
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Business Ethics (2022) 181:269–281 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-021-04945-7

ORIGINAL PAPER

Responsible Management‑as‑Practice: Mobilizing a Posthumanist 
Approach

Silvia Gherardi1 · Oliver Laasch2 

Received: 7 May 2020 / Accepted: 6 September 2021 / Published online: 22 September 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
The emerging field of responsible management (RM) studies the integration of sustainability, responsibility, and ethics in 
managerial practices. Therefore, turning to practice theories for the study of RM appears to hold great promise of conceptual 
and methodological contribution. We propose a posthumanist practice approach for studying RM-as-practice. Managerial 
practices are conceived as the agencement of heterogeneous elements (humans, nonhumans, more-than-humans, materials, 
and discourses) that achieve agency in their being interconnected. Thus, RM is understood as processual, relational, emergent, 
and sociomaterial. We contribute a framework for the empirical study of RM-as-practice on the basis of three sensitizing 
concepts: situatedness, sociomateriality, and textures. We further discuss the implications of understanding responsibility 
as response-ability, an engaged practice for relating to the other and the RM researcher’s role as internal to the practice 
agencement under study, thus, opening the debate on our own response-ability.

Keywords  Responsible management · Responsible management-as-practice · Posthumanism · Agencement · Situatedness · 
Sociomateriality · Texture of practices

Introduction

This article is positioned within the responsible management 
(RM) literature, which we address from the point of view of 
the ‘turn to practice’ (Eikeland & Nicolini, 2011; Gherardi, 
2000; Miettinen et al., 2009). Its aim is to contribute to the 
foundation of an approach to RM-as-practice, grounded in 
a posthumanist practice theory.

Practice theories have greatly impacted several major 
streams of management and organization studies. In the last 
twenty years, we have witnessed the birth of strategy-as-
practice (Vaara & Whittington, 2012); leadership-as-practice 
(Raelin, 2020); entrepreneurship-as-practice (Thompson & 
Byrne, 2020); marketing-as-practice (Hackley et al., 2008), 
and also ethics-as-practice (Clegg et al., 2007a). However, 

the potentialities of addressing RM-as-practice are still 
widely open and worthy of a more in depth exploration, 
since a theoretically grounded methodology for conducting 
practice-based studies may enrich the ever-evolving aca-
demic field of responsible management. Therefore, in this 
article, we develop a research agenda by interweaving the 
logic of practice with RM, starting with a brief introduction 
of our two domains.

Practice theories may be defined as a broad family of 
well-established theoretical approaches for understanding 
and explaining social and organizational phenomena in 
new ways (Nicolini et al., 2003; Reckwitz, 2002; Rouse, 
2001; Schatzki, 2005; Shove et al., 2012). We are going to 
examine the internal articulations of practice theories in a 
dedicated section. However, we anticipate that the broad 
family of practice theories presents the following commu-
nalities: (a) practices constitute the horizon within which 
all discursive and material actions are made possible and 
acquire meaning; (b) practices are inherently contingent, 
materially mediated, and cannot be understood without 
reference to a specific place, time, and concrete historical 
context; (c) practices are social accomplishments, even 
when they are attributed to individuals; (d) while practices 
depend on reflexive human carriers to be accomplished, 
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and perpetuated, human agent capability always results 
from taking part in one or more sociomaterial practices; 
and (e) practices are mutually connected and constitute 
a nexus, texture, field, or network (Nicolini, 2012: 214).

Under the label of RM, the three domains of ethics, 
responsibility, and sustainability are connected (Forray 
& Leigh, 2012; Laasch et al., 2020c; Rasche & Gilbert, 
2015). RM recently has been defined as the “integration 
of sustainability, responsibility, and ethics into […] mana-
gerial practice(s)” (Laasch, 2018: 9). To establish a basic 
shared understanding of RM across the three domains, we 
briefly outline each of them to highlight the terrain we 
build on.

The business and management ethics domain is con-
cerned with questions of morally right or wrong decisions 
and behaviors in a business and management context (Crane 
& Matten, 2004). The study of ethical management can be 
subdivided into the three fields of normative ethics con-
cerned with what the ‘right’ behavior is; descriptive ethics 
concerned with explaining why people engage in right or 
wrong behaviors; and ethics management concerned with 
the application of tools to facilitate right behavior (Laasch & 
Conaway, 2015). Ethics management tools that materialize 
ethics are, for instance, codes of ethics or ethical oaths (Car-
ollo et al., 2020; De Bruin, 2016). A related “crucial prac-
tice for responsible management” is whistleblowing, as a 
way to report ethical misconduct (Carollo et al., 2020: 594). 
Human beings, their central role as actors, and the emotional 
impacts on them by whistleblowing are at the forefront.

The sustainability domain can be traced back to the 
notion of sustainable development (Brundtland, 1987). It is 
concerned with complex systems dynamics between social, 
environmental, and economic dimensions (Barbier, 1987), 
which in the management context frequently is referred to 
as the triple bottom line (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Elking-
ton, 1998). Another core concern of sustainability, emer-
gent from the aspiration to sustain intergenerational equity 
(Padilla, 2002; Pearce, 1988), is time (Bansal & DesJardine, 
2014). In the context of management, sustainability practices 
are grounded in both corporate sustainability management 
and environmental management (Schaltegger et al., 2003). 
Sustainability management tools that materialize sustain-
ability in RM include, for instance, sustainability score cards 
and life-cycle impact assessments (Finnveden et al., 2009; 
Hansen & Schaltegger, 2014). As an example, Kennedy and 
Bocken (2020: 640) study “the essential practice” of RM 
that is business model innovation for sustainability. This 
practice centrally relies on design tools like the “triple-lay-
ered business model canvas” (Joyce & Paquin, 2016: 1474). 
It emphasizes the role of a human responsible manager as 
the agent of sustainability business model innovation, as a 
practice “for the responsible manager” (Kennedy & Bocken, 
2020: 640).

The responsibility domain is centered on the realization 
of responsibilities between managers and a variety of stake-
holders (Carroll, 1991; Fassin, 2009; Freeman, 1983). While 
most strongly related to the corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) discussion, the field often framed as business and 
society or as social issues in management, also includes 
corporate citizenship, responsible leadership, and social 
entrepreneurship (Schwartz & Carroll, 2008; Waddock, 
2004; Wood & Logsdon, 2019). All emphasize the social 
dimension of responsibility (Aguilera et al., 2007; Dahlsrud, 
2008). Tools that materialize managerial responsibility in 
practices are, for instance, stakeholder mapping, stakeholder 
prioritization, and total responsibility management (Mitchell 
et al., 1997; Van Marrewijk et al., 2004; Waddock & Bod-
well, 2004). The practices of socially responsible human 
resources management (SHRM) (Shen & Benson, 2016) are 
an excellent example for social responsibility centered RM. 
The emphasis is on human beings, as it explores how HR 
managers’ practice of SHRM affect the employee stakehold-
er’s work behavior and how this in turn affects the assump-
tion of their responsibility for other human stakeholders 
(Shen & Benson, 2016: 1723).

RM research is not only interested in the individual 
domains of ethics, responsibility, and sustainability, but 
especially in the dynamics between them. For instance, 
Laasch (2021) discusses the practice of factory production 
interrelating its ethical implications related to worker (mis)
treatment, with societal responsibility implications such as 
the impacts of shift work on families, and on environmen-
tally unsustainable consumption patterns. Yet again, the 
humans are put front and center in this account.

While practice as a unit of analysis tends to focus the 
attention on activities, knowledges, discourses, and materi-
alities that are brought together in practicing, RM research 
instead has been centered on the human, the responsible 
manager (Laasch, 2018; Prahalad, 2010; Schneider et al., 
2010). Accordingly, RM frequently relates to specialized 
(human) job profiles, roles, and identities like those of eth-
ics and compliance managers (Adobor, 2006), CSR manag-
ers (Wesselink & Osagie, 2020), or sustainability managers 
(Carollo & Guerci, 2017). The RM field also aims to under-
stand and enable the RM by people more broadly, including 
“mainstream managers” (Laasch & Conaway, 2015: 36), and 
“all employees of a company” (Verkerk et al., 2001: 354). It 
becomes apparent that the RM discussion has foregrounded 
the central ‘human motor’ or ‘human agent.’ Our posthu-
manist approach will background this human emphasis, in 
order to arrive at new and more diverse ways of studying 
RM.

Although RM has frequently used the term practice, with 
very few exceptions (Laasch et al., 2020a; Price et al., 2020), 
the RM literature has not tapped into the powerful research 
apparatus of practice theories. By developing a posthumanist 
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practice approach to RM, we offer an apparatus for the study 
of RM practices that backgrounds the (human) responsible 
manager. Our aim is to de-center the human being as the 
main source of meaning and action and focus rather on how 
ethics, responsibility, and sustainability are entangled in the 
materiality and discursivity of situated practices. When we 
take practice as the unit of analysis, we do not deny a place 
to the humans, but they are positioned along with nonhu-
mans (tools, technologies, other materialities), more-than-
humans (other living beings), discourses, knowledges, and 
any other specific element that may enter into a situated 
practice. Thus, if we understand responsible management 
as practice, RM may be further re-defined as emergent from 
the interplay of ongoing ethical, responsible, and sustain-
able practices.

This article is organized in the following way. First, we 
discuss the difference between humanist and posthumanist 
practice theory and our reasons for preferring the latter. In 
a second moment, we contribute a theoretical/methodologi-
cal framework for approaching RM-as-practice, guided by 
some select sensitizing concepts (situatedness, sociomate-
riality, and texture). In the concluding discussion, we make 
explicit the implications of our posthumanist framework, by 
framing the field of RM-as-practice as processual, relational, 
emergent, and sociomaterial. We will also discuss the RM 
researcher’s response-ability, which emerges from our being 
inside the practices we study.

From Humanist to Posthumanist Practice 
Theories

In the early 2000s, a conversation started around the ‘prac-
tice turn’ (Schatzki et al., 2001) and practice theories began 
to inform management and organization studies (Gherardi, 
2000; Orlikowski, 2000). After the so-called second wave 
of practice theorists (Bourdieu, 1990; Foucault, 1970; Gar-
finkel, 1967; Giddens, 1984), a new generation of scholars 
argued either for a re-turn to practice theories (Nicolini, 
2012; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015; Schatzki, 2019; Shove 
et al., 2012) or for a turn within practice theories (Gherardi, 
2021). However, the umbrella term of practice-based studies 
accommodates both differences and similarities (Gherardi, 
2019a; Hui et al., 2016). Nonetheless, a relevant line of dif-
ferentiation can be drawn between humanist and posthuman-
ist practice theories.

Humanist Practice Theories and Ethics‑as‑Practice

Humanist approaches start from human beings as the main 
source of agency and methodologically study ‘humans 
and their practices’ positioning the material world in rela-
tion to, but outside of practice. Practice is mainly seen as 

human activity (Schatzki, 2005). In fact, the widespread 
definition of practice as nexus of doings and sayings sus-
tained by a shared understanding, induces an unintentional 
focus on the subject of those activities as a human being 
who possesses capacity for intentional action and abil-
ity to communicate. Another unintentional emphasis on 
the human subject stems from a conception of practice 
as simply ‘what people do,’ often in contrast with theory. 
Thus, practice has become a slippery term that has the 
propensity to slide unnoticed between empirical and ana-
lytical registers (Gad & Jensen, 2014). On one side, there 
is the tendency—criticized by Turner (1994)– to ascribe 
to practice the status of a kind of object; a social substance 
with un-analyzed, but implied causal powers. On the other 
side, there is the tendency of turning practice into a magi-
cal charm, forgetting that practice is never simply ‘found’ 
but is always fabricated by the researchers’ activities that 
draw boundaries around ‘a’ practice.

To study a practice as an empirical object, researchers 
draw boundaries around a set of activities that are socially 
recognized as belonging to a certain practice. For example, 
the identification of the categories that enter into the con-
struction of the indicators for a CSR report, may be con-
sidered a practice. However, also the whole CSR reporting 
and communication to stakeholders may be considered a 
practice. Thus, the boundaries around ‘a’ practice are iden-
tified by researchers according to the needs of their study. 
At the same time, practice is a philosophical concept that 
articulates the set of characteristics that enter into the con-
struction of a theoretical and analytical apparatus for the 
empirical study of practices. In other words, a humanist 
practice theory is not ‘truer’ than a posthumanist one. Rather 
each allows for a different conceptualization of the research 
object, the methodologies for studying it, and their capacity 
to produce different knowledge effects and discourses.

Before introducing a posthumanist practice theory, we 
acknowledge that our endeavor does not start from scratch, 
since practice-based studies of management and ethics-as-
practice have paved the way for studies of RM-as-practice.

Despite the attention to the discourse on managerial work, 
the categorization of what constitutes managerial work has 
always been a controversial topic. Practice-based studies 
with their focus on the everydayness and creativity of mana-
gerial work, are positioned “as promising means of address-
ing some of the short-comings of existing approaches, aimed 
at facilitating the making of novel connections” (Korica 
et al., 2017: 152). Managerial work is framed by them as 
a practiced craft whose knowledge is developed and kept 
within situated practices of managing. Often, a practice-
based understanding of management is fostered with the 
expression ‘managing’ or managing responsibly (Price et al., 
2020).
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An approach to ethics-as-practice is becoming well 
established (Carter et al., 2007; Clegg et al., 2007a, 2007b; 
Ibarra-Colado et al., 2006; Loacker & Muhr, 2009; Painter-
Morland, 2008; Pérezts et al., 2011). The basic premises 
of ethics-as-practice are as follows: (i) ethics is a practice 
of choice and evaluation; (ii) in practice, people encoun-
ter a plurality of ethical models; and (iii) novel situations 
can never be entirely predicted by a model. Ethics is, thus, 
defined as “the social organizing of morality; the process by 
which accepted (and contested) models are fixed and refixed, 
by which morality becomes ingrained in various customary 
ways of doing things” (Clegg et al., 2007a: 111). In this 
definition, we may note that the collective organizational 
foundation of ethicality, its open-endedness, and a defini-
tion of practice as a habitual way of doing. Therefore, man-
agement’s task in relation to ethics is one of “enhancing 
and maintaining structures that understand undecidability 
as opportunities and responsibilities […] and that actively 
foster a collective and democratic decision-making ethos” 
(Clegg et al., 2007b: 395).

Ethics-as-practice constitutes a relevant theoretical 
move for grounding the empirical study of ethics in situ-
ated managerial practices. Also, other studies assume an 
approach that contributes to counter imposed ethical uni-
versalism, stressing, for example, the local and continuous 
emergence of morality through value work (Garud et al., 
2018; Gehman et al., 2013). Nevertheless, we notice two 
weak points in this research agenda. One is the separation of 
ethics from politics. The other is the centrality still attributed 
to humans as the exclusive locus of morality and decision 
making. Therefore, we wish to stress the need to link ethics 
and politics, as many authors do, under the label of critical 
business ethics (McMurray et al., 2011; Rhodes & Pullen, 
2018; Wray-Bliss, 2009).

When faced with multiple demands from multiple others, 
people at work will always violate ethics in the way they 
constitute their own subjectivity, since taking political action 
means that the ethical demands of every single other person 
cannot be accounted for. Therefore, “ethical subjectivity in 
organizations is not a matter of firming up a singularly right-
eous self, but is a divided self, willing to address the fragile 
and undecidable character of its own constitution in prac-
tice” (McMurray et al., 2011: 543). This theoretical point 
about subjectivity constitutes the linking pin for discussing 
the difference between human-centered practice theories and 
an alternative approach. In fact, as long as we operate with a 
conception of humans as the central agent and the only ones 
who possess agency, we assume that an ethical subjectivity 
precedes the practice in which it is enacted.

Posthumanist Practice Theory

A posthumanist practice theory (Gherardi, 2019a) has been 
elaborated on the basis of contemporary philosophical con-
versations labelled as posthumanism and new materialism. 
Posthumanism is often used as an umbrella term, subsuming 
new materialism and affects studies (Fox & Alldred, 2016). 
It is used in many fields to describe mainly two themes that 
affect both the definition of the subject of knowledge and 
the modes of knowledge production: posthumanism on the 
one hand and post-anthropocentrism on the other. The for-
mer criticizes the idea of ‘Man’ as the allegedly universal 
standard for the human, whereas the latter objects to spe-
cies hierarchy and human exceptionalism (Braidotti, 2013). 
The humanist subject has been considered problematic for 
many reasons: its exceptionalism, eurocentrism and mascu-
linism, along with its anthropocentrism (Braidotti, 2013). 
Nevertheless, decentering the human as an individual, does 
not imply a rejection of the human/humanity, but rather a 
rejection of the centrality of humans as the site of inten-
tional action. Human beings never act alone and are always 
entangled with/in their environments. Thus, it acknowl-
edges a postanthropocentric commitment to thinking 
‘beyond the human,’ in terms of dynamic relations among 
humans, animals, machine, discourses, things, environments 
and, thus, expressing a firm stand against liberal humanist 
individualism.

A posthumanist practice theory, in denying the centrality 
of humans, defines practice as an agencement1 of elements 
(humans, nonhumans, more-than-humans, discourses, bod-
ies, rules, knowledges) that achieve agency in their being 
intra-acting. Intra-action refers to the mutual constitution 
of entangled agencies. In contrast to ‘interaction,’ which 
assumes that there are separate individual agencies that 
precede their interaction, the notion of intra-action recog-
nizes that distinct elements emerge through their intra-action 
(Barad, 2007: 33). Therefore, what we name ‘a practice’ 
emerges from the diverse and diffuse field of entangled ele-
ments that achieve agency performatively, in their recipro-
cal affecting and being affected. A practice, as a socially 
sustained mode of knowing and acting, emerges from its 
practicing, from the capacities of its elements to affect and to 
be affected which produce novelty and heterogeneity. Here, 
we see the main difference to a humanist practice theory 

1  The reason for preferring to keep Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) 
French word, poorly translated in English with assemblage, is that the 
French term retain its root in agency and has a processual connota-
tion—the idea of establishing or forming an assemblage—not a fixed 
state of assembled things. The difference that is thus introduced aim 
to shift the attention away from what is interconnected towards how 
the elements that are entangled achieve agency by being intercon-
nected (Gherardi, 2016).
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that attribute agency to individual actors, separated from 
the materiality and discursivity of the world in which they 
act, whereas in a posthumanist conception agency emerges 
within the temporal and performative flow of practicing.

To give an example of the difference between human-
ist and posthumanist approaches in empirical research in 
RM, we can take gender and gendering practices in CSR as 
a well-developed topic of research that may be re-framed. 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices begun to 
engage with gender issues in a variety of ways, both through 
initiatives relating to women in the workplace, community, 
and supply chains as well as through broader CSR programs 
(Women’s Empowerment Principles). Guidelines and bench-
marks on gender equality have materialized the tools for 
mitigating inequality. Women empowerment initiatives 
are often incorporated as part of mainstream CSR reports 
and ethical trade initiatives. Stakeholder consultations on 
gender issues are becoming widespread and local CSR pro-
gram developments are diffused. We can say that manage-
rial practices in relation to gender issues have been well 
developed for what concerns the instruments for account-
ing, reporting, and communicating with stakeholders, thus, 
accumulating legitimation resources for the firm. What has 
not achieved enough visibility, however, is the theoretical 
reflection for such initiatives in relation to feminist theoriza-
tion on gender and gendering practices (Grosser & Moon, 
2019); the meaning of empowerment in developing coun-
tries (Karam & Jamali, 2013); the unexpected outcomes of 
empowerment programs enacted by women managers and 
farmers (McCarthy, 2017); and the gendered global division 
of labor between Global North/South that reproduces gen-
dered neocolonialist discourses and perpetuate exploitative 
material dependences through CSR activities (Ozkazanc-
Pan, 2019). If we put together the results of those studies 
and read them diffractively through one another, we can 
reframe CSR practices as the agencement of humans (man-
agers, workers, stakeholders, and many others), nonhumans 
(accounting systems, technologies, categorization processes, 
programs), discourses (empowerment, CSR, equality, vul-
nerability), and knowledges (Western, postcolonials). From 
the local workplace initiatives, all these together connect to 
the community and the world, thus, globalizing both CSR 
management instruments and the meaning of empowerment 
and inequalities. We can empirically trace the flow of agency 
through the way that one element affects another and travels 
both as idea and as its materialization, in a social and mate-
rial valorization process.

This principle of ‘agentivity’ means that we do not study 
managers as individuals or collectives, managerial work and 
activities, management discourse in isolation, nor manage-
rial education or learning as separate activities rather we 
study the social effects of their interconnections. The divide 
between ‘us’ and the world, or the organization and the 

environment, is blurred since all are part of the world and 
part of the apparatus with which we come to know the world.

In encouraging us to stop viewing matter as a passive 
and immutable substance, a posthumanist practice theory 
follows the so-called ‘turn to matter.’ Specifically Barad’s 
(2007) work theorizes the intertwined and co-constitutive 
relationship between discursive practices and material phe-
nomena. Phenomena are produced through specific appara-
tuses, which are not bounded objects or structures. Instead, 
they are open-ended practices of mattering through which 
intelligibility and materiality are constituted, along with an 
excluded realm of what does not matter. Thus, researchers 
are responsible for their own knowing practices since they 
are internal to the practice agencement they study.

Our being part of the world expresses not only a critique 
of anthropocentrism but also implies a research agenda in 
which a posthumanist practice theory may become a genera-
tive tool in the historical moment named ‘Anthropocene.’ 
The idea of a posthuman societal condition reflects a situa-
tion in which matter is vital and human and nonhuman are 
more and more folded into one another: agencements of digi-
tal cultures, emergent bio-technologies, algorithmic automa-
tion, and various cyborg formations are deeply enmeshed.

An appropriate question for positioning sustainability 
within a posthumanist practice theory is to ask with Ulmer 
(2017: 6), “what the Anthropocene might do in research.” 
She answers that it may do several things “situate research 
within a particular time period; support inquiries that 
include aspects of in/non/human life; and highlight the pur-
pose and significance thereof. Anthropocentric thinking 
invites scholars to refine their political commitments both 
in and to research” (Ulmer, 2017: 6). In her response, we 
acknowledge how in doing research, sustainability, respon-
sibility, and ethics are not separable. This insight is at the 
core of a posthumanist practice theory (Gherardi, 2019a) 
that acknowledge the performativity of our social practices. 
Therefore, instead of asking what individuals ‘do’ within 
a practice, we shall ask what practices do, and with which 
effects in terms of ethics, responsibility, and sustainability. 
For us, as researchers, it is also a matter of ethical response-
ability to be aware of the relationality of knowing and being 
with doing. Both Haraway (2016) and Barad (2007) use 
the term ‘response-ability’ to emphasize the performative 
feature of responsibility that entails “cultivating collective 
knowing and doing” (Haraway, 2016: 34), a relational atti-
tude towards all beings. In this regard, Haraway’s concept 
of response-ability includes an ability to sense, ‘share,’ and 
respond to others.

The plea for a concept of ethico-onto-epistemology 
(Barad, 2007), informing posthumanist practice theory, 
opens a different ground for ethics. It is an embodied eth-
ics that lies in our corporeal sensibility to proximate oth-
ers (Diprose, 2002; Perezts et al., 2015; Pullen & Rhodes, 



274	 S. Gherardi, O. Laasch 

1 3

2013). Within the philosophical movement of posthuman-
ism, feminist new materialism, and ethics of care, a posthu-
manist practice theory may contribute to developing the field 
of RM-as-practice redefining responsibility as response-abil-
ity, the capacity/ability to respond to the other.

A Theoretical/Methodological Framework 
for the Empirical Study of RM‑as‑Practice

In this section, we develop a theoretical/methodological 
framework for the empirical study of RM as a phenome-
non emergent in and through practice. In a sense, we have 
already illustrated our theoretical framework exposing 
the basic assumptions of a posthumanist understanding of 
practice. Our next task is to translate it into a coherent and 
accessible research framework. However, to stay loyal to the 
posthumanist philosophy, we are expressly resist to dividing 
theory/practice, researchers/researched, and the temptation 
to produce knowledge standing outside of the world [what 
Haraway (1988) called knowledge from nowhere, alias the 
God trick]. This choice is grounded in an ethico-onto-epis-
temological assumption that does not begin with the cogito 
of preexisting, formalized, systematized, instrumental meth-
odologies commonly in use (Gherardi, 2019b).

In other words, we cannot study RM practices standing 
outside the research agencement in which researchers and 
managers, materialities, and discourses are entangled, are 
provisional and precariously kept together, since they are 
becoming with the research practice itself. As post-qualita-
tive methodologies have pointed: “entanglement makes all 
the categories of humanist qualitative research problematic. 
For example, how do we determine the ‘object of our knowl-
edge’ –the ‘problem’ we want to study in assemblage? Can 
we disconnect ourselves from the mangle somehow (Self) 
and then carefully disconnect some other small piece of 
the mangle (Other) long enough to study it?” (Lather & St. 
Pierre, 2013: 630).

A possible solution is to bypass the theory/method divide 
and to think in terms of “concepts as method” (Taguchi & 
St. Pierre, 2017: 643) or concepts instead of method (Cole-
brook, 2017) for not relying on conventional social science 
research methodologies. Inspired by Deleuze and Guatta-
ri’s (1994: 21) work and its reading by Colebrook (2017), 
a concept is understood as ‘an act of thought’ and it creates 
orientations for thinking. It is in this respect that Colebrook 
(2017: 654) writes: “we might begin to think of concepts as 
methods, precisely because concepts are at once prehuman 
(emerging from the problems or plane of thinking in which 
we find ourselves), but they also reconfigure or reorient the 
plane precisely by being prompted by a problem. Concepts 
are methods precisely because they emerge from problems 
rather than questions.” While questions are of such a nature 

that they already have a determined field of answers, prob-
lems, by contrast, require a reconfiguration of the lexicon 
within which questions are currently articulated.

Therefore, we propose a theoretical/methodological 
framework that may orient empirical research on RM prac-
tices suggesting three concepts ‘to think-with’: situatedness, 
sociomateriality, and texture (see Table 1).

Situatedness

Situatedness is the first concept that we offer to explore the 
empirical study of RM-as-practice. We stress again that 
managerial work is understood as a practiced craft, thus, 
connecting the situatedness of managerial knowing-in-
practice (Gherardi, 2006) with the contingency of in situ 
practices and activities. In fact, situated knowledge (i.e., 
knowledge conceived as an activity, as knowing-in-practice) 
points to the radical historical contingency for all knowl-
edge claims and knowing subjects. It originates from the 
following questions: What counts as (legitimate) knowledge, 
within an institutionalized body of knowledge as manage-
ment for example? Whose knowledge counts as knowledge? 
How is practical knowledge actually made? Beyond such 
questions transpires the concern with power and with a form 
of knowing in an ethically accountable manner.

Having situatedness in mind we ask: How is responsible 
managing accomplished in situ, in a situated practice, which 
assembles humans, nonhumans, tools, technologies, rules, 
and discourses? Which activities are performed within the 
situated RM practice that we describe, and with which con-
sequences in terms of sustainability, responsibility and eth-
ics? How can the practice at hand be done differently? How 
can it be that a practice produces more or less responsible 
effects? While management studies usually pursue univer-
sal and decontextualized principles, responsible manag-
ing is focused on the here and now, on the temporality and 
spatiality of practice. It is conceived as a situated mode of 
ordering humans, nonhumans, tools, technologies, rules and 
discourses that produce (or not) responsible effects in terms 
of environmental impact, community engagement, mobility, 
responsible purchasing, and sustainable consumptions, to 
name just some main effects.

A first step towards the study of RM-as-practice can be 
found, for instance, in the insight by Pérezts et al. (2011) that 
RM is an enactment of ethics in practice. Within paradoxical 
injunctions in situated organizing, managers “reshape their 
practice as a situated construction through constant media-
tion between different ‘masters’ and bricolage (i.e., tinker-
ing with concepts)” (Pérezts et al., 2011: 33). The implicit 
question behind this study is: How is a practice practiced? 
It is inextricably linked to the twin question of, what are 
the effects of a practice that is recursively practiced? For 
example, Hibbert and Cunliffe (2013: 177) answer that “an 
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abstract knowledge of principles has to be supplemented by 
an engaged understanding of the responsibility of managers 
and leaders to actively challenge irresponsible practices.”

For example, if we want to study a practice of business 
model innovation for sustainability—with situatedness in 
mind—we would frame it as business modeling for sus-
tainability, a locally entangled, situated type of responsible 
managing that produces the transient effect that is a sustain-
able business model. As an example, let us imagine how we 
would study business modeling for sustainability ‘in situ’ at 
a fictional Danish disposable diapers producer. Here, man-
agement aims to change their business model to become 
a ‘re-usable diapers club’ with a membership scheme. 
Through the lens of situatedness, we would observe how 
the new business model is collectively produced in situ, for 
instance, by environmental managers, parent-activists, and 
new suppliers. We would focus on their knowing-in-practice, 
on how they mobilize local, situated knowledge, such as 
the knowledge of unique sustainable production, consump-
tion, and circular logistics practices and their socio-environ-
mental impacts. This situated responsible managing would 
also engage with local discourses (e.g., the EU discourse 
about sustainability transitions and the city of Copenhagen’s 
unique version of the Donut Economics Model). Their situ-
ated activities would produce and use unique devices, such 
as a visualization of the company’s circular business model 
canvas tool. Such a study of the situated practicing of busi-
ness modeling for sustainability emphasizes the situated 
emergence of sustainability as an effect from ‘in situ’ prac-
ticing. The situatedness concept allows us to arrive at find-
ings that are distinct from the more common top down study 
of sustainable business model design. In such studies, global 
templates or patterns of sustainability business models are 
understood to either be ‘predesigned’ or existing on a higher 
level, to then be customized or adapted to fit local settings.

Sociomateriality

As discussed in our introduction of posthuman practice stud-
ies, the turn to matter attributes agency also to nonhumans, 
more-than-humans, and discourses. Moreover it implies that 
the social and the technical form an ecology of knowing, and 
that the introduction of a new artifact, technology or tool, 
produces a realignment of practices, which is both material 
and cultural (i.e., sociomaterial). The concept of sociomate-
riality enables us to ask questions such as: How is knowing 
materialized in managerial tools that are kept, innovated, 
and discarded? How is this knowing embedded in specific 
artifacts, devices in use in order to perform accountability? 
What are the effects on the adoption of certain devices of 
monitoring activities on organizing for responsibility?
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We may say that artifacts have policy since sustainability, 
responsibility, and ethics are embedded in the way humans, 
nonhumans, and discourses form an agencement that achieve 
agency from the entangled elements. This concept can also 
be exemplified by, Painter-Morland’s (2011: 91) insight 
that “‘responsible management’ is an emergent part of an 
ongoing set of connections and responses to connections” 
in the managerial agencement. RM practices, therefore, are 
always a sociomaterial, human-nonhuman, and heterogene-
ous accomplishment (Laasch et al., 2020b).

To give an example of what we mean with sociomate-
riality, we point to the pervasiveness of algorithmic tech-
nologies. Elmholdt et al. (2020) studied what happens when 
a company launches a wellbeing initiative targeting their 
employees’ sleep habits via digital self-tracking. The ini-
tiative was motivated by the belief that private and work 
lives have become inseparable, and well-rested employees 
are both healthier and perform better. Therefore, employ-
ees were invited ‘to help themselves’ by improving their 
sleep. With this story, we want to emphasize how the digi-
tal artifact embodies the ability to turn qualitative outputs 
into numerical ones. This in turn enables more extensive 
options for control that mobilize employees in different ways 
in respect to bureaucratic and technical modes of control. 
In fact, algorithmic control revolves less around the human 
manager and more around employee interaction with a non-
human algorithm, effecting a “disintermediation of manag-
ers” (Kellogg et al., 2020: 387). The dark side of digitaliza-
tion may be seen as a contemporary phenomenon, part of 
posthuman societal condition.

To give another example of the sociomaterial performa-
tivity of a practice, we can refer to whistleblowing by allow-
ing our gaze to wander away from the human agent blowing 
the whistle. By doing so, we study the wider sociomaterial 
agencement of whistleblowing: entangled material commu-
nication technologies (‘the whistle’), human whistleblowers, 
and the ones on whom the whistle is blown, organizational 
structures, values, and whistleblowing policies. The agence-
ment also includes organizational and societal discourses 
about what constitutes unethical behavior worth blowing the 
whistle on. The human whistleblowers are not ignored, but 
rather take their place inside the agencement that constitutes 
the RM practice of whistleblowing. By doing so we are at the 
same time studying how the whistleblower blows the whistle 
and how ‘the whistle is blowing the whistleblower.’ They 
are inseparable in the sociomaterial agencement that enacts 
whistleblowing. In turn, the whistleblowing practice also 
‘produces’ the actors in the agencement. The whistleblower 
only is one when enrolled in the whistleblowing agencement 
and a telephone line only becomes a whistleblowing hotline 
in the whistleblowing agencement. Therefore, we propose 
to study agencement not as a noun, but as a verb; not as a 
‘static’ thing, but as an ongoing process in which humans, 

nonhumans, and discourses are generatively entangled and 
intra-acting through the RM practice of whistleblowing.

Texture

The interconnectedness of one practice with other practices 
can be empirically traced following their interweaving in a 
texture of practices. The term texture of practices (Gherardi, 
2006) denotes connectedness in action; how each practice 
is interdependent and interwoven with other practices. This 
term brings out the ordering feature of texture, its endless 
series of relationships, which continually move into each 
other.2 It enables us to pose questions related to the connec-
tions of one practice to other practices and to trace the rela-
tionships that are formed between a practice ‘here and now’ 
and its connection and manifestation within other practices 
that may be far in time and in space.

When we follow this line of reasoning, we see how the 
distinction between micro and macro and between the inter-
nal and external of an organization is dissolved. The inherent 
complexity in studies of responsibility can be approached 
empirically in trailing the connections in action from one 
practice to interconnected practices, to the world in which 
we trace their effects. The study of a single RM practice 
offers a rich understanding of a way of doing X responsi-
bly. The consideration of a texture of practices, conversely, 
allows to move along the connections of ‘practicing X’ with 
other interconnected more or less responsible management 
practices. It allows us to trail the connections, while they are 
weaving the texture of responsible managing as a set of inter-
connected practices that materialize the social understanding 
of ‘responsibility’ in a given society, in a given historical 
time, and with given material infrastructures (including the 
research’s apparatus). The discussion of constellations of 
interconnected transdisciplinary practices of RM learning, 
spanning across managerial, research, and educational fields, 
is grounded in this insight (Laasch et al., 2020a).

How would we, for instance, study the practice of socially 
responsible human resources management (SRHRM) as 
a texture of practices? We would trail the connections to 
other practices of a situated SRHRM practice such as con-
sidering employees’ social performance as part of promo-
tion. By doing so, we would discover how it is interwoven 
with even further SRHRM practices such as hiring socially 
inclined employees and training employees for stakeholder 

2  The interconnection of practices is a theme central in several prac-
tice theories for which other authors coined similar concepts: Picker-
ing’s (1993) mangle of practices, bundle or nexus of practices (Hui 
et  al., 2016), by  Shove et  al. (2012) connective tissue. Texture in 
comparison with these other concepts stresses an ordering principle 
(weaving as connecting weft and warp) that is absent from the others 
(Gherardi, 2006).
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engagement. We are likely to also discover how these prac-
tices span beyond organizational boundaries and further 
interweave with practices of stakeholder and community 
involvement, which in turn are interwoven with varieties 
of stakeholders’ and communities’ practices. Similarly, 
SHRM practices like training employees in carbon literacy, 
are interwoven with employees’ carbon-emitting practices 
in private and professional life (e.g., the commute to work). 
This tracing in turn highlights SHRM practices’ interweav-
ing with societal practices of environmental and planetary 
significance, from practices of transport to those of waste 
disposal.

By trailing the connections in this way, we are able to see 
how the expanding texture of SRHRM practices is continu-
ously interwoven. We are also able to trail connections into 
past and future, for instance, to trace back the roots of an 
irresponsible HR practice. As an example, normalized exces-
sive overtime could be traced back to ‘predecessor practices’ 
of purposive under-staffing in previous periods. Or in turn, it 
could be ‘traced forward’ even to potentially extreme prac-
tices such as employee suicide.3 Trailing SRHRM practices 
may reveal explanatory patterns in the interweaving of the 
texture, which may elucidate the nature of relations between 
practices in a texture. It may also enable us to appreciate 
ir/responsible effects emergent from that texture (e.g., sui-
cides, community wellbeing, CO2 emissions) that are not 
well explained by studying a practice in isolation.

Concluding Discussion: Framing 
RM‑as‑Practice and Researchers’ 
Response‑Ability

In this concluding section, we want to frame the new stream 
of research, which we labeled RM-as-practice. We will do 
so by outlining the implications of the novel theoretical/
methodological posthumanist framework for the empirical 
analysis of RM practices that integrate ethics, responsibility, 
and sustainability. We will also discuss the implications of 
this frame for RM researchers’ response-ability.

In particular, we brought forward the conception of mana-
gerial work as a practiced craft (Korica et al., 2017) whose 
knowledge is developed and kept within situated practices of 
managing. We position management within practicing and as 
a form of knowing-in-practice (an art or a craft rather than a 
scientific discipline). This positioning generates an episte-
mological shift from ontological issues (what a knowledge 

object—such as RM—‘is’) to onto-epistemological ones 
(how that object—managing responsibly—is done, and 
how it comes to be temporally accomplished within situated 
practices). Therefore, we have constructed RM as proces-
sual and have implied that a contingent and process-oriented 
approach is suited for studying it in cultural, geographical, 
and historical specific circumstances. We have substituted 
the object ‘management’ with the process ‘managing.’ This 
linguistic operation signals a change of perspective from 
self-standing entities to entities in their becomings. Thus, 
RM can be defined also as relational and not only processual. 
We propose therefore that in the study of a RM practice, we 
move from questions of what (for example which elements 
or activities, or tools, or actors) to questions of how those 
elements are entangled, i.e., from questions of being to ques-
tions of becoming.

Thus, responsible managing may be qualified as emergent 
in and through situated practices, rather than the application 
of a decontextualized ‘best practice’ that is exported to a 
local context. Most of the knowledge that in CSR (just to 
name one field of RM) has been codified, institutionalized 
and materialized in codes and guidelines (i.e., decontextu-
alized) is expected to produce ‘responsibility’ as an effect 
when it is re-contextualized anew. When this expectation is 
not met, conventional research puts forward explanations 
in terms of unintended outcomes, mis-fit, sloppy manage-
ment, or limits intrinsic to capitalist functioning of economy 
and of economic hierarchization of priorities. However, if 
researchers study management practices as situated, their 
expectations are that ethics, responsibility, and sustainability 
will be emergent effects that may or may not manifest them-
selves within the situated practice. The empirical attention 
is, thus, shifted from questions of why a certain effect hap-
pens or should happen to problems of which circumstances 
favor or hamper the way that the elements in the practice 
agencement intra-act.

Framing RM as emergent within a practice agencement 
implies a changed conception of agency since it is not 
assumed as a human attribute. Nor has it been extended to 
humans and matter as well, but it is emergent from the entan-
glement of heterogeneous elements (nonhumans, more-than-
humans and discourses) that achieve agency in their being 
intra-acting. To focus on the entanglement of humans and 
nonhumans is particularly relevant when we turn to inquire 
into technologies, artifacts, or tools through which manage-
rial systems are constructed. All the instrumentation (and the 
very process of instrumenting) is embedded and embodied 
in materiality and ‘possesses’ agency and ethics. The body 
is the first materiality through which we do not relate to the 
world—as if it were external to ‘us’—but ‘we’ are part of the 
world. RM is not only processual, relational, and emergent, 
but is also sociomaterial.

3  Given the extreme nature of this example, we feel obliged to refer-
ence our inspiration to use it which came from the enduring suicides 
that had emerged in particular in France Telecom in the mid 2000s 
and at Foxconn in the early 2000s.



278	 S. Gherardi, O. Laasch 

1 3

The proposal is, therefore, to look at a situated RM prac-
tice as the agencement of heterogeneous elements and to 
position ‘a’ practice within a texture of interconnected prac-
tices. The flow of practicing connects practices in a web of 
mutual connections, more or less tight or loose. Tracing the 
connections between a practice and the other practices in 
which the former appears, becomes a methodology for mov-
ing along the scale of social phenomena without assuming 
a distinction between micro- and macro-phenomena (micro 
or macro CSR for example).

Thus, in doing empirical research on RM, we do not stop 
at the borders of ‘an’ organization, nor of a way of manag-
ing. Rather we look at how nature and culture are entan-
gled. We pose concrete questions around the consequences 
of managerial practices to the world we inhabit and around 
how our worlding can be done differently. RM practices can 
be framed as processual, relational, emergent, sociomaterial, 
and contingently interconnected rather than essentialist or 
absolute. Exploring the relational character of events and 
their physical, biological, and expressive mingling becomes 
an important analytical means to study the continuities, 
fluxes and ‘becomings’ that produce the world around us.

The processuality, materiality, relationality, and situated-
ness of RM lead us to discuss not only onto-epistemological 
issues but also ethico-onto-epistemological ones, since they 
are key in the way RM-as-practice can be framed. We do it 
both in relation to ethics as response-ability and to ethics as 
researchers’ responsibility in research practices. We have 
already stressed how an approach to ethics-as-practice has 
generated a shift from universal values to situated doings 
and to the social judgments sustaining practices. However, 
the turn to matter opens an alternative discourse about eth-
ics focusing on care, corporeality, and response-ability. 
The feminist new materialist ethic of care is opposed to the 
ethic of justice, since the morality of care emphasizes the 
importance of response, and it rests on the understanding 
of relationships as a response to another on their terms. It 
changes the moral perspective from the question of ‘what is 
just?’ to the question of ‘how to respond?’ Feminist stud-
ies and feminist science and technology studies have been 
highly influential in theorizing an ethic of care whose logic 
is antagonistic to the ethic that emphasizes universal stand-
ards and impartiality. For Diprose (2009), a feminist philoso-
pher, the body and its interactions and dependence on other 
bodies is the origin of corporeal ethics, and Michael Hen-
ry’s phenomenological philosophy is the inspiration for the 
embodied ethics of Perezts et al. (2015) that re-frames stake-
holder theory (Painter et al., 2021). In these elaborations, the 
openness to others is pre-reflective and this generosity and 
hospitality to others is corporeal and precedes rationality and 
cognition. Pullen and Rhodes (2013: 792) wrote “ethics is 
something that we can do, but not something that ever gets 
finally done.” As Puig de la Bellacasa (2011: 90) stresses, 

“but ‘to care’ more strongly directs us to a notion of material 
doing. Understanding caring as something we do, extends 
a vision of care as an ethically and politically charged prac-
tice” (emphasis in original).

Within the framing of RM-as-practice, the concept 
of response-ability shifts the emphasis from an ethics of 
accountability to an ethics of engagement with humans, 
nonhumans, more-than-humans, and the world. Thus, it 
means reframing also responsibility and sustainability as 
material engagement with the world. When we contemplate 
an ethics of engagement, we have to re-consider the posi-
tion of the researchers and their ethico-onto-epistemological 
practices in delineating the object of research and how it 
is constructed by the research apparatus. In other words, 
we cannot study RM-as-practice standing outside of it as 
if we were neutral and detached observers. Researchers are 
response-able in their being part of the research agencement. 
Putting ourselves as internal, we expose how our epistemic 
practices redefine the field of RM as the product of distrib-
uted, expansive processes, associations, and encounters in 
practices between multiple human, discursive, and mate-
rial components and the vital forces that emerge from their 
encounters.

In doing research inspired by RM-as-practice, as research-
ers we have the opportunity to re-immerse ourselves in a 
materiality of work life that is plural and complex, uneven 
and contingent, relational, and emergent.
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