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Abstract
The paper explores the topic of organizational routines from a philosophical vantage
point to see how the philosophy of action may help improve its understanding in
organizational research. The main goal is to show the distinctive complexity of the
intentional picture of routines. In this respect, the paper clarifies the interrelations
between psychological habits and routines and describes similarities and differences
between them. It also highlights the special place of mindfulness as a psycho-cognitive
mechanism of action meta-control in intentional explanations of routine complexity.

Keywords Organizational routines . Habits .Mindfulness . Intentionality . Complexity .

Action theory

1 Introduction

Organizational routines hold an important place in theories of organizational behavior
and strategy. They have been conceptualized in various ways, but two approaches
prevail: routines as organizational capabilities or dispositions for repeated perfor-
mance and routines as repetitive patterns of collective organizational actions. The
former approach highlights abilities and resources, the latter—practice and performance
(see, e.g.: Parmigiani and Howard-Grenville 2011). The category of routines is thus
quite broad. Regardless the conceptualization, the category embraces a whole variety of
actions: standard operating procedures (such as safety) which—when followed
regularly—bring standardization and stability, organizational meetings (faculty, board
of directors, etc.) having a certain formal or informal structure and predictable pattern,
recruitment practices which require sequences of activities that may be dynamically
adjusted to organizational needs, and so forth. There is a decades old tradition of
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studying routines—their organizational and strategic dimensions and roles, social and
practical dynamics, along with their cognitive and psychological underpinnings.

Although routines may be conceived as collective actions of a special kind, philos-
ophy of action has only minimally and one-sidedly been engaged to investigate their
nature. Occasionally, philosophical accounts (like the Deweyan pragmatism) are used
in routines research to develop the theory (Dittrich and Seidl 2018; Cohen 2007), but
not the other way around: so far, philosophers of action themselves have not paid
attention to organizational routines. There is no philosophical take on routines qua
intentional actions. This text is intended to change this somewhat peculiar situation.

In routines research—embracing highly diversified views, additionally divided by
cognitive and sociological perspectives that do not often communicate with one another
(Parmigiani and Howard-Grenville 2011)—it has been well recognized that routines are
practically complex and dynamic (Hærem et al. 2021). Routines may be more or less
automatic or flexible as actions, depending on various practical and organizational
factors. This is especially clear for sociological, practice-oriented scholarship (Feldman
et al. 2021; Feldman et al. 2019). Still, this understanding has not, so far, been paired by
equal attention to the complexity of psycho-cognitive or intentional underpinnings of
routines understood as actions, which makes that understanding incomplete.

The approach I would like to propose aims to fill this gap. It ties together the
question of the nature of organizational routines with philosophical investigations of
their intentional underpinnings. From the perspective of the analytic philosophy of
action (or action theory), these investigations may be marked either by the Anscombean
or Davidsonian tradition which focuses on such standard cases of propositional atti-
tudes as individual and shared intentions or by the psychology-inspired tradition which
focuses on lower cognitive processes and dispositions frequently conceived as non-
propositional and implying automaticity and habitual actions. The nature of routines
initially suggests rather the second type of investigation, but—as we shall see—a
comprehensive picture of their intentional complexity must go beyond it.

Although the ideas of automaticity and habitual behavior have been present in
routines research since its beginnings, they did not adequately capture the complexity
of routines on the level of practice which has been recognized in the sociological lens.
This issue especially concerns the flexibility and mindfulness of routines. A better
understanding of intentional underpinnings that integrate together the psychological
micro-level conditions of automaticity and flexibility may advance not only knowledge
of routines and their practical implications for organizational psychology (e.g. regard-
ing suboptimal performance), but also contribute to the research on integrative mech-
anisms for cognitive-automatic control of actions in psychology and empirically
informed action theory.

The specific task of this paper is therefore twofold. First, I am going to elucidate one
of the most important conceptual relations for routines research, namely the relationship
between organizational routines and psychological habits. Second, I highlight the role
of mindfulness (or psychological flexibility) that on the macro-level appears to be one
of the distinctive properties of many routines that significantly contribute to their
complexity. Since mindfulness and flexibility are themes that hitherto have not received
much attention in philosophy of action, one has additional reason to explore the theme
of routines from a philosophical perspective.
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The structure of the essay is as follows. Firstly, I give an overview of the charac-
teristics of routines and tie them to the most popular themes in the literature of the
subject. Then I move the discussion to the area of action theory, where, after introduc-
ing the context of automatic and habitual actions, I explain the similarities and
differences between psychological habits and organizational routines in more detail.
In the third step, I turn back to the routines literature and explore how the relation
between habits and routines is basically understood in organizational research. As the
discussion of habits and routines unveils the complexity of the latter category, in the
last section, I offer a brief account of the idea of the mindfulness of routines, which is
one of the key factors of that complexity on the psycho-cognitive level. I wrap up with
remarks showing how the the intentional complexity perspective broadens and supple-
ments current approaches to complexity available in routines research.

2 Preliminary Characteristics and the State-of-the Art

The greatest theoretical worry concerning the idea of routine action seems to be related
to the fact that it is an umbrella concept embracing a whole variety of actions. Routines
can be very simple, automatic and mindless, such as when surgeons wash their hands
before they enter an operating room or when engineers put on hardhats in hazardous
construction zones. They can also be quite complex, ordered and require much
deliberation and attention: like safety operations in nuclear power plants or aircraft
maneuvers in the extraordinary circumstances such as emergency landings. These
examples imply that behind a routine there is a clearly defined procedure that gives
them a formal-organizational dimension. Even if an action is performed mindlessly
(e.g. a worker putting on a hardhat), it makes sense in the light of a procedure (e.g.
safety regulations) which must be appropriated and familiarized (via instructions and
trainings) before the action takes place.

Routines may also exist and be performed even if there is no formal procedure,
codification or anything written down or communicated explicitly. For example, certain
ways of reporting to a supervisor by an employee or recruitment practices. In those
instances, the organizational and cooperative dimension and pattern of a routine comes
directly from practice, repetition and learning through exercise. Routines as behavioral
patterns may exist implicitly without needing to be named or described as a certain
standard or rule. Routines backed by preexisting procedures or explicit rules appear
more or less stable and invariant, while routines constituted by repetitive practices seem
to be rather mutable and fluctuating.

Furthermore, although from the organizational perspective routines are typically
perceived as collective phenomena, they may be performed both individually and
collectively. An engineer wearing a hardhat is a solo agent performing his or her
routinized activity individually, but the very wearing of it gains an organizational and
collective meaning because it contributes to the repetitive pattern, stability and safety
on the macro-scale of actions performed in the construction zone by all those who work
there (and follow the routine). On the other hand, the routine serving of refreshments in
an aircraft by flight attendants is a cooperative activity that requires an interdependence
of activities and a high dose of collective intentionality from the whole team, so it
cannot be an individual activity in typical circumstances.
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The initial characteristics and labeling provided above suggest not only high con-
ceptual heterogeneity, but also the salience of certain themes in routines literature.
Historically, the procedural, automatic or ‘scripted’ dimension of routines has been
related to such themes as organizational programs (March and Simon 1958) which
bring stability and save resources (no need for explicit decision-making); genes (Nelson
and Winter 1982) which are organizational analogues of biological genes—predictive
patterns that program organizational behavior and provide the mechanism of its
evolution; or so-called scripts (Ashforth and Fried 1988), cognitive structures which
mindlessly bring routinization and ordering of organizational behavior.

The mutability, flexibility and mindfulness of routines is highlighted in practice
theory- and sociology-driven accounts which reject the idea of simple automaticity of
routines and prefer to see them as ‘effortful accomplishments’ (Feldman and Pentland
2003; Feldman 2000; Pentland and Rueter 1994). According to this perspective (called
‘routine dynamics’ (Feldman et al. 2019; Feldman et al. 2021)), routines are basically
dynamic, so they should be perceived rather as a source of organizational transforma-
tions and change than something rigid or inert due to being repetitive, programmed or
automatic. The latter characteristics—if they appear—belong to their more fundamental
performative dynamics. For example, the enactment of a given hiring procedure may be
relatively stable or rigid over a certain period of time, but it may change due to typically
practical demands (a video interview may replace an in-person interview because of
certain environmental hazards or because it is better suited to the psychological profiles
of the candidates). This is why the same camp prefers to consider routines as rather
enacted or performed by the ‘logic of practice’ (inspirations from Bourdieusian soci-
ology) than simply defined, codified or scripted (although they recognize the need for
considering routines in both these dimensions). In the context of automaticity-related
views, this take brought substantial disagreement concerning the nature of routines.1

Another noticeable theme is the problem of how routines emerge from other
organizational phenomena or from various micro-level factors which frequently require
special approaches to organizational intentionality and cognition-action links (Dittrich
and Seidl 2018; Gao et al. 2014; Bapuji et al. 2012; Witt 2011).

Current debates concerning the intentional picture of routines are also significantly
shaped by two other related perspectives rooted in organizational economics. One of
them is related to the aforementioned idea that routines are operational and adminis-
trative capabilities (human and physical abilities and resources) that can be actualized
via repetitive performance and which reinforce organizational stability (Dosi et al.
2000; Zollo and Winter 2002). The second one focuses on the cognitive underpinnings
of routines, which highlights such themes as procedural memory, psychological auto-
maticity and psychological habits (Cohen 2012, 2007; Cohen and Bacdayan 1994;
Winter 2013).2 A somewhat broader approach is represented by the so-called micro-
foundations movement which also investigates other non-intentional micro-level fac-
tors, e.g. organizational structure and processes, to trace the micro-causes of routines
(Foss and Linder 2019; Felin et al. 2012).

1 Attempts to bridge the gap between the two main approaches exist (Parmigiani and Howard-Grenville 2011;
Pentland and Rueter 1994; Levinthal and Rerup 2006), but they did not generate sufficient consensus to solve
this important conceptual worry.
2 Cognitive underpinnings of routines can be understood as a special form of capabilities since the latter
category embraces also cognitive abilities of organizations (such as human skills) (Eggers and Kaplan 2013).
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3 Routines from the Perspective of the Philosophy of Action

The conceptual challenges that arise from the organizational literature on routines
reveal that the concept of routine is entangled in questions typical for the philosophy
of action. Indeed, it has already been recognized that the idea of action is central for
routines (Feldman et al. 2016; Feldman 2016), but relatively little has been precisely
said about it, especially when it comes to the question of intentionality. Philosphy of
actions appears to be especially well suited to respond to this concern. Here I would
like to raise two basic issues which potentially situate routines at the heart of action-
theoretical questions. One is related to the very possibility of conceiving routines qua
actions, the other—to their intentional profile.

Firstly, the competitive conceptualizations of routines, e.g. as capabilities for per-
formance and patterns of collective practice, appear to be two ways of looking at the
same phenomenon: the first one points to their cognitive-intentional conditions and the
second one highlights their performative dimension. Still, some authors produced
arguments that contributed to unnecessary conceptual polarizations. Consider the
following:

…routines are not behaviour; they are stored behavioural capacities or capabil-
ities. These capacities involve knowledge and memory. They involve
organisational structures and individual habits which, when triggered, lead to
sequential behaviours (Hodgson 2003: 376).

By the same token, one could say that habits are not actions, because they are
behavioral dispositions. In action theory, such reactions may be misleading, because
they build unnecessary gap between the agentive, intentional conditions of actions and
their performance. It is true that the standard stance in the analytic philosophy of action
approaches human agency through the prism of intentionality understood as standard
propositional attitudes: desires, beliefs and intending. But in this perspective, the
performative or enactive dimension of action appears as rather the other, implicit side
of the coin of intentionality. This approach is typical, for example, for the Davidsonian
model of action (Davidson 1963) in which the practical, performative dimension of
actions gives way to the analysis of their intentionality.

But if we refer the above issue to the conceptualizations of routines as collective
behavior or behavioral capabilities, the difference should be interpreted rather as a
change in perspective than a reason for serious disagreement between those who prefer
to understand them through one of those research lenses. The philosophical distinction
between the mental or linguistic representation of action (the cognitive or intentional
basis of which can be analyzed further) and the action (performance or enactment) itself
would help avoid several conceptual deficiencies in routines research. For instance, a
routine understood as a formal procedure may refer only to certain linguistic represen-
tations of a certain symbolic shape (e.g. a list of rules or tasks) without including their
performative enactment (e.g. practical implementation of those rules or tasks). On the
other hand, routines in highly informal, self-managed organizations may be based on
practice, with their representational dimension not going beyond the intentional con-
ditions of performing actions (which may be—due to their informational encapsulation
and intransparency—unavailable to those who perform them). Furthermore, every
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routine must have a representational dimension if it is identified (e.g. by managers) as
something that builds organizational practice and strategy. These distinctions are not
always fully recognized or expressed in clear terminology.3 In this light, action theory
has the chance to ameliorate conceptual standards in the understanding of routines.
Routines are intentional and enacted by organizational agents, so they are actions (and
this should reconcile the proponents of the capabilities and practice perspectives).

Secondly, the nature of the intentionality of routines is directly related to conceiving
them as either automatic or mindful. The picture of routine intentionality certainly
changes when one moves from the example of surgeons automatically washing their
hands to the example of engineers mindfully checking radiation levels in nuclear power
plants. Although there are attempts in the literature to explicitly explore the picture of
routine intentionality, these attempts do so without using the themes and conceptual
tools of philosophy of action and do not explicitly discuss the tension that is inherent to
the automaticity/mindfulness divide. For example, the only comprehensive analysis of
intentionality by Dittrich and Seidl (2018) accepts the classic (Deweyan) pragmatism as
a conceptual framework, which provides good intuitions about how intentionality is
constituted through actions, but it does not provide sufficiently fine-grained micro-level
psycho-cognitive analysis of that constitution. In this perspective, what counts for the
intentional picture of routines is the dynamics of new action goals as emerging from the
means embedded in certain situations—not the psycho-cognitive basis of this dynam-
ics. It is rather plain that this perspective has its limitations in the light of the most
recent developments in the philosophy of individual and collective agency, in which a
certain level of detail is important to grasp the psychological complexity of actions,
especially where issues related to intentional control are concerned.4

Other works refer to such standard issues as intentions (Bapuji et al. 2012) or even
highlight the problem of “the full spectrum of intentionality” (Feldman 2016; Feldman
et al. 2016), but without noticing the context of standard philosophy of action. On the
other hand, those works which are devoted to bridging the automaticity/mindfulness
divide do not usually explore the question of practical intentionality explicitly
(Levinthal and Rerup 2006). In fact, the idea of action in routines research is standardly
associated with the viewpoints of sociology and practice theory (Danner-Schröder
2020; Feldman Martha and Orlikowski 2011), which by definition cannot provide
fine-grained accounts of agency.5

The above challenges related to the idea that routines are actions pave the way to
accept the action-theoretical approach. The picture of routines it provides may be not
only interesting for philosophical accounts of agency focused on automaticity and
habitual actions, but also explanatorily useful for routines research.

3 Note that Becker’s work (Becker 2005), which approaches routines from the perspective of economics,
recognizes their importance. Still, despite the visibility of his paper in the mainstream routines research, the
distinction between action and representation has not been fruitfully exploited in other conceptual works. See
also (Makowski 2020a).
4 This is not the only challenge Deweyan pragmatism faces (e.g. his idea of habit implies that it does not have
to be repetitive, which is at odds with contemporary psychology of habit, see 3.2.). A comprehensive
assessment of the usefulness of Dewey’s ideas in contemporary philosophy of action has yet to be produced.
5 There are strong trends against nuance in sociology (Healy 2017), while practice theory itself is known for its
typically skeptical attitude towards analytic distinctions, usually interpreted as “dualisms” (Fox 2006).

1064 Makowski P.T.



3.1 Automatic Actions

In action theory automatic actions are not easily definable because of significant
divergence concerning the extent to which they require propositional attitudes (mainly
intentions), higher cognitive processes responsible for decision-making and agentive
control (cf. Brownstein 2014; Railton 2009; Douskos 2017a). For the present purposes
it will be sufficient to roughly say that the category of automatic actions embraces those
actions which are fluent and performed without thinking or deliberation. Whether they
must be explained by means of the standard framework of the intentional accounts of
Davidsonian provenience (cf. Schlosser 2020) which imply causal roles for proposi-
tional attitudes or by other means (Makowski 2017, chap. 6; Di Nucci 2013, chap. 6) is
a matter of dispute. Still, the fact that they count as actions also implies that they are no
less intentional than those which necessarily require full-blooded intentions, desires and
beliefs to perform them.

Philosophical work on automatic actions encompasses various topics, among
which two themes are the most frequent: motor skills (as in the case of sports,
e.g. playing football or hockey) and habits (as in the case of social or
psychological habits, e.g. taking off a hat when entering a church or brushing
one’s teeth in the morning). These themes are so common not only because
they intuitively capture the idea of automatic, fluent performance, but also
because an action-theoretical understanding of automaticity is to a significant
extent based on classic accounts of automaticity in social and cognitive psy-
chology (Moors and De Houwer 2006; Bargh 1994, 1996; Fiedler and Hütter
2014) where skills and habits constitute a very broad spectrum of examples
(Orbell and Verplanken 2010; Verplanken 2006; Logan 1985; Wood 2017;
Wood and Rünger 2016; Neal and Wood 2009; Stanley and Krakauer 2013).

As noted, the theme of the automaticity of organizational routines has been
present both in classic works and in newer cognitive-psychological approaches.
In this respect, Herbert Simon’s and Jim March’s idea of performance programs
and Blake Ashford’s and Yitzhak Fried’s idea of mindless organized behavior
resulting from following so-called scripts share similar assumptions when it
comes to the role of lower cognitive processes as in the case of John Bargh’s
classic work in psychology: humans have strong tendencies to automatize their
behavior and perform without using complex deliberation due to their bounded
mental resources. It is, therefore, of no surprise that some of the later cognitive
approaches to routines refer to Bargh’s work explicitly (Winter 2013), giving
more and more arguments to tie routines to habits. However, explicit references
to the psychology of automaticity are rather scarce, although the very topic of
habit has been present in the routines research for a long time (see: Louis and
Sutton 1991). In this respect, there is a whole variety of inspirations spanning
from the pragmatistic accounts (Cohen 2007), through the sociological idea of
habitus (Bourdieu) to modern psychology (Turner and Cacciatori 2016).

If this is so, if routines have been tied to such salient topics in psychology as
automaticity and habitual action, the relation between organizational routines and
psychological habits cannot be easily ignored (cf. Dittrich and Seidl 2018) and
requires more detailed investigation. Two questions arise: (1) what makes them
similar to one another, or what are the shared features of their intentional pictures?
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(2) How is it that some accounts explicitly reject the idea that routines may be
automatic in the similar sense that habits are according to psychology? These
questions stem directly from the idea that routines are actions which are in some
aspects and contexts automatic. So far, this idea has not been plainly discussed in
the literature on routines, but it is certainly needed to better understand their
intentionality. Before I try to answer the above questions, a few remarks about
the psychological concept of habit are in order.6

3.2 Habits in Psychology

In social and cognitive psychology, habits are commonly defined as individual
dispositions which are acquired through reiterative responses to context-dependent
cues (Wood and Rünger 2016; Verplanken 2006; Orbell and Verplanken 2010;
Neal et al. 2012; Labrecque et al. 2017; Orbell and Verplanken 2015). They form
context-response associations of limited cognitive penetrability. These associations
are then transformed into automatic, inertial or inflexible responses, which are
difficult to break and can be integrated into sequences (Smith and Graybiel
2013). They feature automaticity both in the way they are triggered and in the
way they are performed (Gardner et al. 2016). This means that habitual responses
may be activated without awareness (as when entering a church activates taking
off a hat) or with full awareness (as in the case of purposively going to the library
to get into the mood for studying). But in both cases, it seems that overt decisions
and intentions need not be formed (Wood and Rünger 2016; Bargh 1994; Douskos
2017a). Habits may be actuated by various cues—by the physical and social
environment, and by prior performances.

In a few respects, habits appear to be similar to motor skills: they are smooth and
fluent (Verplanken 2006) and may be performed without deliberation, freeing up
mental resources (allowing for dual task performances). There are also differences
between them: habits are reiterative in an inertial way, while the repetitiveness of skills
implies progress and development; habits are impulsive and triggered by memory,
while skills are rather spontaneous and triggered by attentional sensitivity to certain
goals (Douskos 2017b).

An important problem related to habits is the question of how they fit into the picture
of deliberate goal striving and mechanisms of behavioral control and change. In the
classic work of John Dewey (1922), this problem was solved by a significant broad-
ening of the concept of habit so that it also embraced the forms of habit “infused with
thought and feeling” (Dewey 1922: 71) and with control from the conscious will. In
modern psychological works, these issues are now usually addressed by the research on
the interdependence between habits and conscious goal pursuit. This research can be
summed up in the so-called ‘three-pronged model’ (Wood and Rünger 2016; Wood
2017). According to the model, habits and goals are interrelated through: (1) formation:
habits initially stimulate agents to replicate behavior and to activate it in specific
practical contexts; (2) performance: habits are frequently consciously available as goals
(deliberate habit activation as in the already mentioned case of going to the library to

6 In the following section I give my own synthetic presentation of the concept of habit that is based mainly on
the newest psychological accounts and on selected insights from the philosophy of action.
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work) providing default patterns of behavior which change when actors are motivated
and able to adjust their behavior to current circumstances, and finally—(3) inferences
about further goals: habits are prompters for practical reasoning and decision-making.7

Thus, habits and deliberation about goals are interconnected to a great extent, and
this makes that the automaticity of habitual actions cannot be simply mechanical as it is
potentially within the control of deliberation and conscious willing.8 This is, partially,
the reason why tagging habitual automaticity as mindless is sometimes avoided in
psychology (Saling and Phillips 2007). Still, picturing habits as automatic seems to a
large extent justified: if one does not place them in a fuller agentive context (as
described in the three-pronged model), they appear to be (almost by definition)
insensitive to changes in outcome value as they operate in ‘open loops’: “once an
action sequence is launched, the actions in the sequence will be executed automatically
up to the end of the sequence” (Dezfouli et al. 2014: 2).

3.3 Habits and Routines: Main Similarities and Differences

Now, although in psychology the concepts of habit and routine are sometimes used
interchangeably, in organizational research they are now usually distinguished.9 The
distinction, however, has not been so far made clear or explicit. The difference is
usually taken for granted and it becomes visible especially in the widely accepted view
that habits are building blocks of routines (Winter 2013; Cohen 2012; Cohen et al.
2014; Knudsen 2008; Parmigiani and Howard-Grenville 2011; Turner and Cacciatori
2016). This view implies difference between the two concepts, but there must also be
some similarities between them. Tacit assumption concerning these two issues deserves
a little more philosophical attention. Thus, some clarifications of the relation between
habits and routines will not only be helpful for theory building, but they may contribute
to better circulation of meanings of basic concepts which structure research in the social
sciences.

Although organizational routines are considered to be different from psychological
habits in newer routines research, it turns out they share several features. Let us begin
with a list of basic similarities.

7 However important this model is for the proper understanding of interrelations between habits and
deliberation, it rarely affects the scientific image of habits in philosophy and cognitive sciences. This is so
probably because psychological research on habits has been related to the dual-process model of social
information processing (Chaiken and Trope 1999; Wood et al. 2014). A perfunctory reading of this model
may suggest dualism between higher and lower cognitive processes.
8 Naturally, this does not mean that habits are always successful. Unintended errors, so called slips (Wood and
Rünger 2016; Dezfouli et al. 2014; Norman 1981), may always appear. In this light, the three-pronged model
emphasizes the need for monitoring and controlling one’s habits to maintain their fluency. This theme was
studied empirically in many contexts: time pressure (Wood et al. 2014; Labrecque 2015), absentmindedness
(Wood et al. 2014; Labrecque et al. 2017), limited task ability (Hay and Jacoby 1996, 1999), lowered
motivation (Neal et al. 2013) and other willpower restrictions such as addictions (Muraven et al. 2005),
temptations (Quinn et al. 2010), or stress (Schwabe and Wolf 2010, 2013).
9 This interchangeability may be a source of confusion. My initial academic contact with some of the leading
psychologists of habit resulted in misunderstanding of the main idea of the research project to which this paper
belongs.
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(1) Automaticity. Both habits and routines may be understood in many cases to be
flat-out automatic. If a routine is relatively simple and does not require a high dose
of cooperation from other agents, its micro-level performance (enactment by an
individual agent) may simply be habitual. In fact, certain organizational routines
may seem indistinguishable from habits if one considers them from an agent’s
point of view—in abstraction from their typical organizational contexts: proce-
dures, formal rules (if they exist) or from their roles in broader organizational
practices. Consider, again, such examples of routines as: surgeons washing their
hands before entering an operating room or engineers putting on hardhats in
construction zones. Full-blooded decisions or intentions are not necessary to enact
such routines, so their performative dynamics is minimal. Very basic routines may
seem even mindless in the same way as psychological habits: they are performed
without thinking, almost blindly. And as it has been recognized both in routines
research and in the psychology of habit, this may result in inertia and errors.

(2) Stability. Habits provide behavioral stability due to reiterations and auto-
matic control and the same goes for routines. The idea that routines
stabilize or even tranquilize organizational functioning has been present
in the literature almost from the very beginning (March and Olsen 1989;
Nelson and Winter 1982). Habitual and routine actions are also stable in
the sense that they are more predictive than spontaneous actions (they
reduce behavioral uncertainty).

(3) Repetition. Routines are repetitive inasmuch as habits are and this feature seems to
be definitional for both of them. But there is a nuance. Take an example. An agent
who enters into a new organization, say a newly employed professor at a
university, is expected to perform certain administrative routines, but they are
new to them. Thus, the agent (the new professor) may perform a given routine,
although it is new to them and, in this sense, there is no repetition from the
perspective of their actions. But the repetitive dimension still remains on the
organizational macro-level: the new professor performs what other professors
performed before in similar situations. This routine may also be replicated from
one organization to another. Repetitiveness is thus crucial for habitual and routine
behavior.

The list of similarities may be extended, but already the three features presented above
reveal and take us directly to significant differences. The first one is also the main
rationale for distinguishing them in organizational research.

(1) Collectivity. Routines are collective phenomena which appear on the organiza-
tional macro-level, while habits are dispositions of individual agents (and perfor-
mances resulting from these dispositions), i.e. if habits appear in organizations,
their presence can be detected only on the organizational micro-level of individ-
uals. The repetitive, collective pattern or macro-disposition is something that can
be ascribed only to the level of an organization or a cooperating group. For
example, putting on a hardhat by an engineer in a construction zone could not
be called a routine if it did not play its stabilizing and economizing roles in
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organizing and was not, as such, organizationally replicative.10

Further, even if one supposes that all agents who perform a routine, say serving
refreshments in an aircraft (Kremser et al. 2019), do so habitually, in the sense that
they are automatically-minded as individuals, the macro-level outcome to which
they contribute may display different intentional properties due to the fact that it
must additionally imply collective mechanisms related to automatic and/or
planned coordination (see, e.g.: Knoblich et al. 2011). So, psychological habits
may be directly related to organizational routines, but the organizational-collective
level must also be considered to see a given habit as a part of an organizational
capability or a pattern together with its roles. This issue situates the study of
routines in the context of problems related to collective intentionality (in its
automatic and deliberative forms), as well as in the context of purely habitual
actions.

(2) Mindfulness. Despite their usually habitual underpinnings, routines may be per-
formed with the full presence of deliberation and intentions, especially when they
are complex and require significant attentional resources. Routines in nuclear
power plants (Tveten and Thomassen 1975) or surgical routines in operating
rooms (Seiden and Barach 2006)—where paying attention to minute details in
action sequences matters a lot for the final outcome—cannot be completely
automatic. Naturally, habitual inertia may always occur if a routine is simple
and is repeated frequently enough, but on the macro-level many routines cannot
be conceived as automatic, even if they are expected to increase organizational
stability or imply macro-level inertia (Yi et al. 2016). Indeed, this is one of the
reasons not only to consider the category of routines heterogenous, but also a
source of practical complexity (I shall return to this issue in the last section).

(3) Changeability. Even if routines are expected to bring stability, they must be
changeable. In fact, they are mutable and flexible due to the requirements of
organizational performance (pressures towards effectiveness) which impose con-
straints on what can or should be changed. This feature is observed for example
when old routines meet organizational novelty (unpredicted situations or techno-
logical transformations) and hence need adjustments and modifications. These
modifications also require mindfulness: they may be the result of an instantaneous
adjusting of the sub-goals of the whole routine to the requirements of changeable
practice (for example, the way how a recruitment procedure is realized in response

10 Naturally, there can be cases of pathological routines, for example when a worker follows an outdated
procedure or defective rule. Such routines are organizationally disruptive (much like bad habits are psycho-
logically harmful). This topic has not attracted attention from routines scholars who usually focus on
organizationally positive (non-dysfunctional) aspects of routine behavior.
Notice also that, technically, purely individual routines could exist only if we wanted to distinguish them

from those actions which are habitual i.e. automatically triggered by memory. Deliberately chosen reiterative
activities pursued reflexively for some reason (e.g. reiterative forcing oneself to get up early in the morning to
go jogging and get fit or taking a measured dose of medicine at a certain hour every day) would constitute a
separate category of non-automatic actions which require routinization, but are not yet habitual (so they might
be called: habits-before-habitization). An attempt to introduce this category to everyday language would
amount to conceptual engineering and it would require good justification to begin with.
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to a change in the profile of candidates) or they may require agentive (e.g.
managerial) intervention preceded by relevant pre-planning. In this sense, a
routine may appear automatic when we consider its time-slice micro-enactments
by individual agents, but on the macro-level of organizational processes and their
dynamics, it may display a high degree of flexibility and changeability.

This conceptual feature appears particularly important for the proponents of the
idea that routines are ‘effortful accomplishments’. According to their view, the
level of dynamic organizational practice is crucial for the very conceptualization
of routines. But in the cognitive-psychological (intentional) perspective, it does
not appear as necessary, and the question of routine change and flexibility can
always be explained by micro-level psychological mechanisms (see the last
section).

The changeability of routines is also significantly related to organizational
learning. Once learned, psychological habits do not progress—they may be
revised or changed due to environmental factors or intra-psychic forces, but it
would be difficult to maintain that they can be improved. On the other hand,
routines display the possibility of improvement as they are harnessed to knowl-
edge transfer, organizational change and effectiveness (Levitt and March 1988;
Becker 2017).

This short list of features that differentiate habits from routines again reveals the
problem of conceptualization. From the sociological and practice theory perspective,
the list would certainly be longer. For example, the authors in the ‘routine dynamics’
camp spent much time highlighting the fact that routines cannot be something fixed or
automatic, because human practice is mutable and flexible. In the cognitive perspective,
this problem is solved by different means, for example with the aid of the concept of so-
called dynamic capability. Dynamic capability may be defined as an organizational
“ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competences to
address rapidly changing environments” (Teece et al. 1997: 516). Dynamic capabilities
are macro-level dispositions related, for example to cognitive abilities and resources of
an organization which play complementary roles to operating and administrative
routines. To oversimplify, routines bring standardization and automatization of orga-
nizational functioning, and dynamic capabilities provide its mindfulness and flexibility
(cf. Schilke et al. 2018). Thus, picturing routines as either automatic or mindful is
related to specific theoretical perspectives which may clash.11 Even if each of these
perspectives is supported by distinct explanatory ambitions, misunderstandings be-
tween them are entirely possible. This points to the need for increased conceptual rigor
in the organizational scholarship.12

Let us take stock. I have briefly examined similarities and differences between habits
and routines showing that they are to some extent related to the problem of conceptu-
alization. The issue that now calls for an explanation is the relation between them. The
intentional conceptual apparatus and cognitive-psychological framework accepted in

11 As noted (fn.1), the differences in conceptualizations (related to the differences between sociological and
cognitive perspectives) gave birth to several attempts to show that there is no serious contradiction between
them.
12 This problem is discussed in more detail in the context of conceptual engineering in (Makowski 2020a).
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the discussion above determine the type of that explanation. In other words, further
discussion is not possible without explicitly accepting and developing an integrated
approach towards habits and routines.

4 Habits as Building Blocks of Routines—Organizational Perspective

The idea that organizational routines are founded on (or built of) habits is quite popular
in the literature (see: section 3.3.), but it may imply various theoretical stances, as the
literature does not share one methodological perspective: psychological, sociological or
economic. Also, it is worth noticing that methodologically liberal accounts explicitly
mix those perspectives and edit the concept of habit to gain quick explanatory
benefits.13 An illustrative example of such conceptual reengineering is the account of
“the multiplicity of habit” by Turner and Cacciatori (2016). Their typology of habits is
devised to explain how the intentional picture of routines changes with respect to the
mind-infusion of habit and its contextual (in)variability. According to the authors, there
are four types of habit, briefly: “automatic habits” (habits studied in psychology,
performed in stable conditions, but uncontrolled by deliberation), “contested habits”
(also studied in psychology, performed in stable environment, but controlled by
deliberation and will), “skillful habits” (roughly amounting to motor skills studied in
psychology, performed in unstable conditions, but characterized with the aid of the
Bourdieusian sociology), and “infused habits” (habits saturated with deliberation,
performed also in dynamic conditions—a theme from Deweyan pragmatism). From
the perspective of psychological research, these four types of habit turn out to be folk
names for phenomena the categories of which reduce to habits and motor skills, which
are studied in relatively autonomous research streams. Thus, the very typology makes
sense only when one mixes the perspectives of psychology, sociology and philoso-
phy.14 But to maintain explanatory power there is no need to mix those perspectives
and multiply entities beyond necessity.

Fortunately, scientific standards and the logic of inquiry do not oblige routine scholars to
subscribe to suchmethodological liberalism. The nature of routines can be, therefore, explored
either from a sociological or from a psychological viewpoint, without confusing them.

Although the decision to accept one of those viewpoints ultimately depends on
scholarly preferences, psycho-cognitive research (aided by action theory) appears to be
conceptually better suited when it comes to the explanation of key micro-level aspects
of the intentionality of routines. Psychology offers more fine-grained analyses of
attention, motor control and other lower cognitive processes which play their roles in
individual and collective actions (see: sect. 3), so it should not be a surprise that social
and cognitive psychology is widely utilized in empirically informed action theory.

The above methodological issue gives us sufficient reasons to discuss the concept of
habit in the organizational context while staying on the grounds of psychology. But
sticking with the psychological account of habit in organizational research still leaves
open other methodological options related to the understanding of the relation between

13 This and similar explanatory strategies are frequent in organizational research, probably due to the fact that
the whole discipline is still methodologically young.
14 For a more detailed analysis of this typology, see (Makowski 2020a).
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the psychological micro-level and the organizational macro-level. One needs to be
aware of them when picturing the micro-level intentionality of routines. For the sake of
convenience, I will divide these options into two groups of views.15 Let us call them the
constitutive view and the causal view.16 Although all accounts from these two groups
share certain basic intuitions concerning the micro-level of individual habits and the
macro-level of routines, they are methodologically different when it comes to how the
relation between them is conceived.

According to the first one, habits “build” routines. This is a basic metaphor for a
constitutive relation. Constitution here means that micro-level properties related to
habits build or affect macro-level phenomena (or, in a conditional formulation: any
change on the micro-level would be correlated with changes on the macro-level). How
should this constitution be understood more specifically? Let us note three options:

(1) Routines as collective, interlocking actions emerge from learned habitual dispo-
sitions stored in the procedural memory of individual agents (Cohen and
Bacdayan 1994),

(2) the transformation of individual habits into routines is tied with the development
of shared cognitive schemata that enable the cooperative level of routines (a view
in the spirit of Dionysiou and Tsoukas (2013)),

(3) individual habits aggregate into routines as the collective dispositions of an
organization: they are organizational meta-habits sustained by individual habits
in an interlocking structure of cooperating individuals and the organizational
environment in which routines are enacted (Hodgson 2003).

The causal view is represented by the aforementioned micro-foundations movement
according to which the proper explanation of routines implies a reduction of the
organizational macro-level to the micro-level factors (Felin et al. 2012; Felin et al.
2015; Felin and Hesterly 2007; Felin and Foss 2005). So, the psychological habits of
individual agents who perform routines must play important causal roles for the
possibility of the enactment of those routines. According to this view, the proper
explanatory tactic for routines requires full consideration of causal chains with various
micro-level organizational factors. If habits are performed on the micro-level, they
causally co-determine the macro-level of routines. Thusly conceived, causalism is both
metaphysically and epistemologically stronger than constitutivism although it may still
be expressed in the same or very similar language (metaphors associated with building
and foundations).17

All the above options reveal very interesting explanatory paths, but they also have
significant limitations. To put it briefly, extant constitutivist approaches either do not
sufficiently explain the mechanism of emergence of routines from individual habits (1),

15 Here I purposively ignore those types of routines in which habituation does not appear or is minimal, i.e. in
which routines roughly amount to mindful following procedures or rules which are pre-planned (consider
again, for example, certain routines in nuclear power plants). Those types would require a separate method-
ological rubric.
16 I borrow the terminology from Vromen (2010).
17 The micro-foundations movement generated interesting controversy related to causalism. In short, the
critique proposed by Vromen (Vromen 2010) has not convinced the proponents of microfoundations (Abell
et al. 2010).
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do so at the cost of drifting to sociology which requires mixing research perspectives
(subscribing methodological liberalism) (2), or they simply assume that the analogy
between routines and habits within the framework of evolutionary economics is strong
enough to explain the constitutive relation (3). All of them also seem to assume that
habits constitute routines in a critical way. The latter condition may appear as too quick
in the light of the intentional complexity of routines. As noted, they sometimes involve
the automaticity of habits and sometimes they may also be possible only when fully-
fledged decisions or intentions of performing reflexive individuals are in play. Mind-
fulness affects the macro-level picture of routines to an extent that the standard,
automation-oriented perspective on the foundational role of habits does not seem to
be sufficient (Feldman 2003). Similar worries concerning constitutivist views refer to
those cases of routines in which individual habits are not yet formed and require
entirely deliberative actions or, finally, to those cases in which the collective level
requires additional cognitive mechanisms providing coordination or cooperation (such
as priming mechanisms that appear between agents, their shared intentions, and other
mental states that produce collective intentionality).

The causalist approach exemplified by the micro-foundations movement is immune
to the criticism described in the last point, being open to including other micro-level
factors than habits (for example, Felin et al. (2015) explicitly notice the role of shared
intentions). Still, this program accepts the strong assumption that all micro-level factors
must play causal roles. However natural it may be for an intentionalist to accept
causalism (see: Schlosser 2011), the assumption that there are micro-macro causal
links can be questioned. Causalism generates a number of troubles—not so much as a
theory of mental content (cf. Adams and Aizawa 2017), but as a view regarding the
links between psychology-level and organization-level phenomena (Vromen 2010;
Hodgson and Knudsen 2011). Because they emerge, the intentional properties of the
latter need not be the same as the intentional properties of the former (Harper and Lewis
2012).

Both constitutivism and and causalism display drawbacks when it comes to the
micro-macro relations as well as their understanding of the micro-level factors in those
relations. In part, such limitations strengthened the interest in the practical dynamics of
routines. Although the level of performance or enactment is crucial for the empirical
properties of specific routines (and, hence, the possibility of empirical studies which
accept the sociological lens), the intentional micro-level factors must still play their role
in routine dynamics. The reasons for investigating those factors further do not disappear
even if the role and import of the practical complexity and dynamics of routines seem to
override the challenges related to typical ‘building-block’ approaches to the micro-
macro relations.

5 Towards the Intentional Complexity: Habits and Micro-Level
Mindfulness

The issue of the complexity of routines has recently been noticed within the framework
of routine dynamics (Hærem et al. 2021), but—as is typical for this lens—it does not
embrace the question of organizational intentionality and its micro-level aspects. On the
other hand, organizational intentionality has been explicitly studied in economics, but
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mainly in the context of planned action (Muñoz and Encinar 2014; Muñoz et al. 2011).
Individual intentions, plans and deliberate goal-striving certainly play important roles
on the organizational level, including routines (Dittrich and Seidl 2018; Bapuji et al.
2012), but they cannot exhaustively account for their intentional complexity. In the case
of routines, the picture of that complexity must embrace not only the micro-
foundational role of habits, but also adequately deal with the complexity of routines
on the macro-level of practice, which implies their mindfulness and mutability.

This reveals the need for conceptual development and refinement at the psycho-
cognitive level. Such development may be obtained through the exploration of the
micro-level factors that suitably account for the issue of routine mindfulness. From the
perspective of psychological research, a natural way to enrich the picture of the
intentional complexity of routines is psychological mindfulness (psychological
flexibility).

However the idea that many routines can be perceived as automatic or habitual
makes sense from a certain point of view (see: section 3.3), the organizational dynamics
of routines reveals that they may require mindfulness (to avoid errors, to maintain
productivity, warrant conditions for change, etc.). Although the role of mindfulness is
an important theme in routines research and in organizational learning (Levinthal and
Rerup 2006; Ray et al. 2011; Kudesia 2019), its micro-level intentional underpinnings
have not been studied. Let us, therefore, briefly show how mindfulness changes the
intentional picture of the habitual underpinnings of the routines described above.

Seen from the psychology of flexibility perspective (Kashdan and Rottenberg 2010),
habits belong to the class of default mental states, which economize agency and
provide useful heuristics for action. Without them, agents would always need to use
their standard deliberative, attentional and computational resources to act as effective
individuals and groups. This would often amount to wasting time and energy. Of
course, as is well known in the psychology of habit, excessive reliance on habits
produces inertia, slips, rigid keeping to one course of action and other unwelcome
consequences (Aarts and Dijksterhuis 2000). This is why the full psychological picture
of habits needs to account for deliberative goal-striving that balances those harmful
effects (see the three-pronged model, section 3.2.). But it is not possible to fully explain
the psycho-cognitive basis of mindfulness (or flexibility) by referring solely to the
dynamics of deliberative goal-striving and planning; the issue is complex on the
individual level and involves inhibitory control, working memory, attentional re-
sources, logical and relational reasoning and cognitive flexibility studied together under
the heading of executive functions (Diamond 2013). Individual personality configura-
tions may also weaken or strengthen mindfulness (Kashdan and Rottenberg 2010).
Overall, mindfulness seems to be no less important than habits if one wants to
comprehensively understand the intentional micro-foundations of changeability and
the macro-level mindfulness of routines (and other organizational phenomena). In other
words, the fact that routines may display flexibility and mindfulness on the organiza-
tional macro-level must be to a certain degree micro-founded in agentive mindfulness
which provides the conditions for meta-control of more automatic modes of function-
ing. We may briefly define such mindfulness as a personal capacity to adapt that
consists of four dynamic psychological processes: (1) adaptation to changing environ-
ment, (2) reconfiguration of mental assets, (3) perspective shifting, and (4) balancing
competing motivations and needs (cf. Kashdan and Rottenberg 2010).
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In this perspective, individual tendencies to rely on habits belong to the picture of
individual mindfulness. So, if psychological habits play a micro-foundational role for
the intentional image of routines, then mindfulness should also be considered here in
order to properly understand their complexity. Mindfulness is responsible for the
intentional complexity of routines mainly because it provides the psycho-cognitive
mechanism according to which the “the cognitive-automatic control gradient”
(Pacherie and Mylopoulos 2020) leans more toward automaticity or more in the
opposite direction allowing for more flexible forms of action. This suggests a broad
spectrum of psycho-cognitive gears of behavioral meta-control control, adaptive mech-
anisms and shifts in perspective which together constitute the integrative mechanism
behind the selection of more habitual or more deliberatively loaded forms of action
suitable for practical contexts. In this sense, mindfulness is potentially of interest to
psychology-based action theory which explores so-called ‘heterarchical’ mechanisms
of action control (Cushman and Morris 2015), typical for example of motor skills
(Pacherie and Mylopoulos 2020). The difference here is that those mechanisms matter
for collective forms of action. The heterarchical approach to control implies more
complexity than standard habit-based approaches—in psychology (Wood and Rünger
2016) and in organizational research (Louis and Sutton 1991)—usually suggest.

Of course, the shape of the proposed intentional lens should be perceived only as
one of the answers one may formulate by exploring cognitive-psychological factors that
affect the micro-level of routine actions. This perspective introduces one to intentional
underpinnings of routine actions which integrate different modes of micro-level behav-
ioral control. Notwithstanding how one solves methodological issues related to emer-
gence, constitution or causation which typically appear in routines research, these
micro-level intentional factors must somehow be embraced as they affect the way
routine actions are performed as organizational phenomena.

Finally, the proposed picture is not, by itself, interesting only for the philosophy of
collective intentionality and action. It also significantly advances current knowledge on
the complexity of routines. For example, according to the review of (Hærem et al.
2021), there are three approaches to complexity allowing one to carry out empirical
studies on routines: idealized, perceptual and enacted. The first one refers to an
invariant characteristic of a given routine that allows its identification (“a function of
idealized characteristics”), the second one focuses on agentive perceptions of micro-
activities and tasks performed in routines, and the third one explores the performative
dimension of routines, i.e. what is done after a routine has been enacted by routine
agents (“a function of enactments”). According to their observations, early studies
focused mostly on the perceived complexity and only a few of them acknowledged
complexity as an objective dimension of routines. On the other hand, currently the most
popular sociological and empirically oriented perspective recognizes the complexity on
the practical, enacted level. Their review does not mention the issue of the intentional
complexity of routine behavior.

In this context, a focus on intentionality informed by the philosophy of action turns
out to be a distinct approach to complexity. Its primary explanatory role is to initially
reveal the psycho-cognitive scaffolding on which the micro-level performance or
enactment of routine actions stands. The micro-level intentional dynamics of routines
is correlated to their practical macro-level dynamics (in this sense, it supplements the
third approach described above). Of course, there are also reasons to think that the
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perspective of intentional complexity may also contribute to better understanding and
chances for identification of routines—both for the agents who perform them and for
theorists. More fine-grained approaches to practical phenomena usually enrich the way
think of them, and that is certainly the case for routines (Felin et al. 2012; Hærem et al.
2021).

The challenge that still remains salient in the context of the popularity of sociolog-
ical empirically oriented approaches is related to the impact the intentional perspective
is capable of making on the level of empirical studies. The insight that the complexity
of the psychological profiles of organizational actors affects the macro-level shape of
routines they perform, favoring increased habitization or mindfulness may be studied
further. This is an unexplored avenue of empirical research in organizational
psychology.18

6 Conclusion

In this paper, I approached the question of organizational intentionality through the
prism of routines to shed a new light on their complexity. Basically, I wanted to
show how routines differ from habits in cognitive-psychological research and
highlight the idea that an account of micro-level mindfulness should be included
in the picture of routines to properly understand the underpinnings of their inten-
tional complexity. So far, the similarities and differences between habits and routines
have not yet been studied more systematically. The intentional picture of routines is
richer than the one of psychological habits. The obvious reason for this is that
routines are organizational actions and actions of organized collectives, while habits
are dispositions and actions of individuals. Nevertheless, if one decides to investi-
gate their intentionality in an integrated approach, assuming that there must be some
sort of meaningful relation between them in the organizational context, this concep-
tual decision proves fruitful. Engaging the modern psychology of habit and auto-
maticity in the explanatory strategy turns out to be especially important. These
streams of research offer one of the most promising paths in the explorations of
the intentional micro-level underpinnings of routine behavior, although they certainly
cannot exhaust them. Indeed, this perspective only reveals how convoluted those
underpinnings are with respect to the problem of the mindfulness of routines. The
intentional picture must embrace it. The account of psychological flexibility (mind-
fulness)—introduced as conceptually tied to behavioral automaticity in the last
section—aims to solve this problem. The micro-level processes of mindfulness turn
out to be one of the key factors affecting the complexity of routines. The intentional
perspective on that complexity is the contribution philosophy of action makes not
only to the philosophy of collective intentionality, but also to routines research as a
part of the social sciences studying organizational behavior.

18 The challenges to studying the impact of the micro-level habits and psychological flexibility on the
organizational macro-level of routines require separate methodological attention. Some of the key issues are
described in (Makowski 2020b).
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