
In my anthropological research in academic libraries, and in higher education generally, I have encountered 
a contrast between the ways that institutions approach the information systems they build and buy, and 
how people use those systems. Confronting the ‘mess’ of people’s everyday practice is a necessary first 
step towards more effectively connecting people to the resources they want and need. Here I discuss some 
of the ways to visualize and embrace the actual practices of people, in physical and digital contexts.  
Based on a breakout session presented at the 39th UKSG Annual Conference, Bournemouth, April 2016 

Ethnographic approaches to the 
practices of scholarly communication: 
tackling the mess of academia

Qualitative approaches to users, libraries and institutions as a whole force us to pull back 
and think about the bigger picture. Ethnographic approaches do not allow our world to be 
reduced to the tool or to the piece of code; they force us to think about the ways in which 
our work is embedded in the wider world and in the wider set of people’s practices.1 I have 
spoken and written about this before in terms of ‘mess’,2 by which I mean the uncontained, 
multimodal and many-sited practices in which people engage as a part of their everyday 
lived experiences as students, researchers and teachers in academia. I find the notion of 
messy practice a necessary counter to the normalizing narratives of practice that assume 
things can be neatly described, measured, counted and contained within institutional 
boundaries, both physical and organizational.3 In this article I want to explore ways that I 
have tried to capture mess in my anthropological research into academic practices, and why 
I think it matters to pay attention to it.

Institutions, individuals and mapping the mess of practice

Institutional practices are increasingly situated within digital places and digital tools. Now 
that the shift has largely taken place from exclusively analogue to increasingly digital 
practices, there seems to be a notion that everything is also moving towards a ‘one-stop 
shop’. We need to ask ourselves why that is. What is communicated to users, by vendors 
in particular, when they say, ‘Come here and do all your stuff’. In practice, 
that never happens, and the notion that ‘everything is in one place’ is rarely 
anyone’s motivation for engaging with a tool, system, or digital place. 
Practices are spread across multiple tools and multiple places – and still, by 
the way, include analogue.4 One motivation from vendors and institutions 
around trying to push a one-stop solution is that it would facilitate more 
comprehensive gathering of analytics data. Once someone logs into a 
system, the more they have to do within the system, the more data can 
be automatically gathered. Institutional systems that require log-ins (and 
that facilitate comprehensive analytics gathering) enforce the closed-gates 
model of academia, enforcing that you have to be a member, you have to 
be a part of the academic community that pays for the resources to be able to have access 
to them; institutionally held resources are gate-kept, they are controlled. These traditional 
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240 models of academic practice that have been migrated to digital also preserve the importance 
in academia of hierarchy. The hierarchy is not just preserved in the controlling of access to 
resources, but even in the splintering of academic websites into personae. As soon as there 
are categories in library websites, for example, that specify ‘graduate students’, ‘faculty’, 
‘undergraduates’, etc., you have embedded the hierarchy of your institution into your web 
practice. 

The notions of credibility that come out of these traditional institutional 
settings are familiar to us. We think that we know what it means when we 
say that somebody is credible, because they have a PhD and because they 
published in that journal, because their work is cited by these people.5, 6, 7, 8 
This form of credibility generated by institutional systems is something that 
is controllable, and also quantifiable in particular ways (e.g. in the Research 
Excellence Framework [REF]). Closed practices generate very particular 
models of institutional belonging, in sharp contrast to the lived experience 
of academics, which is decidedly not closed, and rarely, if ever, bound to 
one particular institution for their entire scholarly career. 

We need to pay attention to this lived experience, which provides a counter 
to closed models of institution practices. 

This tweet (Figure 1) from Nick Seaver (an anthropologist who researches, among other 
things, digital practices) asks, about the phrase ‘lived student experience’, ‘Is there a reason 
not to call it just “experience”?’ In response, his colleague Keith Murphy stated, ‘For us 
today to say “lived experience”, aside from its trendiness, is actually signalling something 
very important regarding a truly ethnographic orientation to the world, one that cares not 
just about the fact that “something happened to someone”, but that the particular ways in 
which it happened – how it was understood, felt, and made meaningful.’9

This is the difference between the student experience, where ‘I did a degree in 
anthropology’, and the ‘lived experience’ of a student, which is, ‘I lived on campus for a year 
and so I could walk to my classes and because I lived near the beach it was really nice, but 
then the dining hall was across the way and so I had to walk over there and it was difficult 
to get my resources, and I didn’t really like working in the library that much ‘cause it wasn’t 
close to all the places where I needed to go.’ All of those details, all of those little decisions 
that students have to make about where and why and how they work, that comes out of 
their phenomenological experience of being a person – we cannot get to these sorts of 
things with analytics and systems. We have to get to this kind of information by engaging in 
practices that bring us in contact with people. We have to talk to them, we have to observe 
them, we have to ask questions, we have to not just take their word for it when they say they 
do something, but we have to dig deeper and find out what they actually mean when they 
say, ‘I studied in the library’. Those words are nested, embedded with meanings. What do 
they mean by ‘study’?  What do they mean by ‘library’?

‘Closed practices 
generate very 
particular models 
of institutional 
belonging, in sharp 
contrast to the 
lived experience of 
academics’

Figure 1. Tweet from anthropologist Nick Seaver



241 This, then, is the difference between the ‘experience’ and the ‘lived experience’: experience 
is a neat thing, that we can think we know the meaning of, while as soon as you start talking 
about the ‘lived experience’, things get messy. 

One of the ways that I try to capture the mess of the academic experience is with cognitive 
maps.10 In this exercise, participants sit down and, for six minutes, draw all of the places that 
they learn. 

There is a lot of movement in the map that is Figure 2. This is a map from the University 
of North Carolina (UNC) Charlotte, and this student has mapped spaces that go from 
North Carolina all the way down into South Carolina. They are on-campus spaces, off-
campus spaces and residential spaces. There are restaurants, apartments, and the student 
is clearly not institutionally bounded. All of the places that this student needs to be 
are not necessarily UNC Charlotte spaces, but these are all of the spaces that they see 
themselves going to when they are doing what they need to do for their degree at UNC 
Charlotte. 

Figure 2. Cognitive map by a University of North Carolina (UNC) Charlotte student

Figure 3. Cognitive map by a University College London (UCL) postgraduate student



242 In Figure 3, a map from University College London (UCL), a postgraduate student indicates 
that one of her learning spaces is the bus. Public transportation is a learning space for many 
students in cities like London and New York.11

The map in Figure 4 is from a member of academic staff at UCL. His learning spaces include 
places like Yale. The important thing about Yale is less the library, which is a nice library, 
but the pizza. He goes to Cambridge not just because Cambridge is important, but because 
his brother is there, and he probably would not involve Cambridge in his sense of learning 
spaces quite so much if it were not for the connection with his brother. His representation of 
his home-office includes his cat. 

When thinking about systems that libraries build or buy, and the resources these systems 
are ostensibly trying to get into the hands of students and other academics, it is crucial 
to also think about these larger contexts. The users of these systems and resources 
are not just sitting at a desk in an office. They are not just sitting at a table in a library. 
They are on a bus, they are in a park, they are in their bedroom, or they are in a variety 
of different libraries, not just the library that is disciplinarily ‘appropriate’ to their work, 
but in libraries where they either know people and so they are comfortable there, or in 
libraries where they do not know anybody so that they will not be disturbed. There are 
all of these human reasons for engaging or not engaging with spaces and information. 
I am particularly happy with the cognitive mapping instrument because it only takes six 
minutes for the map to be drawn, and it serves as the basis for a conversation, where 
I have the opportunity to draw out why and how what they have drawn is important to 
them. You can visit and revisit maps and interviews like this for a very 
long time. They are a tremendously rich source of information, and not 
something that is available via systems analytics. 

When thinking about these human-scale, messy practices, we have access 
to this other set of things that are important. People engage in ways and 
places that are not necessarily bounded or defined by the institution. 
People exist in communities that might be larger than any given institution; 
people’s identities are a series of nesting circles, and which particular part 
of their community they are engaging with is going to transform what they 
do and why. 

‘People engage in 
ways and places that 
are not necessarily 
bounded or defined by 
the institution’

Figure 4. Cognitive map by a UCL academic staff member



243 Mapping digital practices

As ubiquitous as screens are, they are embedded in a material culture that is 
not just digital, and we have to pay attention to that.12 It matters what kinds 
of spaces people choose to sit in when they pull out their screen and interact 
with something else. It also matters what people are trying to do when they 
are online. Many times they are not just connecting with resources, not just 
getting information, but actually having conversations. The engagement that 
happens on the resident web13 is different from operational purposes such as 
using search engines to find information. The reasons that people are where 
they are in digital places are deeply entwined with their human experience. 

Maps like the one in Figure 5 are effective at getting people to visualize their practices; 
in the same way that the cognitive maps were about visualizing the learning landscape of 
people, these maps can give us a sense of where people are digitally, what they are doing 
and why. They are frequently messy maps, with institutional and personal practices mixed 
together, or in multiple places on the maps.

‘The reasons that 
people are where they 
are in digital places 
are deeply entwined 
with their human 
experience’

Figure 5. Map indicating digital practices (both institutional and personal)

Figure 6. Map of digital practices indicating connections between Google, Facebook and the VLE



244 Figure 6 provides another nice example. Institutional pieces such as e-mail and virtual 
learning environments (VLEs) show up, Google and Twitter, shopping and personal 
interaction, as well as academic and work lives. It is important to note here that not 
everybody who is on Twitter (or in any other such environment) is using it in the same 
way. There are people who treat it like an RSS feed, there are people who treat it just like 
a stream of information, and then there are other people who treat it like a cocktail party, 
or treat it like a conference – in these latter two cases, the reason they are on Twitter is for 
the people. What this means is when institutions want to know the numbers for how many 
people have social media accounts or how many people have personal e-mail addresses as 
opposed to just the institutional addresses, those numbers do not reveal what people are 
doing with those tools, or in those digital places, or why they are there in the first place. 

When someone draws a map, it can give an initial sense of what they are doing, but the 
important part is the conversation that comes after the mapping is complete. It is in the 
conversation where they say, ‘This is why I’m there. I’m on Facebook because all of my 
family are on Facebook and they would kill me if I didn’t have a Facebook account, and I 
hate going on Facebook because it’s like going back to my home town, and then I have to 
deal with all of these people who I don’t agree with.’ ‘I would rather be on 
Twitter’, students say to me sometimes, ‘because I can choose who I have a 
conversation with’. Engagement is not about the tool, it is about the people. 
While the tools shift and change, the motivations that people have and the 
decisions that they make around why they are there, that is something that 
we can really dig into.

One of the really effective things about using mapping as a technique 
to try to get at practice is the potential it then opens up for people to discuss the ways in 
which they would like to move their practices. Libraries and the people who work in libraries 
are also invested in educating people to be capable of making good decisions about what 
they do, asking questions like, ‘Why are you using that piece of information?’, ‘Is that the 
piece of information that you really need?’, ‘Is that tool going to do what you think it’s 
going to do?’, ‘Are you capable of thinking about whether or not that is a good thing to do 
and making the right kind of decision?’ As soon as people draw their practices, they start 
thinking, ‘Is that really what I want to do? Do I really want to be spending that much time 
sending e-mails that nobody reads? Maybe I could think about other ways of trying to 
engage with people and communicate.’ Again, it is not about the mapping per se, it is the 
conversation that you get to have after you do the mapping that is the more important.

‘Engagement is not 
about the tool, it is 
about the people’

Figure 7. Map showing the participant’s intended changes to current digital practices



245 In workshop and other professional and academic development contexts, these techniques 
are not just about learning what people are doing and why, but about generating reflexive 
moments for individuals to sit back and recognize what they are doing, and see potential in 
doing something else. The map in Figure 7 shows the results of a participant drawing their 
intentions to change what they are doing in their practice. Part of the reason that I was 
hired by my library was to enable them to have a sense of what people are actually doing, 
so then if we wanted to try to drive practice in particular ways, we would be starting from a 
grounded position, rather than assuming (for example) that we know what they are doing, 
because they have x tool loaded on their laptop. These are powerful moments that can only 
come to us by engaging in qualitative research, in qualitative ethnographic interest in the 
practices of people. These moments do not emerge from data reported in 
analytics dashboards. 

We also want to know what motivates people, because if we build 
tools without any sense of what their motivations are, they will not 
use them. You can build the most beautiful system in the world, and 
if you have not paid attention to why anybody would want to engage 
with what you just built, it is useless. Even if you know more than your 
users do, using information like this can actually connect with what 
they want to do, regardless of what you think they should be doing. In 
libraries we talk a lot about what ‘they should be’ doing. If they do not 
use a database, or some other theoretically useful resource, it is just 
as much our problem as it is theirs. In fact, it might actually be more 
our problem that they are not using our resources.

Letting go of content and control

If practice is this messy and this unbound and if people really do not care that much about 
where they are getting their information, what is the role for something like a serial, or 
databases? People look for articles, people look for books, even academics who have been 
professors for years are using journals as consumers far, far less than they are using these 
individual units. In fact some students attempt to cite the databases that 
they use, because they are unclear on what that whole sort of ‘journal’ thing 
is. 

The journal is a unit that is important in terms of identity, for scholars 
who are producing a body of work. Discussions around open access 
that require a different approach to journal production, publication and 
revenues can feel very threatening to academic organizations, who depend 
on the money and on the anchor for particular academic identities. They 
are less concerned about it because of the content of the journal; they are 
concerned about it because having that journal is a part of their identity 
as scholars. That kind of motivation is distinct from the one that someone 
would have to read an article – the identity politics of the role of journals in 
academia is something that gets mixed in with conversations about where 
and how we publish.

When people talk about where they find information, even if they have been academics their 
entire lives, they often talk about searching in the same kind of terms that their students 
talk about it, students who have not been doing this for a very long time: they talk about 
browsing via Google, very rarely via Google Scholar.14 This is not something that is new to 
anybody, but it is something that we persistently ignore when building systems, assuming 
that users go to library websites, and then they find everything they need. But they do not 
start at the library website,15 and they have not done for a very long time. In thinking about 
all of the systems that are built and sold and offered, it is crucial to consider the fact is that 
everybody’s practices are embedded in the much larger context of the open web. 

If people just use what they need to, regardless of institutional affiliation (see, for 
example, discussions about SciHub),16, 17 we should start having conversations about why 
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know what motivates 
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are concerned about 
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246 the resources are closed. How much of what any institution has, or produces in terms of 
scholarship, is behind passwords and paywalls? What if we asked more about why we have 
closed as the default, rather than open? If that information is so important, why is it also 
important to limit the number of people who can have access to it?  There may be very good 
reasons for that, but they tend to be unspoken, and in an environment where academia 
is under scrutiny we need to articulate our reasons for closing access. I would suggest, in 
fact, that many of the reasons for closed practices emerge from concerns about traditional 
academic measures of prestige, which remain tied to metrics such as journal impact factor 
(although this is shifting, particularly in non-STEM fields).18 The reasons that academics 
are concerned about closed systems within which to place their scholarly content (e.g. in 
journals and books that are not open access) are tied to these traditional notions of prestige, 
and concern about career advancement, interestingly, separate in many 
ways from the priorities of scholars as consumers of knowledge.

When we make our own practices visible to ourselves, we have a much 
better chance of being clear about why we are doing something, instead of 
just assuming that ‘this is the way we should be doing it’. The question I am 
always asking in my research comes fundamentally from my approach as 
an anthropologist:19 ‘What are people doing?’ Not, ‘What do we think they 
are doing?’, not ‘What do we think they should be doing?’, but, ‘What are 
they doing?’  As soon as you get a picture of what they are doing, then the 
really interesting explorations of why they are doing that become possible. 
Everybody always has a rationale, a motivation; and we don’t have to throw 
up our hands and say, ‘I don’t know why students are doing that’. Have the conversations 
with students and you gain an insight into why they behave in particular ways. All of the 
people who drew maps of their digital practices in this paper had very good reasons for 
doing what they were doing online. Nobody was unclear about why they have a Facebook 
account. Nobody was unclear about why they are using Twitter. It is rare to have a person 
say, ‘I have no idea why I have an e-mail account’. Everybody knows why, but they do not 
always get asked, and they are not used to talking about why. 

Institutions need to start confronting the fact that staff and students are often agnostic 
about institutional priorities around practice. Institutions default to wanting controlling 
systems, for things to be visible and contained. But the implications of messy practices like 
the ones I discuss here are that sometimes you cannot see what is going on, sometimes 
students are going to go and use something from a system that was not recommended, and 
sometimes one that was advised against. Some of the implications of messy practices are 
that they are uncontrollable. 

What we can control is where we prioritize what kinds of things we should be educating 
people about; and in libraries, we have spent an awful lot of time educating people about 
how to use a tool. It is much more interesting to say, ‘Here’s a thing that we’re going to 
do. Here’s a category of content that we’re going to engage with. What sorts of things do 
we need to do?’ And some of the answers will in fact be, ‘We’re going to go to the library 
website and we’re going to look at what’s there’, but some of them might be, ‘I’m just 
going to Google and see what comes up. I’m going to go on YouTube, I’m going to find this 
resource that isn’t actually that accurate but then I get to talk about how I 
know why that’s not accurate.’ 

Institutionally unbounded practices are messy and unpredictable, and they 
are much more interesting practices to engage in. In fact, I would argue 
that it is our responsibility to recognize the effectiveness of those practices. 
Institutions would be served better by engaging in far less locked-down 
control of scholarly content, because any sense of control that they have is 
an illusion in the first place. We do not have to control people’s practices 
to be able to equip them to be effective practitioners. We do not have to 
control people’s practices to be able to equip them to be well-educated citizens who are 
capable of making good decisions.

‘As soon as you get 
a picture of what 
they are doing, then 
the really interesting 
explorations of why 
they are doing that 
become possible’

‘Institutions would 
be served better by 
engaging in far less 
locked-down control 
of scholarly content’



247 Abbreviations and Acronyms 
A list of the abbreviations and acronyms used in this and other Insights articles can be accessed here – click on the URL below and 
then select the ‘Abbreviations and Acronyms’ link at the top of the page it directs you to: http://www.uksg.org/publications#aa
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