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Using artifacts for practices tuning 
and performance refining 

The Nursing Record artifact between affordance and agency: A case study
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ᴥᴥ ABSTRACT. Il lavoro presenta un’esperienza di ricerca-intervento condotta per accompagnare un cambiamento 
organizzativo di un ospedale di medie dimensioni del Nord Italia. Il contributo sollecita una riflessione sul ruolo degli 
artefatti quali organizzatori delle pratiche lavorative, offrendo una prospettiva di ricognizione e analisi dei processi 
di costruzione e condivisione della conoscenza. Viene evidenziato il ruolo di mediatore svolto dagli artefatti e dalle 
inscriptions a essi relative, rispetto a conoscenze tacite e a pratiche operative circolanti all’interno di uno specifico 
contesto organizzativo.

ᴥᴥ SUMMARY. Introduction: The paper addresses the role of organizational artifacts in mediating the tacit, implicit and 
informal knowledge embedded in working practice, routines and taken-for-granted activities. Analyzing organizational 
artifacts offers the possibility to explore the relationship between affordance and agency in the workplace. Methods. 
Nowadays, healthcare contexts are forced to engage in ongoing organizational change. The plurality of actors that inhabit 
health care services cope with pressures for reorganization and are often challenged to update their operational systems. 
The paper describes an action research which took place in an (Italian public) hospital during a reorganization aimed at 
changing the paradigm of healthcare delivery. The contribution highlights the main phases of the intervention, focusing 
on the revision process of the Nursing Record as crucial artifact. Results. Participants tried to make the Record easier, 
clearer, closer to the patient condition and more connected to the Medical Record. The new Record needed to be effective 
in identifying the diagnosis, the therapeutic problems and solutions for each patient, and the correct evaluation system 
requested. Changing the Record, moreover, entailed a professional accountability both as social responsibility for own daily 
activity and as responsivity to the relational and transactive processes in which practitioners are engaged. Conclusions. 

Artifacts can be seen as mediating objects that spread knowledge and meanings, thus founding the cooperative actions 
and the possibility to share working cultures. In this direction, the paper proposes new research paths for inquiring situated 
experiences of transformative agency and and discusses innovative methodological options for developing training 
interventions.
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INTRODUCTION

The theoretical framework of this study is rooted on the 
tradition of practice-based research (Gherardi, 2006, 2008, 

2009) and workplace studies (Engeström, 2010; Engeström 
& Middleton, 1996; Hutchins, 1995; Luff, Hindmarsch & 
Heath, 2000). These traditions recognize a double register 
of knowledge (Eraut, 2000): the explicit theoretical and 
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