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How Practice Theory and 
Complex Adaptive Systems 
Theory can inform future 
energy conservation 
policies 



• Practice theory: core concepts 
 

• Rhythms of practice 
 

• Implications for energy demand 
•   
• Future rhythms and practices 

 
• Conceptualising change – and 

key differences compared to 
complex adaptive system theory 

 
 

Why this is a tempting and sometimes useful but ultimately 
misleading image of social practices 



Practice theory: core concepts 

“the basic domain of study of the social 
sciences, according to the theory of 
structuration, is neither the experience of the 
individual actor, nor the existence of any form 
of social totality, but social practices ordered 
across space and time” 
 
 (Giddens, 1984: 2) 



A practice is social .. it is a ‘type’ 
of behaving and understanding 
that appears at different locales 
and at different points of time 
and is carried out by different 
body/minds. 

 (Reckwitz 2000: 250) 

 

A practice is “a temporally 
and spatially dispersed 
nexus of doings and 
sayings”  
 
(Schatzki 1996: 89).  
 
Practice as performance 
Practice as entity 

From this other features follow 



Energy is not used for its own sake, but as part of 
accomplishing social practices, at home, at work and in moving 
around 
 
 
 
Energy demand is an outcome of what people do 
 
 
Fundamental changes in energy demand depend on changes in 
social practice 
(not individual attitudes, behaviour, price etc., and not  on ‘sociotechnical’ innovation 
or efficiency)  



Multiple dynamics of social practice  



Implications for energy demand 
Energy is not used for its own sake: consumption is an outcome of what people do 
 
How do patterns of practice and therefore demand vary: daily, weekly, over decades?   
How do these rhythms of practice themselves change.  
 

RHYTHMS of PRACTICES 
 
 
Beyond the doing of one practice or another 
Beyond individual performance, nudge, chosen behaviour, normal economic concerns 
 
Duration, sequence, synchronisation, periodicity, temporal location (when) 
Fixed durations, delegation of timing (automatic timers); speeds; multi-tasking 
Fixed timing: meal times. 
 
 
RELATIONS BETWEEN PRACTICES 
 
 
See www.demand.ac.uk  including 
http://www.demand.ac.uk/02/12/2014/talk-the-time-and-timing-of-uk-domestic-energy-demand-ben-anderson/Socio-temporal orders 

 

http://www.demand.ac.uk/


France Data from the multi-national time use studies, 
2000.  

Energy demand is an outcome of 
societal rhythms and dynamic 
patterns of practice. 
 
Issues of extent and timing: 
 
How practices (as entities) interact 
 
 
 
For example:  
 
SSI Societal synchronisation index 

 
CACP Chart atlas of contemporary 

practice 
 

FITI Fossilisation, innovation, 
transformation index 

 
 
 

 

Finland 



The timing and societal synchronisation  of energy demand 

 • What are peaks made of? 
• Societal synchronisation 
• Sequences and flexibilities 
• Trends over time 
• Where does policy influence lie?  

• Balancing supply and demand  
• Decarbonisation/renewables 
• Smart metering 
• Future demand 
• Relation between mobility and 

energy in buildings 
 
 Linking time use and energy use 

 
Peaks are made of different practices:  
morning, evening, different week-days 

Many people doing the 
same energy-intensive 
activity at the same 
time  
 

Many people doing 
different energy-
intensive activities at 
the same time  
 

Many people doing the 
same lower energy 
activity at the same time  
 

Many people doing 
different lower energy 
activities at the same 
time  
 

Societal synchronisation  
High  Low 



UK 
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From Mathieu Durand-Daubin, EDF R and D 

‘The week imposes a rhythmic beat on a vast array of major activities’ (Zerubavel 1985; 2) 



Sequences underpin peaks 
Visual-TimePAcTS – ActiviTree: Katerina Vrotsou, Linkoping  

  

Car dependent practices:  sequences – links to shopping, waste, freight 

Laundry: is it ‘shiftable’?  

 
RELATIONS BETWEEN PRACTICES 

 



Rhythms change over time: paid work through the day – where people are 
when 

Source:Gershuny, J (2011) Time-Use Surveys and the Measurement of National Well-Being, Centre for Time-use Research 
Department of Sociology University of Oxford(12 September 2011) 
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other household members are simultaneously working or taking leisure (hence they miss 

evidence of unsociable hours). Yet arguably the most important impact of paid work changes 

on well-being relate to exactly these issues of daily and weekly work rhythms 

 

Figure 2 provides the very simplest sort of day-graph or “tempogram” showing change, over 

the last 50 years, in the proportions of men and of women engaged in paid work throughout 

the day. It shows the M-shaped structure of the working day, with few people working before 

6.30am or after 8pm, and with a clear effect of the lunch break, in the middle of the day, from 

about 11.30 to 2pm. There are two clear stages of change. Men’s participation in paid work 

throughout the day reduced substantially from 1961 to 1985. Women’s daily work pattern by 

contrast increased substantially between 1985 and 2001. In both cases we see only a minor 

spread of work into the early evening. In neither case do we see evidence of the emergence of 

a” 24-hour society”: work remains mostly a daytime activity. Equivalent diagrams show the 

extent of the disappearance of Saturday morning paid work (50% of men were working at 

11am on Saturdays in 1961, 22% did so in 2001), and a continuing low level of paid work 

throughout Sunday. 

 

Figure 2: 

Tempograms: paid work through the day; UK national time diary studies 1961-2001  

  
 

Using nationally representative samples of daily sequences we can identify the various 

different daily patterns, with short long, broken, evening and night work (Kan and Lesnard 

2010). We can identify the precise distributions of work starting and stopping times and the 

lengths of work breaks. We can examine household activity patterns (eg what husbands are 

doing during the day and night while their wives are at work; Voorpostel et al 2010).  

 

The HETUS-pattern studies also collect 7-day work schedules alongside the day diaries
2
. 

These allow us to look at the number of respondents’ days that contain any paid work, at the 

times of starting and stopping work through the week, and hence the regularity or otherwise 

of the working hours across the week’s work days, at shift patterns, at the extent of 

                                                 
2 Early UK research on weekly work schedule instruments funded by the Department of Employment , Marsh 

1991) and some current research on the HETUS weekly instrument (Glorieux 2011) suggests that they 

somewhat overestimate work time, but to a lesser extent than do the stylised instruments – and they do in 

addition permit sequence-analytic and other similar research on weekly paid work rhythms. 

Profiles of practice and of demand are constantly on the move, anyway 



 
 
 
Non energy policy matters for timing, synchronisation and energy demand 
 
• School Choice 
• Daylight Saving Time 
• Opening hours: Sunday trading; GP services; pubs 
• Working Time Directive 
• Shift work 
• Urban planning 

• Public Transport Fares – on/off peak 
• On-line delivery charges 
• Diamond Saver days (B&Q) 
• Economy 7 and other time-related tariffs 
• Parking fees (or max duration of stay) 

• Business practices matter for timing, synchronisation and energy demand 

 
• Opportunities for intervening in the timing and synchronisation of energy demand 
• Implications for data collection and analysis: practices, time, energy 
• Focusing on complexes of practices: when demand occurs 
• Focusing on complexes of practices: extent of demand at different times 

• Also convenience devices: microwave, hoover, central heating, etc. 



How complexes of practice and rhythms organise FUTURE complexes and rhythms 

 
• Predictability (timetables, schedules, informal cues) 
• Planning (temporal regularity) 
• Prefiguring (sequences, enabling) 
• A theory of persistence and obduracy (competence, meaning, materail) 
• A theory of accumulation, inequality and power 
 
 
Indeterminacy – inherent to practice theory  
Schatzki: causal chains without direction, always on the edge of change, no hierarchy 
(small constitutes large) – all is enacted. 
  
MLP co-evolution, in a direction, with a hierarchy: levels structure each other. 
 
Situating policy: coping with openness:  
Models and scenarios; technological anticipation/forecasting - performative 
Future making, backcasting implies distinctive forms of agency (a problem) 
Or, policy as part of unfolding practices 
 
Other thoughts 
The idea of an open future (modernity) 
More complexity = more contingency in both social and temporal structures (Luhmann) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conceptualising change – and basic 
methodological differences between theories 
of practice and complex adaptive system 
theory 





Is practice theory consistent with the epistemological assumptions of complex 
adaptive systems theory? 
 
A little bit:  in the very general sense of not being as linear or restrictive as behavioural 

theories or economics – tipping points, emergence, endogenous processes. 
 
But NO  on many other counts: 
 
• It is NOT about individuals connecting in social groups, societies – the unit is not 

individual, or aggregation of individuals 
• There are no implicit ‘rules’ regarding connections 
• There is no one systems of practice, or sets of bounded systems (who does the 

bounding?) 
• There is no external context: ‘large’ phenomena are locally enacted/reproduced 
• There is no hierarchy:  a flat ontology 
• CAS etc. overlook specific history, the normative making of goals and purposes – 

instead focusing on optimising, better, efficiency or ‘benefits’: for practice theory, 
valued ends are outcomes of practice. 

• There is no ‘health’ of a practice system, no equilibrium to maintain (there is no 
system) 

• Practice theory accounts for social exploitation, advantage, power, social class etc. as 
reproduced through practices – not as a consequence of abstract, externalised rules. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Why this is a tempting but misleading 
representation of social practices 



There is more to be done on how practices are ordered across space 
and time  

“the basic domain of study of the social 
sciences, according to the theory of 
structuration, is neither the experience of the 
individual actor, nor the existence of any form 
of social totality, but social practices ordered 
across space and time” 
 
 (Giddens, 1984: 2) 

Changing microstructures??  



 
forms of monitoring and cross-referencing play an important part in the 
reproduction of practices and of relations between them.  

“Connective tissue”  



• Use practice theory to understand behaviour  
• Talk about ‘energy practices’ or start with the use of resources 
• Conclude that practices = behaviour + technology 
• Identify methods of persuading individuals to adopt new practices (behaviours) 
• Talk about the drivers or environmental conditioning of practices 
• Talk about a practice lens, or about using practice theory to ……. 

 
 

• Focus exclusively on a few performances of a practice: this is not the practice as entity 
• Study practices by simply interviewing individuals/households/communities 
• Ask how the range of practices carried by an individual changes: this focuses on the person 
• Ask which types of people do which practices (cluster analysis)  
• Catalogue elements as behavioural conditions or factors 

If we take practices as the basic domain of study, there are some things we 
DEFINITELY SHOULD NOT do  

And in terms of method it is very unwise to 

HEALTH WARNING 


