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ABSTRACT

In order to explain how DIYbio knowledge and expertise is
developed and shared the use of Practice Theory will help
us gain a useful understanding of how working practices are
sustained, reproduced and potentially changed. In addition,
the development and sharing of thick, evocative, rich
descriptions of these practices might contribute to the
motivational knowledge of DIYbio practitioners.
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INTRODUCTION

An exemplar of the interest around DIY Biology is perhaps
Genspace, a community Biolab based in New York City
whose mission is ‘dedicated to promoting citizen science
and access to biotechnology’. A mixture of lectures,
workshops and protocol resources are available covering
topics such as bioinformatics, DNA fingerprinting and
synthetic biology are made available to the general public.
SymbioticA is a related ‘wetware’ artistic research
laboratory dedicated to research, learning, critique and
hands-on engagement with the life-sciences. Its interest is
in new forms of artistic inquiry where the tools of science
are actively used.
This interest in DIY Biology has also reached the
mainstream press with extravagant headlines such as ‘In
Attics and Closets, 'Biohackers' Discover Their Inner
Frankenstein’ used by The Wall Street Journal in May
2009. This broad interest in open science is related to
another area of emergent activity, that of maker culture.
MAKER CULTURE

The DIY communities around websites such as Etsy,
Instructables and Adafruit have been the subject of study by
Kuznetsov & Paulos [3]. They found that these
communities value open sharing, learning and creativity
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more than a direct interest in making a profit. They suggest
that these values may be supported through tools which
support the early ‘live’ sharing of projects. The role of tools
and materials in understanding technology is explored in
[4]. They conclude that the role of materials, interpreted
broadly, is important to the development of an
understanding of technology and, by extension, science.
The role of digital technology in augmenting work practices
may also have many benefits [6] in particular when used to
document, share and reflect upon those practices. The
communities around DIYbio, and the more broader DIY
maker culture, are specifically interested in how knowledge
and expertise is developed and, perhaps more importantly,
how it is shared.
KNOWLEDGE AND EXPERTISE SHARING

Online resources and communities are increasingly used in
DIY and open science communities. Often a strategy of
reciprocal information gift-giving [8] is used across these
communities to develop participant’s knowledge and social
connections. An additional important finding in this work
is that there is a translation process taking place between
online information and its practical implementation. How
people work within these communities seems to differ
widely across a range of activities. In describing these
differing approaches and practices [9] suggests that there
may be ‘communities of practice’ and ‘collectives of
practice’ with the latter showing less overall time
commitment to a community, but having a strong interest in
finding solutions to particular problems.
A theoretical approach to the study of DIY and open
science
communities
where
shared
practical
understandings, tools and materials are important is practice
theory. The use of practice theory and rich descriptions is
suggested as a means both to understand DIYbio
community practices and to provide support to members of
the community in the form of motivational knowledge.
PRACTICE THEORY

Practice theory is a theoretical sociological approach which
makes central [7] bodily movement, routine, ‘things’ and
practical knowledge. It identifies practices as the generative
source of knowledge [2], assumes an ecological model
where agency is distributed across humans and non-humans
and makes explicit the link between practice and
knowledge. It has been used in studies of such diverse areas
as neuroscience, domestic and leisure activities.
The specific approach suggested here considers a practice

to be [5] an interconnection of bodily activities, mental
activities, ‘things’ and their uses, and background
knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states
of emotion and motivation knowledge. The materially
interwoven, embodied nature of DIYbio practices align well
with this theoretical approach.
REWARDS OF PRACTICE

CONCLUSION

Practice theory is an interesting way of understanding the
DIYbio community activities and the way knowledge and
expertise is developed and shared. Through the use of rich
descriptions of these practices we might gain a deeper
understanding of the community and in addition provide
support for practitioners through motivational knowledge.

An interesting perspective on practices is provided in [10]
where the differing rewards of practices are discussed. They
may be of different kinds – they may be social (Bourdieu’s
social recognition) or psychological (Csikszentmihalyi’s
‘flow’). Complex practices (‘integrative’ practices in
Schatzki’s terms) offer practitioners more levels of selfdevelopment and a stronger sense of well-being than simple
practices (‘dispersed’ practices for Schatzki).
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RICH DESCRIPTIONS

Given that we advocate the use of practice theory as a
theoretical perspective, how should we document the
practices of DIYbio? There is a tradition in Anthropology
of a ‘thick’ description of human behavior in which both
the behavior and its context are considered in an attempt to
make the behavior meaningful to an outsider. These
descriptions are used to give a thinking, reflective outsider a
sense of what they would experience if they were to
participate in the community.
This approach may be extended into what we might call
‘rich descriptions’ through approaches found in evocative
autoethnography [1] using literary conventions which might
feature ‘concrete action, emotion, embodiment, selfconsciousness, and introspection portrayed in dialogue,
scenes, characterization, and plot’. Through the use of these
conventions, and the accounting for the ‘I’ in the research,
these accounts paint a detailed, often emotional, picture of
the practices of a community.
A central idea of this paper is that these rich descriptions
may be used both as a means to understand the practices of
the DIYbio community and as a design resource for the
development of new tools and working environments. In
addition, these descriptions may be used by DIYbio
practitioners as a form of motivational knowledge.
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