individuals and their 

behaviours, are centre stage there is no comparably well-defined package of research 

designs and no ready-made repertoire of methodological tools ready and waiting for the 

practice-based researcher to pick up and deploy.  In his discussion of the relevance of 

practice theory for consumption, Warde attributes this openness to the fact that 

practice theories throw up a wide range of questions.  In his words there is “a parallel 

need for breadth in method and techniques of interpretation which are equally 

conditions for the development of a programme of research inspired by theories of 

practice” (Warde 2005: 149). 

 

Although it is the case that theories of practice generate questions at different levels 

and of different types, some lines and hence methods of enquiry are much less likely 

than others.  It is, for instance, hard to imagine what kind of practice-oriented questions 

might be usefully addressed by surveying individual attitudes towards sustainability or 

climate change alone.  In order to interpolate practices, methodologies need to reach 

meanings as they are shared by practice-collectivities and to probe into distributed 

practices at varying scales. Because questions prompted and generated by theories of 
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practice seek to reveal dynamic and recursive processes of change and stasis, they are 

more likely to require some historical or comparative analysis than those which are 

framed in terms of variance theories (which seek to reveal cause and effect models of 

change) of behaviour change.  

 

Since the questions addressed by the Sustainable Practices Research Group are, in part, 

inspired by theories of practice - loosely defined - it is as well to reflect on the 

methodological implications of such a stance.  The purpose of this discussion paper is to 

identify and explore the practicalities of addressing empirical questions that arise from, 

and that are framed in terms of, practice theory.  As such this paper occupies what we 

might think of as middle ground, situated – perhaps uncomfortably - between the 

detailed practicalities of enquiry and the work of conceptualizing the problem that is 

being addressed. The following puzzles explore methodological issues generated by a 

handful of foundational, but still contested, propositions.  

 

1. If practices are distributed across space and time, how are they to be defined and 

recognised? How do they develop, expand or retract in spatial and temporal 

scale? 

 

2. If practices emerge, persist and are reproduced and transformed over time, how 

can such processes be detected and revealed, and at what scales? 

 

3. Given that practices entail moments of resource consumption, how can we study 

and understand a) the changing resource intensity of a practice, and b) the set of 

more and less resource intensive practices in circulation? 

 

4. As present practices are shaped by practices and systems of practice from the 

past, how does this shaping work? Can we accordingly show how present 

practices constitute institutions and infrastructures of the future? 
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The first two puzzles are clearly related in that they deal with issues of boundary-making 

and definition.  In approaching both it will be useful to distinguish between practice as 

performance, and practice as entity: a distinction to which we return in a moment. The 

third question draws us towards issues of sustainability and how these might be 

conceptualised in terms of practice.  The fourth question introduces a series of related 

concerns to do with path dependence, accumulation and interdependence - for 

example, how does the selective enactment of specific practices play out in terms of 

wider questions of access, the unequal distribution of resources, and the maintenance 

and reproduction of social institutions.  It also begs further questions - what does the 

enactment of one practice mean for another? How do entire systems of practice 

evolve? 

  

In commenting on these topics this discussion paper aims to provoke and promote 

ongoing engagement and reflection through the lifetime of the SPRG research 

programme, and beyond. In keeping with this approach we do not reach any definitive 

conclusions, nor do we expect to resolve the issues mentioned once and for all.  With 

this thicket of qualifications in place, we can now, finally, move on. 

 

Four propositions and their implications 

 

1. If practices are distributed across space and time, how are they to be defined 

and recognised? How do they travel? 

 

For Schatzki (2002) practices are “bundles of activities” that are to some degree 

organized and held together. Researching the interconnections of practices adds a 

different level of methodological consideration, particularly when an identified practice 

(eating, drinking, washing, keeping cool), might be connected to different nexuses of 

practice in different times and places. Research questions of this type identify and 
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define practices (analytically, in this case, practices as entities) in different ways than 

would research questions that seek to reveal understandings and meanings of a practice 

as revealed by the carriers of practices (practices as performance).  Established 

conceptual language therefore provides a starting point in practice definition, but not 

one which unproblematically allows us to identify distinct practices, or activity bundles. 

 

For example, a bundle of activities (steering, observing, braking, changing gear etc...) 

can be labelled as a practice called driving when there is some degree of shared 

understanding of what driving means.  Does the extent to which this understanding is 

“shared” matter for the definition of the practice?  And how is “sharing” to be 

recognised? Operating a standard, mass produced car entails similar physical 

movements in the Australian outback as in central Manhattan, but does it make sense 

to call both “driving” – to disregard the radically different sets of meanings, history, 

competence and technology entailed in each of these forms? The ‘bottled water’ project 

asks exactly these questions by comparing practices of drinking in the UK, India, Taiwan 

and Mexico. For much of the time, on the other hand, a practice is recognisable despite 

its internal variety; eating is generally identifiable uncontroversially cross-culturally 

despite the enormous variation in techniques, resources, equipment and tastes. 

 

As is often the case, there is no single answer.  Instead the conclusion, at least for the 

researcher, depends on the underlying question in relation to which such arrangements 

are viewed.  If the task is to understand how “driving” is differently enacted and 

performed, then these variations matter.  If the problem is that of tracking the 

circulation and diffusion of motorised transport around the world, these differences 

might again matter, but not in the same way.  And from other more distant points of 

view, difference might fade into insignificance, or be redefined as similarity.   

 

The more general point here is that it is only by defining and viewing practices as 

provisional but nonetheless recognisable entities – carved out of the flow of daily life -  
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that we can “see” how something like “driving” practices mutate, spread and how they 

are reproduced (not identically, but sufficiently similarly) in different sites and spaces.    

 

This approach does not tell us how practices change scale in time and space, but it 

represents a necessary step in thinking about that question, and about the various 

processes involved. These are key issues for SPRG projects that take a comparative 

and/or historical approach – for instance considering changing food habits in France and 

the UK. In this project, the key research questions seek to reveal situated/contextual 

processes of dietary change – to explore how performances of the practice of eating 

might change and/or become sedimented (including for one and the same individual) in 

everyday life as couples and networks negotiate different cultural, socio-economic and 

interpersonal contexts. Yet, the comparative analysis is designed to reveal how the 

practice as entity varies and shapes those performances across cultural space. At one 

level the practice of eating is universally understood as an entity (almost everyone in the 

countries under study eat at least twice a day), but at another there are many variants 

of the practice, including where people eat (at home, at friends, in a restaurant or work 

canteen), what they eat (notions of the proper meal are culturally contingent), what 

constitutes good manners, and so on. The level at which the practice is conceptualised 

(as both entity and performance) raises different conceptual and methodological 

challenges. 

 

As regards how practices travel, assuming that some operational definition of a 

boundary can be achieved, it is to aspects of recruitment that we should turn. How 

many people participate, who are they, how did they come to learn the practice, and 

who was involved in teaching them, are critical questions. 

It is reasonable to conclude that definitions and boundary drawing of this sort are an 

essential part of the research design, reflecting specific purposes. However, further 

challenges arise if the task is one of tracking and somehow explaining the changing 

contours of a practice over time.   
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2. If practices emerge, persist and are reproduced and transformed over time, how 

can such processes be detected and revealed, and at what scales? 

 

This is a tricky question in that detecting and describing change is a matter of comparing 

different states of approximately “the same” phenomena (recall the classic statement 

by Heraclitus that you can never step into the same river twice).  Establishing sameness 

and difference is again an analytic operation, strategies for which relate to the 

underlying/organising question.  

 

For practices to persist over time they have to be relatively faithfully, that is relatively 

consistently, reproduced by those who carry and enact them.  Successive enactments 

and performances have to be fairly alike.  At the same time there is always scope for 

variation, and it is through variation between one performance and enactment that 

practices, viewed as recognisable entities, develop and evolve and sometimes die or 

disappear.   

 

If the aim is to follow the evolution of practices-as-entities the methodological challenge 

is one of finding ways of exploring the outlines and contours of the practice “as such” so 

as to identify careers up to and including moments of disappearance and/or radical 

transformation. There are many aspects of practice that may not be directly observed, 

certainly not by some typical ‘individualising’ methodologies, but can only be 

established by inference and analysis. This might involve following “traces” like official 

inscriptions and discourses, tracking instructions on how to do the practice in question, 

identifying the tools and equipment involved, or specifying the positioning of one 

practice in relation to another.  The recurrent enactment of specific practices leaves all 

sorts of “marks” – diet shows up in statistics on obesity; heating and cooling practices 

have effect on energy demand, and habits of laundry matter for water consumption.  

Identifying relevant “proxies” represents one way to go. The ‘patterns of water’ project 
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has been exploring a range of such ‘proxies of practice’, through the use of secondary 

data and the novel design of a survey to uncover the dynamics of practices that involve 

the consumption of water in the home.  

 

Other techniques are required to somehow see the difference between one situated, 

localised instance of enactment, on the part of one single carrier or practitioner, and 

another such instance (as is the case with the changing food habits project).  Some of 

the literature on situated practice and ethnography is relevant here (e.g. Lave 2011; 

Suchman etc.).  However, further challenges arise if we want to capture and describe 

the relation between co-existing variation in how practices are enacted, and how these 

differences develop and accumulate over time, resulting in new variants of “the” 

practice in question.  Ethnographic methods may be a useful way in to practices, but 

they may restrict observations to particular times and locations, limiting their grasp on 

the duration and spatial scale of many practices. 

 

So far we have been dealing with the issue of recognising or determining stability and 

change, not with explaining how it comes about. Many academic traditions look for 

causes however broadly or loosely defined.  Hence the question might be what made, 

led or required specific practices to develop the way they did: was it some distant shift 

in the global political economy, was it some new scientific discovery (e.g. germ theory), 

the rippling effects of sociotechnical innovation, or whatever?  Strategies of this kind 

depend on distinguishing, rather clearly, between the object of study – the practice – 

and external factors, forces and contextual pressures that bear down upon it.  Such 

distinctions are again a first necessary step if the next methodological move is to isolate, 

define and describe what these forces might be. This captures part of the approach 

followed by the historical cases which form part of the integration workpackage. The 

specific question for this study is to consider past cases of ‘interventions’ that have 

sought to ameliorate ‘problems’ associated with a specific practice. We start with the 

problem of road safety in relation to the practice of driving. The intention is to look at 
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the sequences and mixes of interventions that have been deployed and to consider 

these in relation to how the practice of driving has changed over a period of several 

decades. This is not so much a cause and effect approach as one that seeks to 

understand how interventions are conceived of and implemented in the context of how 

the practice of driving and its associated problems are understood at any given time by 

those agencies (car companies, pressure groups, government bodies) that have the 

opportunity and authority to intervene. 

 

But, this is not the only route.  Similar questions – how do practices change – can be 

framed in other ways, leading to other styles of enquiry and reflecting other modes of 

conceptualisation.   For example, it is possible to argue that what are cast (above) as 

external pressures are usefully understood as outcomes and contemporary enactments 

of other past/present practices.  This argues for a rather more relational interpretation 

of how practices interact with each other contemporaneously and over time, hence 

generating questions not about what the external forces might be but about how 

interaction goes on, and – as we’ll see below in our discussion of question 4 – how the 

consequences of past practices shape potential future trajectories. 

 

A related analytic strategy is to argue that any one situated enactment of a practice 

carries and contains (and arguably reproduces) all those features that might otherwise 

be externalised as context or explanatory force.  In doing laundry as they do, people 

simultaneously reproduce the conditions and possibilities of capitalism, markets and 

commercial relations, water infrastructures and institutions along with social norms and 

conventions of cleanliness, freshness etc. (Burke, 1996).  Some argue that it is possible 

to “see” these seemingly bigger processes and trends through the study and analysis of 

the careers of practices-as-entities and the lives of practitioners-as-carriers.  Duncan 

Garrow made such a point at the workshop. 
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However, if we take on board issues of the formation of spatial and temporal scales of 

practices, there is clearly a strong rationale for adopting historical and comparative 

methodologies, life stories, and cross-generational methods – indeed, combinations of 

different probes to grasp the traces and characteristics of practices diffused and 

distributed across space and time. When considering major historical practice 

transformations – especially in the context of sustainability – the scale and variety of the 

research tools have to match the scope of the research objectives. 

 

In thinking about these seemingly different approaches it is important to remember the 

organising and ordering power of analytic concepts and schemes in terms of which 

“methods” are oriented, and with reference to which “data” is constituted (as the 

critiques of the narrow framing of concepts, methods and data in theories of planned 

behaviour (see Ogden, 2003) and orthodox economics (see Gershuny, 2000) reminds 

us). 

 

3. Given that practices entail moments of resource consumption, how can we study 

and understand a) the changing resource intensity of a practice, and b) the set of 

more and less resource intensive practices in circulation? 

 

These questions have to do with the ways in which sustainability and consumption are 

conceptualised within SPRG.  Rather than viewing consumption as a practice, many 

projects follow Warde’s suggestion that consumption is a moment located within the 

performance of practices – that resources are used not for their own sake, but as part of 

accomplishing and enacting certain valued social practices.   

 

But what of sustainability? As formulated above, the emphasis is very much on resource 

intensity, but this is itself open to debate.  After all, defining such a concept is itself an 

historical achievement – intensity in relation to what point of reference? In addition, not 
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all aspects of “sustainability” have to do with resource consumption, further, not all 

“resources” are equal in terms of impact, distribution or environmental significance.  

 

There are other questions to pursue, but for the time being it is useful to think about 

how the different projects in SPRG relate to the challenge of assessing or making 

assumptions about the resource intensity of the different practices that are analysed.  

Again questions of boundary and scope come into view – rather than undertaking 

complex LCA analyses (the units of which might be practices, not products) – most 

projects are making certain broad assumptions, for instance, that the diffusion of air-

conditioning requires more energy than natural ventilation and cooling.  However, 

claims of this kind need to be situated. To give another example, consuming bottled 

water might or might not figure as a resource intensive strategy depending on the 

situation and surrounding infrastructure.  In this light the notion of sustainability 

emerges as necessarily ambivalent and indeterminate.   

 

Even so, one sub-plot – not yet fully articulated – is that the effective reproduction of 

many of the practices analysed within SPRG is, for one reason or another, demanding 

more resource consumption than “before”, and that such changes are problematic and 

hence deserving of attention and understanding.   

 

The second aspect – how is the total range of practices in society developing, and are 

more “resource intensive” social arrangements gathering pace, coming to the fore or 

being more widely reproduced? – is less of a focus within SPRG.  However, methods and 

approaches developed within the group promise to shed some light on these wider 

questions of process, especially through efforts to understand the relation between 

practice and, in particular, how some extend and others shrink, and how some emerge 

whilst others disappear. Focusing on processes of expansion and retraction also raise 

questions of how fragments of any practices might attach itself to other practices (what 

we could call practice element transmissions), such as cultural understandings of 
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competence or normality circulating, interacting and transforming across many 

practices – examples of trans-practice cultural notions related to freshness, coolness, 

clean, convenient, natural, tasty and, perhaps even, authentic. Indeed, it is questions 

such as this that the ‘patterns of water’ project seeks to unravel in relation to laundry, 

clothing, cleanliness and dirt. This brings us to the fourth proposition. 

  

4. Present practices are shaped by practices and systems of practice from the past.  

How does this shaping work? Can we show how present practices constitute 

institutions and infrastructures of the future? 

 

It is tempting to assume that a discussion of practice necessarily focuses on the detailed 

doing of everyday life, on bounded habits and social arrangements, and on their 

situated enactment.  Projects within SPRG demonstrate that this is not so and that 

theories of practice are relevant for understanding and analysing large scale trends in 

society, and for engaging at the most “macro” levels imaginable. This is in part to be 

dealt with in the comparative food study, by examination of the way that habits and 

routines of individuals are related to institutional processes in different places. 

  

There are different ways in which these connections are made.  Theoretically, and as 

hinted at above, concepts of structuration (Giddens 1984), field (Bourdieu, 1992), and 

perhaps even, and in a rather different way, social worlds (Becker, 1984) provide a way 

of stepping outside the micro-macro distinction:  structures are enacted and would not 

have effect unless this was the case. From such perspectives, the key research questions 

rest around what constitutes ‘structures’ and the mechanisms through which those 

structures are enacted, reproduced and altered.  

 

But what does this mean in terms of method and approach?  One implication is that it is 

important to pay attention to how lives and practices unfold over time, and to the paths 

and patterns of dependence and accumulation that arise as a result.   Pred’s (1981) 
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work provides a useful way of conceptualising the relation between life courses and 

careers, on the one hand, and the life and times of institutional “projects” and 

organisations on the other.  In taking on a specific role – in family or in working life – 

people cut themselves off from other possible pathways: they become enrolled in 

certain practices, and not in others.  These trajectories have cumulative consequences 

both for the individuals involved, and for the organisations and institutions of which 

they are a part, and which they have a part in reproducing/transforming.   But, it should 

also be possible, through alternative methodological approaches, to observe path 

dependencies in practices as entities (i.e. beyond individuals’ life courses), where 

particular trajectories of change gain momentum and provide powerful resistance to 

possibility of other practices (or varieties of the same practice). The historical case of 

driving practices can pick up on both of these approaches. On the one hand, there is a 

recognised significance to the life stage of individuals and how they drive (as variations 

in insurance premiums for different age groups would suggest). On the other hand 

trajectories of change in the practice of driving can be studied historically by looking at 

changes in technology (cars, roads), skills and competences of drivers (and how they are 

instructed), cultural understandings and the political governance of driving (speed limits, 

regulations for seatbelts and mobile phone use etc.). 

 

It may also be helpful to think of practices as pervaded by tensions between different 

rationales (typically, for eating practices, health/nutrition, aesthetic/gourmet, sociability 

and religious rationales etc.), some of which are similar across countries and groups of 

carriers, some of which are different. These rationales in tension can make the 

performance of practices a mix of continuities and ruptures, an unstable affair, with 

momentary stabilisations/crystallisations of materials/ procedures/ representations 

which make sense for the individuals concerned, socially, affectively, economically or 

ethically. 
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Various intellectual and methodological resources can be mobilised in describing and 

representing these pathways and forms of path dependence and path potential.  Within 

SPRG, there is much to draw upon from more evolutionary studies of innovation and 

analyses of sociotechnical change, narrowly rather than broadly defined. 

 

Which practices and paths survive and deepen and which disappear is not a matter of 

accident, nor is it a process without consequence for issues of equity, access and social 

order.   Or for the meaning and definition of “resource” and resource intensity (to go full 

circle!). 

 

Catching sight of some of these inter-practice relations is not obviously within the scope 

of any one of the SPRG projects but it is a theme of some importance for the 

“integration” project.  In this respect there is scope to consider the role, the terms and 

the limits of historical analysis within SPRG. 

 

 

Methodology and methods 

 

Many of the projects within SPRG make use of qualitative research methods, semi 

structured interviews and the like.  Others deal with secondary data sources and survey 

results.  This makes sense in that projects approach the question of how more and less 

sustainable practices emerge, persist and disappear from different angles. This 

discussion paper deals with wider issues of methodology – with how units of enquiry are 

framed, and with the terms in which comparisons are made – rather than with specific 

techniques of interviewing or data analysis.   However, in the context of any one project, 

and for the SPRG as a whole, these are not entirely unrelated topics.   

 

For example, it makes sense to interview “intermediaries” involved in making Zero 

Carbon homes and asking them about how the future occupants of these homes and the 
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practices they are expected to perform within them are imagined, but in designing such 

interviews and relating them to the ambitions of the SPRG, there is scope for dwelling 

on the core units of enquiry, and for thinking about how respondents’ experiences 

might be interpreted and analysed in terms of the four propositions sketched above.    

 

For the Keeping Cool project, one current puzzle is to find ways of relating the insights 

and conclusions of site-specific case studies to the broader task of conceptualising the 

diffusion of mechanical cooling.  There is more at stake here than simply “generalising” 

from one case to a wider pattern.  Given that we are interested in how cooled space 

features in many practices at once we need to document and describe those multiple 

interactions – showing how cooling is embedded and assumed in the ordering of 

institutional life, the design of technologies that demand to be kept at room 

temperature and so forth.  Capturing inter-practice-interaction at different scales 

demands some theoretical-methodological imagination beyond merely “analysing” 

transcripts and setting these alongside secondary data representing increasing reliance 

on air conditioning. 

 

Intriguingly, the “patterns of water” project has made much progress by simply (in the 

most complex sense) switching the terms in which data on water consumption is 

analysed, treating such material as a “trace” of a variety of practices and, at a stroke, 

rearranging the terms in which the problem of water consumption is framed and 

understood. 

 

The ‘bottled water’ project has developed an historical and comparative method 

requiring an analysis of the emergence of a peculiar quality of water available from taps 

and household plumbing in some locations during the nineteenth century, in a varied 

universe of alternative water-based drinks. Bottled tea in Taiwan, or bottled water in 

Delhi, today inhabit different contexts and circumstances of drinking practices than 

those more typical of Europe. The research methodologies have been adjusted to 
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encompass different modes of water (and sewage) provision in different geographical 

contexts, and their histories. Where tapwater is not ‘a problem’, it needs to be 

problematised; and where it is ‘a problem’, all kinds of different practices and water-

goods emerge to enable water consumption for drinking, washing, cooking, and so on. 

Methodologies need to be developed and combined with each other to address 

emergent complexities of practices surrounding water consumption and provision. 

 

The ‘changing diets’ project tackles issues of boundaries and their definition in the light 

of the tensions apparent between different agents with institutional power to define 

what it is to eat well. There is a putative generic practice (entity) of eating, but there are 

many variants of the practice driven by competing discourses of health, sociability, 

taste, etc.. In dealing with such puzzles, further questions emerge. Socio-cultural context 

matters, but so do the carriers of practice who traverse those contexts: a specific set of 

performances can be seen as momentary crystallisations which make sense – socially, 

affectively, ethically and economically – to people coming together on the basis of 

different biographical experience, as is apparent with couples of different nationalities. 

So far what we have seen from the interviews is that these conflicting rationales 

become more apparent at the time, for example, of starting to live with someone, and 

that people deal with this in some cases by layering/compartmentalising practices; 

and/or by recreating and integrating them in a new ‘project’. We are finding for the 

moment that ‘moments of change’ may actually be moments of retrenchment, where 

former habits are clung to, and that it takes a few years for more fluid practices to 

develop once again. Definitions and boundaries of practices, of socio-cultural contexts, 

and of social groups – and the relationships between them – all need to be worked 

through in the light of internal tensions within practices in order to see how practices 

travel (as entities), play out (as performance) and, therefore, whether trajectories of 

change can be understood and identified beyond the detail of each case. 
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The historical case studies of purposive interventions in practices face challenges in 

demarcating between the endogenous and exogenous dynamics and forces of change – 

an analytical decision. The practice of driving clearly has its own internal dynamics of 

reproduction and change, and does so also in relation to the nexus of other practices 

that it is connected to. Existing social scientific histories of automobility should provide a 

useful starting point for this.  But, ‘interventions’ that have been deployed purposively 

are at once inside and outside of the practice they seek to change. They can only be 

conceived of in relation to contemporaneous understandings of the practice and its 

problems and perhaps what has been tried in the past. But the possibility for 

governments to regulate driving or the factors that lead car companies to introduce 

safety related innovations extend beyond the practice of driving itself.  It should be 

relatively straightforward to trace a trajectory of road safety interventions to mirror the 

historical trajectory of driving practice, but the challenge lies in how to conceptualise 

connections between the two.  

 

 

Reflections 

 

Projects inspired by practice theory are unlikely to adopt similar techniques or methods 

of enquiry.  The approach is not constraining in this respect.  However, taking practices 

as the unit of enquiry is a somewhat unusual step and it is one that requires us to really 

think about the types of questions that are consequently generated, and then about the 

methodological/analytic challenges that follow.  In this short discussion we have begun 

to address a handful of such concerns, commenting on questions of bounding and 

definition; on the moves required to “see” change over time and to undertake 

comparative enquiry.  We have also pointed to issues involved in moving between the 

analysis and understanding of situated practices/performances and practices-as-

entities.    Along the way we have identified strategies that separate practice from 

context (external forces), and those which contend (theoretically) that contexts are in a 



19 
 

sense no more than other practices – including traces and accumulations of past 

arrangements.  Whatever else, we hope to prompt readers within SPRG to reflect on 

their own methodological strategies and the decisions and forms of reasoning and 

conceptualisation required to take sustainable practices as the central topic of enquiry. 
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