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Abstract 

Socially organized production of commodities implies a division of labor between different activity systems, 

each specializing in a particular type of production. In order to coordinate these activity systems, an objective or 

shared meaning concerning goals, outcomes and work distribution needs to be constructed and maintained. The 

purpose of this paper is to propose a theoretical approach guiding this task. In this approach activity systems are 

structured as activity domains. The activity domain is the central construct in a new theory for coordinating hu-

man activity – the Activity Domain Theory. This theory is grounded the praxis philosophy, the affordance con-

cept and the Russian theory of activity. According to the Activity Domain Theory, activity systems develop 

along certain dimensions – activity modalities – that can be seen as a categorization of objective meaning. This 

enables a recursive view on activity systems which can be extended to interacting systems. The proposed ap-

proach has been successfully implemented in the coordination of extremely complex tasks developing the 3
rd

 

generation of mobile systems at Ericsson, a leading supplier of telecom systems worldwide. Based on these and 

other empirical results, we suggest that our approach provides important insights for the elaboration of the 3
rd

 

generation of Activity Theory.  

INTRODUCTION 

Product developing organizations are facing a turbulent reality today due to increased product complexity, diver-

sification of organizational functions and an ever increasing rate of change. The management of complex system 

development tasks, such as the development of 3
rd

 generation mobile systems, brings about an almost endless 

amount of technical, market and organizational interdependencies that require mutual adjustment across many 

types of technical and organizational boundaries (Adler, 1999). Volatile customer demands necessitate a flexibil-

ity to add new technical solutions or functions during the development task. Consequently, new factors and in-

terdependencies arise that must be dealt with dynamically to meet both fixed and emerging targets. 

 

The organizing of human activity for the production of products or services implies a division of labor within 

and across activity systems, each specializing in a particular type of production. For example, in order to develop 

a telecom system, activity systems providing project management, system design, software and hardware design, 

etc., are needed. In order to coordinate these activity systems, an objective or shared meaning concerning goals, 

outcomes and work distribution have to be constructed and maintained. However, the accelerated pace of change 

creates increasing strain on this process. Meticulously constructed objective meaning may loose its relevance 

overnight in organizational acquisitions and merges. Thus, the problem of constituting objective meaning is 

becoming increasingly important in the turbulent and complex situation most organizations face today. 

 

In order to cope with these challenges there is a need for a socio-technical theoretical framework, which can 

provide both analytical and constructive guidance. One such framework is the Activity Domain Theory (ADT) 

suggested by Taxén (2003, 2004). This theory emerged over many years in close interaction between theory and 

practice at Ericsson, a leading supplier of telecom systems worldwide. Thus, the ADT is well grounded in prac-

tice. Theoretically, the ADT is inspired by the praxis philosophy (Kosík, 1976; Israel, 1979), the affordance 

concept (Gibson, 1979; Bærentsen &Trettvik, 2002) and the Russian theory of Activity (AT) (e.g. Bedny & 

Meistner, 1997; Bedny et al., 2000; Engeström, 1999).  

 

From the outset, the focus of ADT has been that of coordinating interacting activity systems. This means that 

ADT addresses the same task as the so-called 3
rd

 generation of AT (e.g. Engeström, 2001). Thus, ADT can be 

seen as one line of inquiry into this task. However, the strong influence from practice has resulted in quite a 

different conception of activity systems than the one suggested by Engeström (e.g. 1987, 1999, 2001). The pur-

pose of this paper is to describe ADT and discuss some implications it might have for the further elaboration of 

AT.  
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The paper is organized as follows. In the next section we discuss a central idea in AT – that the structure of the 

human mind is developed in congruence with the structure of object-related activity. This idea, which is also a 

fundamental tenet in ADT, is elaborated using the concept of affordances coined by Gibson (1979). We identify 

some general principles for the constitution of affordances that are valid for all knowledgeable organisms, in-

cluding humans. This is followed by a discussion of how affordances are constituted in societal praxis. To this 

end, we draw on the dialectics between two types of objectivizing – objectification and objectivation. Objectifi-

cation (“Vergegenständlichung”) concerns the transformation of the world into objects such as tools, institutions, 

organizations, etc. Objectivation (“Objektivierung”) refers to the integration of man in an activity system as one 

of its elements. We claim that objectivation is the key to the coordination of activity since it concerns the appro-

priation of objective meaning in the individual.   

 

The next section is concerned with the categorization of objective meaning. This is necessary in order to make 

the theory operational for analytical and constructive purposes. We suggest to structure activity systems as activ-

ity domains. An activity domain should be apprehended as a particular view of an activity system where coordi-

nation is emphasized. From this perspective, the objectification – objectivation process proceeds along dialecti-

cally interrelated activity modalities – stabilization, spatialization, temporalization, transition, communication, 

instrumentation and contextualization. The significance of these modalities is grounded in practical experiences 

from coordinating complex development tasks. During the historical transformation of the activity, each modali-

ty is constituted as objectified elements in the domain and as objectivated elements in the mind. For example, 

stabilization will be objectified as rules, standards, etc., and objectivated as traditions, habits, norms, etc. Thus, 

we claim that objective meaning may be categorized along the activity modalities. 

 

Next, we report briefly on some empirical results from the Ericsson development practice. This is followed by a 

discussion of the implications that these results may have on the elaboration of the 3
rd

 generation of activity 

theory. To the extent that this problem can be framed in terms of coordinating interacting activity systems, we 

argue that all activity modalities need to be attended. This is a consequence of the congruence between objecti-

vation and the objectification as experienced in the Ericsson development practice. However, the transferability 

of these results to other settings remains to be investigated. A primary focus of attention is derived from the fact 

that activity systems evolve different objective meanings depending on their cultural-historical trajectory. This 

implies that the transition between objective meanings must be considered. We also suggest elaborating on re-

cursive aspects of the activity structure. This would make it possible to apply basic theoretical constructs also in 

different constellations of interacting activity systems. For example, the notions of sense and meaning can be 

metaphorically extended. Each activity systems can be considered to have its own individual “sense” with re-

spect to “objective meaning” shared by interacting activity systems.  

THE ACTIVITY DOMAIN THEORY 

In this section we will describe the background and structure of ADT. As been pointed out, this theory emerged 

in close interaction with the development practice at Ericsson. Over more than a decade, certain phenomena in 

this practice were identified by this author as vital for coordinating complex system development. For example, 

it became gradually evident that achieving shared meaning about how coordination should be conceived of was a 

major obstacle. Different interpretations of items such as products, requirements, etc., lead to severe problem in 

implementing information system support for coordination. It was also evident that phenomena associated with 

coordination could not be seen as independent; on the contrary, they were closely interrelated. Inspired by the 

praxis philosophy, these observations were gradually incorporated in a theoretical framework that eventually 

became the ADT. However, it is important to remember that ADT was conceived in a particular practice. The 

articulation of the theory appeared later (Taxén, 2003). 

The dialectics of sense and meaning 

The problem of sense and meaning is basic to the Russian theory of activity (Bedny & Meistner, 1997). Leont’ev 

(1975/1978) differentiated between objective “meaning” and subjective, personal “sense”. Objective or shared 

meaning corresponds to the understanding of a word given in a lexicon. This meaning is “independent of any 

particular individual and is thus trans-individual, but [it] exist only through the activity and reason of individu-

als” (Kosík 1976:146). Sense corresponds to the translation of the commonly accepted meaning into an internal, 

idiosyncratic impression for each individual.  

 

The constitution of sense and meaning is still being discussed among scholars (e.g. Zinchenco, 2001). Usually, 

this discussion is framed in terms of internalization and externalization. In object-related activity, the human 

mind is externalized into the objectified social world, which in turn is internalized into the consciousness in the 



 

 

course of socialization (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  However, in this discourse the idea that the human mind 

does not have its own structure and logic of development, distinct from the structure of object related activity, 

has been lost (Stetsenko, 1999:246). According to Zinchenco, we should assume that “what is considered mental, 

or subjective, is objective at the same time” (Zinchenco, 2001:138). The mind, just like culture, does not have its 

own enclosed territory, but is “situated instead at the borders between own and not-own” (ibid.:139). The dialec-

tics between mind and activity is also emphasised by Vološinov:  

By its very existential nature, the subjective psyche is to be localized somewhere between the organism 

and the outside world, on the borderline separating these two spheres of reality. [...] the organism and the 

outside world meet here in the sign” (Vološinov, 1929/1986:26) 

This does not mean that internal functions always have an external expression. Inner, mental activity will always 

exist which are idiosyncratic to the individual. However, the structure of objective meaning in the human mind 

will develop in congruence with the structure of object-related activity.  

 

In the following, we shall pursue this line of thought and analyse the process by which sense and meaning are 

constituted. In doing so, we shall make use of the affordance concept as conceived by Gibson (1979). Our inten-

tion in using affordances is to point out features of activity that are common for all organisms, including humans 

acting in societal praxis.  However, we do not whish to see this as a contribution to the discourse about the nature 

of affordances (Jones, 2003).  

Characteristics of affordances 

A key issue in the study of perception is how perception – that is, the only way an organism can achieve infor-

mation from outside itself – can convey the meaning of environmental objects to the organism. For example, 

how does a cat know that that she can safely jump from a balcony to the ground without killing herself? In con-

ventional psychological understanding, perception is understood as a passive sensing of an image on the retina. 

Contrary to this, Gibson meant that perception is an act in which invariants in the ambient optical array are di-

rectly picked up. The affordances of an environment are “… what it offers the animal, what it provides or fur-

nishes, either for good or ill” (Gibson, 1979:127). This definition indicates that affordances enable organisms to 

devise their actions and evaluate the consequences of these actions. The affordance is “… a characteristic (or a 

set of characteristics) of an object, which offers a potential for action” (Goldkuhl, 2002:4). Thus, a fundamental 

aspect of affordances is activity. The environment becomes meaningful by acting in it. 

 

An affordance is inherently dialectical in character; it “cuts across the dichotomy of subjective-objective and 

helps us to understand its inadequacy. It is equally a fact of the environment and a fact of behaviour. It is both 

physical and psychical, yet neither. An affordance points both ways, to the environment and the observer” (Gib-

son, 1979:129). To Gibson, the subjective and objective were inseparably intertwined: “The supposedly separate 

realms of the subjective and the objective are actually only poles of attention. The dualism between the observer 

and the environment is unnecessary” (ibid.:116). The dialectical character of affordances is also elaborated by 

Chemero: “affordances […] are relations [our emphasis] between abilities of the organism and features of the 

environment” (Chemero, 2003:189). 

 

Affordances are contextually conditioned: “The fact that a stone is a missile does not imply that it cannot be 

other things as well. It can be a paperweight, a bookend, a hammer, or a pendulum bob. It can be piled on anoth-

er rock to make a cairn or a stone wall. These affordances are all consistent with one another” (Gibson, 

1979:134). Affordances become effective only in meaningful contexts. 

 

Affordances may be shared: “I have described the invariants that enable […] two children to perceive the com-

mon affordance of [a] solid shape despite the different perspectives, the affordance of a toy, for example. Only 

when each child perceives the values of things for others as well as for herself does she begin to be socialized.” 

(ibid.:141). This is in line with the genetic law of development formulated by Vygotsky:  

We can formulate the general genetic law of cultural development as follows: every function in the cul-

tural development of a child appears on the stage twice, in two planes, first, the social, then the psycho-

logical, first between people as an intermental category then within the child as an intramental category 

(Vygotsky, 1931/1997, p 106). 

For lower organisms, affordances are provided by the natural environment only. This is of course valid for hu-

mans as well. However, human activity is also mediated by symbolic and technological artefacts that develop 

historically in the particular culture in which they emerge. In principle, there is no difference between natural 

and cultural-historical affordances. “In both cases the basis for direct perception of the relevant affordance is the 

performance of an adequate activity that reveals the relationship between needs and capabilities of the organism 



 

 

and the characteristics of objects and processes in the environment” (Gibson, 1979, p 8). Thus, once learnt, af-

fordances of cultural - historical origin offer direct action possibilities as well. For example, a mailbox offers the 

direct action possibility of “letter-mailing to letter-writing human in a community with a postal system” (ibid., p 

139). 

 

Gibson focused mainly on the perceptual side of affordances and left the activity of the organism as a more or 

less implicit precondition (Bærentsen &Trettvik, 2002, p 1). This makes it a non-trivial task to include cultural-

historical affordances in the theory development. Bærentsen &Trettvik (2002) suggest that the concept of activi-

ty found in the Russian theory of activity (e.g. Bedny et al., 2000) is a useful framework for approaching this 

task. This enables the view of affordances as features of activity systems that include both the physical and cul-

tural environment. “The development of capacities for directly picking up information about [cultural – histori-

cal] forms of affordances takes place by the inclusion of individuals’ activities in adequate forms of societal 

praxis” (Bærentsen &Trettvik, 2002, p 4).  

 

In summary, natural and cultural – historical affordances indicate action potentials for knowledgeable organisms 

and cut across the subjective – objective dichotomy. They are contextually determined and may be shared be-

tween several individuals.  

Constituting affordances  

By acting in the world, an organism learns its action potentials by the “adaptation of pre-wired systems during 

ontogenesis, i.e. training of sensory-motor systems ‘designed’ by evolution” (Bærentsen &Trettvik, 2002, p 8). 

The constitution of affordances brings about two forms of objectivizing. The transformation of the world in 

societal praxis into artefacts such as tools, institutions, organizations, etc., is objectification (“Vergegenständ-

lichung”) (Kosík, 1976). In order to relate to these artefacts, individuals have to appropriate their meaning: 

In order to enter the species-specific historically developing mode of existence, the most significant ca-

pacities are the ability to objectify insight and knowledge in complex objects, and the ability to appropri-

ate these objects as extensions of the body. […]The objectification-appropriation cycle constitutes a sig-

nificant ingredient in the context of the abilities to maintain these objects and disseminate their use in the 

social community, communicate about them, and transmit them from one generation to the next. 

(Bærentsen, 2000, p 44). 

According to activity theory, the result of the objectification – appropriation process is the formation of func-

tional organs, that is, a “combination of natural human abilities with the capacities of external components – 

tools – to perform a new function or to perform an existing one more efficiently” (Kaptelinin, 1996, p 109). A 

nice illustration of the idea of functional organs is the following quotation from the cellist Mstislav Rostropo-

vich: 

There no longer exist relations between us. Some time ago I lost my sense of the border between us…. I 

experience no difficulty in playing sounds…. The cello is my tool no more. (In Zinchenko, 1996, p 295). 

However, in societal praxis, the individual needs to coordinate his actions with other individuals. In order to do 

so, he needs to be integrated in a trans-individual whole – praxis – as one of its elements. This incorporation 

transforms the subject. “The subject abstracts from his subjectivity and becomes an object and an element of the 

system” (Kosík, 1976, p 50).  This second form of objectivizing is objectivation (“Objektivierung”) (ibid., p 

131). The essence of objectivation is the appropriation of objective meaning, which is necessary to perform co-

ordinated actions.  

 

The concepts discussed above may seem abstract and hard to grasp. Nevertheless, we claim that they are funda-

mental for theorizing about human activity. To this end, we will briefly illustrate them by a concrete example: 

the activity of playing a string quartet. First, there are obvious objectified elements / artefacts involved like the 

instruments and the musical score. Each individual actor / player has to appropriate her instrument by a long and 

intense interaction with it. Technical and musical abilities must be learned.  

 

However, in order to bring forth music the musicians cannot act one by one. They have to appropriate the objec-

tive meaning of scores, notes, tuning procedures, performance manners, etc. In short, they have to be integrated 

in a trans-individual whole – the activity of playing – where they start play at the same time, use the same phras-

ing and dynamics, etc. Without going through this objectivation process, the musicians cannot coordinate their 

actions.  

 

The objectivation – objectification process should not be seen as two distinct processes. Rather, they should be 

regarded as areas of attentions in a dialectical process that is constituted in two realms – in the human mind and 



 

 

in societal praxis. The essence of this reasoning is that persistent, objectified elements in societal praxis are con-

gruent with persistent, objectivated elements in the brain. In this understanding, affordances are apprehended as 

relations that relate these two forms of objectivizing. This is valid regardless of whether the affordance is natural 

or cultural in origin.  

Categorizing objective meaning – activity modalities 

In this section, we shall articulate the characterization of affordances presented in the previous sections. Charac-

terization of affordances has been discussed by, for example, Zhang (1999) and Albrechtsen et al. (2001). Zhang 

suggests a typology for affordances consisting of biological, physical, perceptual, cognitive and “mixed” af-

fordances. Albrechtsen et al. propose structuring affordances along a means-ends model that have five levels, 

ranging from physical properties to high-level goals and intentions (Albrechtsen et al., 2001, p 25). However, 

neither of these proposals appears to render themselves easily operational. 

 

In our line of inquiry, we shall depart from the structure of activity systems. We suggest to structure activity 

systems as activity domains (Taxén, 2003; 2004). An activity domain should be apprehended as a particular view 

of an activity system where coordination is emphasized. From this perspective, the objectification – objectiva-

tion process proceeds along orthogonal, dialectically interrelated activity modalities
1
. During the historical de-

velopment of the activity, each modality is constituted as objectified elements in the domain and as objectivated 

elements in the minds of the actors. 

 

The significance of these modalities is grounded in practical experiences from coordinating complex develop-

ment tasks. Based on these experiences, the following activity modalities are conjectured as particularly im-

portant for the coordination of human activity: 

 

 Stabilization: This modality constitutes an objective ideology in the domain. By ideology, we simply under-

stand any wide-ranging systems of beliefs or ways of thought.  

 Spatialization: This modality constitutes elements that enable the actors to orient themselves spatially. This 

orientation concerns which phenomena actors perceive as relevant, how these are related and in what state 

or condition they are.  

 Temporalization: This modality constitutes elements that enable the actors to orient themselves temporarily. 

This orientation concerns the dependencies between the activities in the domain. 

 Transition: This modality constitutes elements that enable activity domains to interact with each other. The 

outcome of one domain may be the prerequisite of other domains. Since the stabilization brings about dif-

ferent domain ideologies, the outcome may be characterized differently. If so, there is a need for a transla-

tion and interpretation of the outcome in the transition between the domains. 

 Communication: This modality constitutes elements emanating from various communicative acts such as 

agreements, commitments, responsibilities, etc. 

 Instrumentation: This modality constitutes elements that mediate actions. Such elements can be essentially 

material or symbolic in character, like a hammer or a bank note.  

 Contextualization: This modality constitutes a context dependency. In the activity domain, the actions are 

focused and situated in space and time. This means, for example, that a particular phenomenon will be ap-

prehended and characterized differently depending on the context in which it is considered relevant.  

The theoretical grounding of the activity modalities comes from different areas such as cognitive sciences (e.g. 

Gärdenfors, 2000), linguistics (e.g. Vološinov, 1929/1986), speech act theory (e.g. Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), 

etc
2
. For example, there exist strong evidences that the human mind treats objects and object relations different 

from events (Chen, 2002). This is reflected in the distinction between the spatialization – temporalization modal-

ities.  

 

The term “activity modality” is deliberately coined to resonate with the concept “sensory modality”. From a 

cognitive point of view, subjective sense and objective meaning is forged by impressions received through dif-

ferent sensory modalities such as seeing, hearing, etc.: 

                                                           
1
Modality: “a modal relation or quality; a mode or point of view under which an object presents itself to the 

mind” (Webster's 1913 Dictionary). 
2
 A detailed account is given in Taxén (2003). 



 

 

 “Our perception of the world is not only based on vision, but on complex sensory syntheses drawing on 

all sensory modalities (vision, audition, taste, smell, the haptic sense, and proprioception [the ability to 

sense the position and location and orientation and movement of the body and its parts
 
– authors’ re-

mark]” (Bærentsen, 2000, p 43)    

Thus, sensory impression from objectified elements in the activity domain is “cross-coupled” to objectivated 

elements in the brain. This is illustrated in Figure 1: 

sensory

modalities

human cognition

seeing

hearing

touching

smelling

tasting

activity modalities

spatialization

temporalization

stabilization

contextualization

transition

communication

instrumentation

objectivated

elements

objectified

elements

spatial

temporal

stabilizing

contextual

transitional

instrumental

communicative

spatial

temporal

stabilizing

contextual

transitional

instrumental

communicative

human brain

 

Figure 1 The objectification – objectivation process 

 

The gist of the activity domain construct is that the structure of objective meaning and the structure of object-

related activity can be categorized along the activity modalities when the coordinating aspects of human activity 

are in focus. This is important to keep in mind. Aspects not related to coordination will bring about other consti-

tutional elements. Thus, the ADT suggests that activity systems should be structured as in Figure 2 below: 

 

Activity DomainActivity Domainmotive

is the outcome of

communicative acts communication stabilization domain ideology

instrumentationmediating instruments contextualization contextual dependency

object

has

modifies

is the prerequisite for

spatial orientation temporal orientationtemporalizationspatialization 

result

actors has

transition betweentransition

 

Figure 2 The structure of activity systems according to ADT 

The results of objectivation are hard to observe in contrast to the results of objectification since objectivation is 

constituted in the mind. However, we should expect to find objectified elements that can be classified according 

to the activity modalities. Such elements do indeed exist. Here are some examples from product developing 

domains: stabilization – rules for how to identify articles; spatialization – information models; temporalization – 



 

 

process models; transition – the translation of article identifications between two cooperating organizations; 

instrumentation – information systems; contextualization – organizational boundaries. 

   

This brings us to the central tenet of the ADT: affordances in activity domains emerge along the dimensions 

given by the activity modalities, regardless of whether these affordances are natural or cultural-historical in 

origin. This should be understood in the following way: In societal praxis, affordances provide direct action 

possibilities once they are manifested in the activity domain. This implies both an objectification process result-

ing in artefacts and an objectivation process resulting in an appropriation of the objective meaning of these arte-

facts. 

EMPIRICAL RESULTS 

In this section we shall briefly report on some results from applying the principles of ADT in the areas of coor-

dination, product life-cycle management and system development.  

Coordination 

The main impact of ADT concerns the coordination of the development of complex systems. During the late 

1990s, the telecom industry was in transition from the 2
nd

 to the 3
rd

 generation of mobile systems. The challenges 

in taking this step were enormous, both technically and organizationally. Some nodes in the 3G network were 

among the most complex Ericsson had ever developed. An illustration of this complexity is given in Figure 3:  
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Figure 3 The integration plan of the Mobile Switching Centre node in the 3G system 

The figure, which is called “integration plan”, shows the dependencies between development tasks in the project. 

Each task, indicated by white squares in the figure, had to deliver a certain functionality to system integration at 

a particular date. The development tasks, which can be characterized as small projects, were distributed to units 

worldwide.   

 

The major challenge in coordinating this development task was to arrive at an objective meaning about how the 

coordination should be performed. By applying the principles in the ADT two major activity domains were con-

structed; one in Stockholm and one in Aachen. These domains were responsible for different parts of the 3G 

system. In each domain, global information system support for coordination was included in the construction. 

The construction was carried out according to an experiential leaning strategy (Kolb, 1984) in which objectivat-



 

 

ed and objectified elements in the domain gradually emerged. As it turned out, the objective meaning about the 

coordination varied considerably between the domains in spite of having the same motive. For further details, 

see Taxén (2003, 2004b).  

Product life-cycle management 

The ADT has been applied in the analysis of an alternative platform for product life-cycle management (PLM) at 

Ericsson. This area concerns how to manage product related information during the entire life time of a product. 

For many years, the circumstances impacting PLM were comparatively stable. However, due to increased tech-

nological complexity, deregulation of markets and increased organizational diversification, the stable period has 

been replaced by a much more turbulent period. It became increasingly evident that the traditional PLM founda-

tion was not able to support PLM in these new circumstances. An initiative was started to outline an alternative 

foundation for PLM. The ADT was used a guiding framework in this imitative. Concrete operational results 

were achieved (Taxén & Svensson, 2005). The results suggest that the proposed alternative foundation for PLM 

has a potential to meet the needs emanating from the turbulent period. Above all, the ADT provides an integrat-

ing sociotechnical perspective, which considers social, individual and technical aspects.  

The use of affordances in system development 

Ericsson has for many years based its development practice on a construct called the “system anatomy”. The 

anatomy shows – preferable on one page – the most crucial functional dependencies in the system. It is used to 

plan the development of a system in the same order as the real system becomes operational when started up. Two 

types of plans are made up. The first one is the “increment plan”, which shows how the functions are grouped 

into suitable implementation steps called increments. The second plan is the “integration plan”, which shows 

responsibilities and delivery dates for each increment (see, for example, Figure 3). The anatomy approach has 

turned out to be very successful and is now a standard instrument in the development tool box at Ericsson 

(Lilliesköld et al., 2005). 

 

The striking observation that the management of complex systems’ development can be based on a simple pic-

ture makes it interesting to theorize about the nature of the anatomy. Taxén & Lilliesköld (2005) has used the 

ADT as a guiding framework for this task. It turns out that the anatomy and its associated plans can be seen as 

affordances of various dimensions according to the activity modalities. The anatomy is a manifestation of spati-

alization while the increment plan is a manifestation of transition. The integration plan is a manifestation of both 

temporalization and communication. By regarding the anatomy and the plans as affordances, we emphasize their 

action character. They enable various groups of actors such as project managers, system architects, test manag-

ers, etc. to conceive of action possibilities and envision consequences of these actions. Thus, the anatomy and its 

associated plans can be seen as manifestations of objective meaning across interacting activity systems needed to 

develop the telecom system. 

DISCUSSION 

In this section we will discuss some implications of ADT for the theorizing about interacting activity systems. 

The discussion is structured around the themes of objective meaning, the positioning of ADT in relation to AT 

and directions for future research.  

Objective meaning interacting activity systems 

The general structure of interacting activity systems as conceived by the ADT is illustrated in the example in 

Figure 4: 
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Figure 4 Interacting activity domains 

Starting from some prerequisites actors in domain A transform the work object into some outcome. In doing so, 

they involve two other domains, B and C, which each provides a certain contribution to the final outcome. Do-

main B transforms the object from an initial state S- to SB using the prerequisites. Domain C transforms the 

object from state SB to state SC using the outcome of domain B as well as the prerequisites. The coordination of 

B and C is done according to the diagram in A
3
.  

 

The coordination of actions requires that objective meanings are constituted within each domain. These mean-

ings will be constructed differently depending of the cultural-historical trajectory of the domain. For example, 

domains A, B and C in the example above will all construct different objective meanings. Thus, “objective” is 

objective only with respect to the domain where it is constituted. 

 

In order to enable the coordination of A, B and C the objective meanings in each domain must be related to each 

other in some way. This can be done in several ways. It is not uncommon in organizational acquisitions and 

mergers to enforce the objective meaning of the acquiring organization onto the acquired ones. This will inevita-

bly cause contradictions which have to be resolved.  

 

Another way is to establish a smooth transition between the objective meanings. The outcomes in A, B and C 

respectively will be characterized according to the objective meanings in each domain. In the transition between 

the domains a translation and mapping between these meanings must take place. For example, domain A may 

require that the outcome from B and C is characterized according to the objective meaning in A. In more loosely 

organized cooperations between domains, such as the knot-working described by Engeström (1999b), an objec-

tive meaning concerning the coordination must be constituted among actors from each domain respectively. 

 

The transition between domains will in general involve all modalities. For example, product identification rules 

may have to be translated between two product development domains. This will impact the stabilization modali-

ty. Thus, to the extent that the issue of interacting activity systems can be framed in terms of coordination for the 

production of commodities – products or services – we argue that all activity modalities need to be attended. 

Positioning the ADT in relation to AT 

In order to position the ADT to the AT we will make use of the characterization given by Engeström (2001). 

According to Engeström, it is possible to discern three generations of activity theory. In the first generation, 

centred around Vygotsky, the unit of analysis was the individual. The focus of attention concerned the idea of 

cultural mediation of action. In the second generation, centred around Leont’ev, the unit of analysis was the 

activity system. The focus was the crucial difference between individual actions and collective activity. This 

                                                           
3
 These types of diagrams are called Information Flow Diagrams. For a detailed description of these, see (Taxén 

& Svensson (2005). Since the diagrams signify the dependencies between activities, they are objectified mani-

festations of temporality. 



 

 

conception of activity was graphically modelled by Engeström (1987). In the third generation, the unit of analy-

sis is interacting activity systems.  

 

According to Engeström, the further elaboration of AT should adhere to five basic principles (Engeström, 2001): 

 

 Unit of analysis: The activity system in relation to other activity systems is the primary unit of analysis. 

Goal directed individual actions as well as operations are relative subordinate analysis units. In ADT the 

unit of analysis has been the activity system in relation to other activity systems from the outset. In contrasts 

to AT, the individual oriented analysis units of actions and operations are not present in ADT. Rather, the 

subordinate units are the activity modalities and their interdependencies. This can be explained by the em-

pirical background of ADT. 

 Multi-voicedness: Activity systems are multi-voiced. There are always multiple points of view, traditions 

and interests in an activity system. This is valid also in networks of activity systems. In ADT, the coordina-

tion point of view of the activity system is emphasized. Other views are submerged. 

 Historicity: Activity systems are historically shaped and transformed over lengthy periods. This is shared by 

ADT. 

 Contradictions: Contradictions are the source of change in activity systems. This is an area, which so far 

has not been attended explicitly in ADT. The principle of contradictions as the source of change is however 

inherent in ADT as well. 

 Expansive transformations: Activity systems may undergo qualitative transformations where historically 

new forms of activity emerge as the result of contradiction aggravation and resolution. In principle, this is 

shared by ADT. However, this line of inquiry has so far not been pursued in ADT. 

A main difference between AT and ADT concerns the applications of the theories for constructive purposes. 

Although the 2
nd

 generation of AT has prompted a tremendous variety of applications, these appear to be mainly 

of an analytical nature (Bertelsen, 2001; Bertelsen et al., 2004). In contrast to this, ADT has proven to be opera-

tional in very demanding practices of coordinating the development of complex systems.  

Future directions of inquiry 

We claim that the activity modalities in ADT enable a structured approach towards theorizing about interacting 

activity systems. The transferability of these results to other types of activities remains to be investigated. So far, 

the empirical grounding of the ADT has been done in one organization only. However, Ericsson can be seen as a 

paradigmatic example of the kind of circumstances most organizations face today. We therefore argue that our 

results are transferable to other settings. 

 

Based on the experiences from the ADT, we propose that at least the following issues need to be attended in 

theorizing about the further elaboration of Activity Theory: 

 

 Transition: Since different activity system evolves different objective meanings, the borderline between 

activity systems needs to be articulated. This concerns especially the transition between the activity specific 

objective meanings. 

 Activity modalities: The proposed set of activity modalities suggested by the ADT in its current state needs 

to be further investigated. Are the set necessary and sufficient? How can the modalities be further articulat-

ed? Etc.  

 Applicability: The ADT emphasizes the coordination aspect of activity. This is obviously an important 

when theorizing about interacting activity systems. Still, it can be seen as a one-dimensional view of the 

complexity of human activity. Thus, the applicability of ADT needs to be investigated. 

 Recursion: The activity domain is in principle a recursive construct which enables the same basic structure 

to be applied to single as well as interacting activity systems (see the example in Figure 4). This is made 

possible by enabling the outcome of one domain to be the prerequisites for other domains, possibly trans-

formed according to the transition modality. The recursion makes it possible to conceive of “activities with-

in activities” which may open up interesting lines of inquiry. For example, objective meaning is objective 

only in relation to the activity system in which it is manifested. From the outside of these systems, objective 

meanings are as different and inaccessible as the sense of an individual. This could be metaphorically de-

scribed as the “sense” of each activity system. Thus the dialectics between sense and meaning would still be 

applicable, however now on the level of interacting activity systems. 



 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The Activity Domain Theory is focused on the coordination of activity systems for the production of products or 

services. Thus, its target area is the same as that of the 3
rd

 generation of Activity Theory, however limited to the 

coordination aspects of human activity. We suggest that the knowledge contributions from the ADT are of inter-

est for the further elaboration of the AT. This concerns above all the idea of activity modalities, the congruence 

between objective meaning and object-related activity and the recursive structure of activity systems. 
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