


 ____________________________________________________ 
 

ICHS 
International Cultural-historical Human  
Sciences 
Herausgegeben von Joachim Lompscher † 
und Georg Rückriem 
Band 13 
 
 
Yrjö Engeström; Joachim Lompscher †, Georg Rückriem 
 
Putting Activity Theory to Work 
Contributions from Developmental Work Research 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 ____________________________________________________ 
 
 



 ____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Yrjö Engeström 
Joachim Lompscher † 

Georg Rückriem 
(Editors) 

 
 
 

Putting Activity Theory to Work 
 

Contributions from Developmental Work Research 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Berlin 2005 



 ____________________________________________________ 
 
 
ICHS 
International Cultural-historical Human Sciences 
is a series committed to the tradition of the cultural historical theory, which was 
developed by Lev S. Vygotsky, Alexei N. Leontiev and Alexandr R. Luria in 
order to analyze man and his development within the context of culture and 
social historical determination. They consider activity as the fundamental form 
of man-world-interaction and as a basic precondition of the theoretical, meth-
odological and empirical study of problems of scientific disciplines and social 
practice. This series is meant to publish classic texts of the founders of this ap-
proach as well as new studies concerning current scientific or practical prob-
lems. 
 
 
 
 
Bibliografische Informationen der Deutschen Bibliothek: 
Die Deutsche Bibliothek verzeichnet diese Publikation in der deutschen Natio-
nalbibliografie; detaillierte bibliografische Informationen sind im Internet unter: 
<http://dnb.dbb.de> abrufbar. 
 
 
 
 
Yrjö Engeström; Joachim Lompscher †; Georg Rückriem (Eds.) 
Putting Activity Theory to Work 
Contributions from Developmental Work Research 
 
2005: Lehmanns Media – LOB.de, Berlin 
ISBN: 3-86541-070-7 
 
 
 
Printed by Docupoint Magdeburg (Germany) 
 



 ____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This volume is dedicated to the living memory of 
Professor Joachim Lompscher  

(1932-2005) 
 
 



 ____________________________________________________ 
 
 



CONTENTS 
 
 Foreword by Georg Rückriem and Joachim Lompscher ..................... 9 
 Introduction by Yrjö Engeström .............................................................. 11 
 
PART I: THEORY AND METHODOLOGY 
 
1 Terttu Tuomi-Gröhn 
 Studying learning, transfer and context: A comparison of current 

approaches to learning ................................................................................ 21 
 
2 Ritva Engeström 
 Polyphony of activity .................................................................................. 49 
 
3 Jussi Silvonen 
 Ilyenkov and Foucault: Some paradoxes and (im)possible connections  75 
 
4 Kirsti Launis, Tarja Kantola and Anna-Liisa Niemelä  
 The activity theoretical approach as a challenge to traditional 
 theories and methods of dealing with stress in a rapid-change  
 work environment ....................................................................................... 91 
 
5 Juha Tuunainen 
 Constructing objects and transforming experimental systems.............. 117 
 
6 Sampsa Hyysalo and Janne Lehenkari 
 Instrument-oriented history, ethnography and interventions  
 in studying information systems design ................................................... 149 
 
7 Pirjo Korvela 
 Role-playing as a method of inquiry in studying the mastery  
 of everyday life ...................................................................................................  173 
 
8 Reijo Miettinen and Seppo Peisa 
 Integrating learning and the study of change in working life:  
 The alternative enterprise method ............................................................ 201 
 



PART II: EMPIRICAL APPLICATIONS 
 
9 Merja Kärkkäinen 
 Teams as network builders: Analyzing network contacts in  
 Finnish elementary school teacher teams ................................................ 225 
 
10 Pirjo Lambert 
 Promoting developmental transfer in vocational teacher education.... 257 
 
11 Mervi Hasu 
 Blind men and the elephant: Implementation of a new artifact  
 as an expansive possibility .......................................................................... 287 
 
12  Vaula Haavisto 
 Settlement as a window on change in court activity .............................. 345 
 
13 Eveliina Saari 
 Dynamics of collaboration: The case of Finnish and American  
 Aerosol research groups ............................................................................. 387 
 
14 Hanna Toiviainen 
 Trust-in-time? Learning to manage collaborative production ............. 419 
 
15  Laura Seppänen 
 Societal integration in organic vegetable farming: Exploring  
 the learning challenges ................................................................................ 445 
 
16 Anne Puonti 
 Searching for synchrony: Negotiating schedules across  
 organizations involved in investigating economic crime ....................... 469 
 
17 Jorma Mäkitalo 
 An analysis of employees’ work-related emotions in two homes  
 for the elderly ............................................................................................... 495 
 
18 Jaakko Virkkunen and Heli Ahonen 
 Transforming learning and knowledge creation on the shop floor ..... 601 
 
 Authors........................................................................................................... 625 
 Index .............................................................................................................. 635 



FOREWORD 
 
 
In the development of activity theory, the publications of Yrjö Engeström 
and his colleagues, starting with early works on learning theory, signify the 
beginning of a new phase in which activity theory steps out of its mainly 
academic discourse and becomes an interdisciplinary approach increasingly 
engaged in the resolution of practical societal problems. This is happening 
internationally, in Europe, Latin America, North America, Japan, and 
elsewhere. 

Engeström and his colleagues made an essential contribution to this 
with the creative development of a methodology which they – unlike the 
psychologically oriented classics of the theory, Vygotsky, Leont’ev, Luria – 
founded on an understanding of activity as collective activity. They con-
structed and developed further the methodology by using it in and con-
fronting it with empirical studies.  

In 1994 Engeström founded the Center for Activity Theory and De-
velopmental Work Research in Helsinki, which he leads together with 
Reijo Miettinen and Jaakko Virkkunen.  

In the Center, researchers work on the basis of activity theory and with 
the help of the methodology of developmental work research, in partner-
ships with large companies and public sector institutions (such as health 
care organizations, schools, and courts of law). This work has achieved a 
high reputation and impressive results in the resolution of conflicts in con-
crete activity domains. The Center produces continuously new creative 
findings which reach far beyond the particular application fields of the 
given projects.  

Because the publications of the researchers of the Center have so far 
been dispersed and often hard to obtain, we want to offer the interested 
readers the possibility to read the concrete research papers as a coherent 
collection, a companion volume to the one that contains Engeström’s own 
papers. This justifies the republication of some papers that have already 
appeared elsewhere. Naturally this means also some overlap, as each article 
has to explicate its theoretical and methodological frame of reference. We 
have at least tried to reduce the overlaps to a tolerable level, although it has 
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not been possible to eliminate them completely. On the other hand, it is an 
advantage at least for a reader of individual articles that each contribution 
makes available some aspects of the theoretical context. 
 
 

Georg Rückriem                           Joachim Lompscher 

 
 
Originally Joachim Lompscher wanted to edit the present volume himself. 
When preparing for his last book on learning cultures, he had already vis-
ited the Center for Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research in 
Helsinki. He was very impressed by the diversity of the domains studied, 
the methodology used, and the engagement of the members of the Center. 
His unexpected severe illness in October last year changed this plan as well 
as all other joint projects we had planned for this year. Joachim Lomp-
scher passed away on February 5, 2005. The gap he left behind will remain 
for a long time.  

 
 

Berlin, April 2005               Georg Rückriem 



BEING UTOPIAN AND PRACTICAL:  
DEVELOPMENTAL WORK RESEARCH AS METHODOLOGY  
 
 
AN INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The issues of relevance and practical impact of research on society have 
re-emerged in recent social science literature. Bent Flyvbjerg’s book Mak-
ing Social Science Matter (2001) is a good example. Flyvbjerg proposes that 
social sciences redefine themselves as phronetic science. 

He summarizes the point of departure for phronetic research in the fol-
lowing four questions: 

 
1. Where are we going? 
2. Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power? 
3. Is this desirable? 
4. What should be done? (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 162) 

 
Flyvbjerg puts forward nine methodological guidelines for phronetic social 
science: focusing on values; placing power at the core of analysis; getting 
close to reality; emphasizing little things; looking at practice before dis-
course; studying cases and contexts; asking ‘how’ and doing narrative; join-
ing agency and structure; and dialoguing with a polyphony of voices. Many 
of these guidelines are similar to those adhered to by researchers who ap-
ply cultural-historical activity theory in various fields of practice and within 
different academic disciplines. Their general thrust is close to the activity-
theoretical idea of ‘utopian science’ (Luria, 1979) or ‘utopian methodology’ 
(Cole, 1996). 

But there are also important differences. Focusing on the differences 
makes it easier to identify what is unique and powerful in developmental 
work research as a methodology based on activity theory.  

The first question of Flyvbjerg’s phronetic social science is ‘Where are 
we going?’ It seems like a straightforward invitation to question the direc-
tion to which things are moving. In Flyvbjerg’s own example, he ques-
tioned the direction taken by a city planning project in Aalborg, Denmark 
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– and found that a powerful private interest group, the Chamber of In-
dustry and Commerce, was pushing the project to a direction which was at 
odds with the declared aims of the project itself. Such critical questioning 
of the current taken-for-granted rationality of the practice is a crucial first 
step in developmental work research, too. But this questioning does not 
often reveal such a clearcut ‘wrong direction’ as in Flyvbjerg’s case. Com-
monly the questioning reveals that there are multiple conflicting directions, 
much ambivalence or even a state of general uncertainty and confusion 
concerning the direction. When the answer to Flyvbjerg’s question is ‘We 
don’t really know’, another question is needed. In developmental work re-
search, this crucial question is: ‘Where do we come from?’ In other words, the 
roots of confusion and uncertainty need to be discovered and traced step-
by-step by means of historical analysis.  

Flyvbjerg’s second question is ‘Who gains, and who loses, by which 
mechanisms of power?’ This question, inspired by Foucault, aims at un-
covering “the interplay between rationality and power in defining winners 
and losers” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 148). For the author, power is the lens 
through which the inner workings of social practices are illuminated and 
analyzed. Drawing on Foucault, Flyvbjerg emphasizes that power is pro-
ductive. Developmental work researchers tend to look at the same phe-
nomenon from the other end: productivity is power. In other words, the 
inner workings of social practices are made visible by focusing on the ob-
jects and instruments (tools and signs) of productive activities. For Fou-
cault (1991), a key notion is governmentality. For developmental work re-
search, a key notion is instrumentality. Thus, my alternative to Flyvbjerg’s 
second question would be: ‘What are the tools and signs available for different par-
ticipants and how are they used to construct the object of the activity?’  

Flyvbjerg’s third question is ‘Is this desirable?’. When there is ambiva-
lence, conflict, uncertainty and confusion about the direction of develop-
ment, the question about desirability is somewhat useless, or at least pre-
mature. In developmental work research, the crucial third question is in-
stead: ‘What are the inner contradictions of our activity?’ This means that before 
debating the desirability of the direction of development, we try to identify 
the pressing systemic contradictions that need to be resolved for develop-
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ment to happen. Focusing on contradictions means that it is not anymore 
so easy to determine who is right and who is wrong.  

The fourth question of Flyvbjerg’s phronetic social science is ‘What 
should be done?’ Again, this seems straightforward: let us identify the ac-
tions needed to redirect the development. But there is a fine line between 
‘should’ on the one hand and ‘can’ or ‘will’ on the other hand. Flyvbjerg 
suggests that researchers deliberately and actively feed the results of their 
research back into the political, administrative, and social processes they 
study, using “public dialogue, including communication via everyday me-
dia” (2001, 156). In the Aalborg city planning project, the author made 
seven specific recommendations for changing the process. This is the 
‘should’ mode. In developmental work research, the question is ‘What can 
and will be done?’ It can only be answered by working with the practitioners 
to actually redesign the practice and by following up and interfering in the 
implementation of the redesigned model of activity. This includes 
Flyvbjerg’s insistence on dialogue as “the vehicle by means of which re-
search can best hope to inform the democratic process” (2001, 159). But 
dialogue and informing are not enough for developmental work research. 
From the early experimental work of Vygotsky, Leont’ev and Luria, activ-
ity theory has been involved in the actual formation of new material pat-
terns of life and practice. This is not a step of dissemination and dialogue 
after the research, it is at the very core of research itself.  

So the four initial questions of developmental work research might 
look like this: 

 
1. Where do we come from? 
2. What are the tools and signs available for different participants and 

how are they used to construct the object of the activity? 
3. What are the inner contradictions of our activity? 
4. What can and will be done? 

 
To answer these questions developmental work research employs a longi-
tudinal framework. Essentially, researchers aim at generating, supporting, 
following and analyzing cycles of expansive learning in the activity systems 
they study. An ideal-typical image of an expansive cycle is presented in 
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Figure 0.1. It includes seven key learning actions and the corresponding 
steps in the working out of the inner contradictions of the activity system. 
The criterion of expansion is that the process opens up qualitatively new 
possibilities and potentials for creating use values and thus also for devel-
oping the capabilities and agency of the practitioners and their clients (for 
further discussions of the methodological uses of the expansive cycle, see 
chapters 9, 13 and 14 of Engeström, 2005, the companion volume of this 
book). 

Flyvbjerg’s methodology contains the first three expansive actions of 
Figure 0.1 – questioning, analysis, and modeling (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 160-
161). It seems to consider the researcher’s job done after that. In devel-
opmental work research, the job is only half done after modeling a new 
solution.  

 
 

  
Figure 0.1. The expansive learning cycle 


