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An inquiry into Knowledge Integration and Innovation 
Management from an “Activity Domain” perspective 

 

 

Abstract 
In spite of many years of research, it appears that there is no commonly accepted understanding of central 

concepts in organizational discourse such as “knowledge”, “integration”, “coordination”, or for that mat-

ter, “organization” itself. The purpose of this contribution is to elucidate these issues with the help of the 

Activity Domain Theory (ADT). This theory is based on a simple idea: human action is made possible by 

innate human dispositions that are sculptured in social contexts. Coordination is enabled by certain inher-

ent faculties called the activity modalities: contextualization, spatialization, temporalization, stabilization, 

and transition. I describe these and other features of the ADT, and provide some examples from the Er-

icsson development practice, which is where the ADT originated. In addition, I discuss knowledge inte-

gration and innovation management from the perspective of the ADT. I conclude that the line of inquiry 

suggested by the ADT may be well worth to pursue in future research.  

  

INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................... 2 

AN EXAMPLE............................................................................................................................. 4 

THE ACTIVITY DOMAIN ........................................................................................................ 6 

Individual actions .................................................................................................................................. 7 
Object and Motive ................................................................................................................................... 7 
The activity modalities ............................................................................................................................ 7 
Mediation ................................................................................................................................................ 8 
Enactment ............................................................................................................................................... 8 

Social actions ......................................................................................................................................... 9 
Communal meaning ................................................................................................................................ 9 
Transformative and coordinative modes of action ............................................................................... 10 
Scalability ............................................................................................................................................... 10 
Reconceptualizing coordination ............................................................................................................ 11 

EMPIRICAL TESTIMONIALS .............................................................................................. 12 

The Object ........................................................................................................................................... 12 

Activity modalities ............................................................................................................................... 13 
Contextualization .................................................................................................................................. 13 

 

Lars Taxén, Associate Professor 

Linköping University  

Department of Science and Technology,  

The division for Visual Information Technology and Applications 

Post mail:   Rundan 91 

                   SE-14645 Tullinge, Sweden        

 

Tel: +46-073-0977864 

Fax:  - 

E-mail:  lars.taxen@telia.com 

 

mailto:%7Blars.taxen@telia.com


2 

 

Spatialization and temporalization ........................................................................................................ 14 
Stabilization ........................................................................................................................................... 16 
Transition ............................................................................................................................................... 17 

Mediation ............................................................................................................................................ 17 

Enactment ........................................................................................................................................... 18 

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPLICATIONS ................................................................................ 20 

Conceptualizing organizations as anatomies ....................................................................................... 20 

The Activity Domain as the Unit of Analysis ........................................................................................ 22 
Resources are capabilities in context .................................................................................................... 22 
Levels ..................................................................................................................................................... 23 
Sense making ......................................................................................................................................... 24 

Knowledge Integration ........................................................................................................................ 24 
Knowledge ............................................................................................................................................. 24 
Integration ............................................................................................................................................. 25 
Extant KI conceptions ............................................................................................................................ 27 

Innovation Management ..................................................................................................................... 29 

CONCLUSIONS ....................................................................................................................... 30 

REFERENCES .......................................................................................................................... 31 
 

INTRODUCTION 
A fundamental characteristic of human activity is the fulfilling of social needs by division of 

labor. By specialization and coordination, goals can be attained that would be impossible for 

individuals alone to achieve. This is valid regardless of whether the activity is hunting for food 

at the dawn of mankind, or developing complex products in contemporary globally distributed 

organizations. Today, organizations face increased physical dispersion, international separation, 

contingent cooperative ventures, mergers and acquisitions, etc., In addition, technological ad-

vances have made it possible to develop increasingly complex products composed of parts from 

a multitude of technological domains such as software, hardware, mechanics, optics, etc. These 

trends have spurred a growing awareness of knowledge, and how specialized knowledge can be 

aggregated to achieve a common goal – knowledge integration (KI). 

However, it is not clear how to conceive of KI or how to do it in practice. One reason for this 

is undoubtedly arguments about the meaning of central terms in KI such as “knowledge”, “inte-

gration”, “coordination”, or for that matter, “organization” itself. Some examples are as follows: 

 The very concept of KI is vague. For example, Lehtonen et al. (2008) have identified five 

different perspectives from which KI is investigated. Lawrence & Lorsch (1967, p. 4) de-

fines integration “as the process of achieving unity of effort among the various subsystems in 

the accomplishment of the organization’s task”. This introduces the even more problematic 

notion of “unity”. Another example is Huang & Newell (2003, p. 167) that see knowledge 

integration as ‘‘an ongoing collective process of constructing, articulating and redefining 

shared beliefs through the social interaction of organizational members”. Tiwana et al, 

(2003, p. 248) define  knowledge integration “as the process of absorbing knowledge from 

external sources and blending it with the technical and business skills, know-how, and exper-

tise that reside in the business and IS units of a firm”.  
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 Various stances on the nature and acquisition of knowledge are more or less taken for grant-

ed and used without discrimination, for example: “knowledge may remain local” (Lehtonen 

et al., 2008); “capture and share knowledge across projects” (ibid.); “storing and accumulat-

ing of […] knowledge” (Cacciatori et al., 2008); “organizational remembering” (Cacciatori 

et al., 2008b); “artefacts for enhancing knowledge storage and retrieval” (ibid.). These and 

similar statements evoke questions like: What does it mean for knowledge to remain ‘local’? 

What exactly happens when knowledge is ‘captured’, ‘accumulated’ and ‘stored’? How does 

an organization ‘remember’ something? Who or what does the remembering? How does an 

artifact for enhancing ‘knowledge storage’ differ from any other artifact? And so on. With-

out a clearly defined position for these and similar statements, arguments are inevitably 

weakened.   

 There is a direct link between the individual and the organizational levels: “the fundamental 

task of the organization is to coordinate the efforts of many specialists. (Grant, 1996, p. 113). 

Nothing shields the individual in her every-day doings from the events taking place at the 

organizational boundary. The heterogeneous structure of real organizations appears to be 

blanked out.  

 

Lurking behind these conceptual difficulties is an ever more problematic issue: the notion of 

“levels”, which is sometimes referred to as the “micro-macro” problem in social theory (see e.g. 

Wiley, 1988). “Level” concerns what the proper Unit of Analysis (UoA) should be in KI in-

quires. Two common foci are the individual and the organization (see e.g. Lawrence & Lorsch, 

1967, p. 3). In between these levels a number of other analysis units can be found in the litera-

ture such as team, group, business unit, organizational networks, and more. Each level brings 

about its own theoretical perspective, methods, body of knowledge, etc., which hinders a coher-

ent knowledge accumulation and make it difficult to develop practical guidelines for managing 

KI. 

Although a substantial body of KI research exists, the challenge of formulating a coherent 

theoretical perspective that can inform both analytical and practical endeavors in KI remains. 

The picture that comes forth is that much of the literature is based on an intuitive or unreflecting 

conceptualization of basic concepts in KI: “we all know what it is but cannot really pin it down, 

and we don’t really care anyhow”. This might be justified when making inquiries into the nature 

of KI and the various appearance forms it takes in organizations. However, when proposing 

operational guidelines - the difference that makes a difference in practice – we need to be much 

more precise about the foundation of KI. In short, we need a “practical” theory that spans from 

the individual to the social reality in organizations.   

To this end, this paper proposes an alternative conceptualization of KI based on the notion of 

activity domains, which is the central element in the Activity Domain Theory (ADT; Taxén, 

2003; 2008; 2009).  The ADT is a synthesis of two main tracks of inquiry. The first one ema-

nates from many years of empirical observations in my professional work with coordinating 

complex development projects at Ericsson, a major supplier of telecommunication equipments 

worldwide. The second track is a theoretical elaboration of the main ideas in Activity Theory 

(AT)
1
 as a way to make sense of the Ericsson experiences.  

The ADT is based on, in principle, a very simple idea: human action is made possible by in-

nate human dispositions that are sculptured in social contexts. We are born with certain endow-

ments for acting in the world; endowments that take particular idiosyncratic forms depending on 

the historical and cultural settings into which the individual is immersed from birth to death.  

More specifically, ADT suggests that sensations arriving in various sensory modalities are 

integrated by our brain into a percept, which can be characterized by certain dimensions I call 

activity modalities (Taxén, 2009). These modalities – contextualization, spatialization, tempor-

                                                      
1
 Activity Theory was an attempt to apply Marxian ideas to psychology in the early decades of the new 

socialist state, the Soviet Union. The front figure in this pioneering movement was the psychologist and 

semiotician L. S. Vygotsky (1896-1934) together with his collaborators A. N. Leont'ev (1903-1979) and 

A. R. Luria (1902-1977). For a good account of Activity Theory, see e.g. Kaptelinin & Nardi (2006). 
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alization, stabilization, and transition – represent phylogenetically inherited aptitudes enabling 

action. Stated differently, during the evolution, we have acquired capabilities for framing con-

texts of actions (contextualization); for orientation in space (spatialization) and time (temporali-

zation); for evoking norms for valid and meaningful actions (stabilization); and for changing 

focus between contexts (transition). The essence of the activity modalities is that they provide a 

link between individual and social action. As we shall see, this conceptualization of action has 

profound implications for organizational inquiry in general and KI in particular. 

An important characteristic of AT is its emphasis on the Motive and the Object
2
 for the con-

stitution of the activity domain. In other words, if people are hunting together, the Motive (e.g. 

to get food) and the Object (the quarry) will determine the context of hunting in terms of what 

things are relevant, in what order actions should be carried out, how to act properly, what par-

ticular tools and terms to use, and so on according to the activity modalities. In short, when 

people are enrolled in a certain activity domain, their worldview or ideology – what they con-

sider common sense – will be determined by that domain. As a consequence, the activity do-

main frames the context in which individual knowledge and actions make sense. 

The main impingement of the ADT on KI is that various forms of organizational units are all 

conceptualized as idiosyncratic manifestations of activity domains. This means that organiza-

tional inquiry can be grounded in a fundamental structure rather than on directly observable 

“surface” phenomenon such as teams, groups, business units, etc. Such an approach obviates the 

need for “levels” since the same generic construct is at play at every level, including the indi-

vidual. 

The choice of the activity domain as the central organizational construct implies that the do-

main is positioned as an intermediate construct between the individual and the organization. 

This in turn implies that “knowledge” and “integration” should be investigated from the activity 

domain perspective rather than from the individual or the organizational perspective; in other 

words, the activity domain should be taken as the UoA in organizational inquiry.  

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section I introduce the basic ideas in ADT by a 

small musical example. This is followed by an account of the activity domain from two perspec-

tives: individual and social actions. Next, I provide some illustrations from the Ericsson devel-

opment practice in order to sustain the practical relevance of ADT. In the final section, I discuss 

some organizational implications of ADT, including knowledge integration and innovation 

management. 

AN EXAMPLE 
Suppose a person, let’s call him Lars, likes to play the guitar. The ability to do so is not acquired 

overnight. On the contrary, proficient playing is achieved only by long and arduous practice in 

which Lars develops a capability to make nice sounds from capabilities provided by his instru-

ment, the guitar. These capabilities include coordinating left and right hands, adjusting the posi-

tion of the left hand along the fretboard, changing the timbre of the sound by varying the angle 

of the right hand, and a number of other things. As time goes by, Lars and his guitar may even-

tually become so interweaved that they form a unity. The player becomes “one” with his in-

strument, as illustrated by the following quotation from the cellist Mstislav Rostropovich: 

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) 

A substantial part of the capability of playing is to read and interpret sheet music like the score 

in Figure 1.  

  

                                                      
2
 These terms are denoted with capital initial letters in order to emphasize their importance for the ap-

proach presented in this contribution. 
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Figure 1: An example of sheet music. 

If we take a closer look at the score we can see some interesting things. First, there is a sequence 

of notes indicating a flow from left to right – a temporal dimension. Each note signifies a certain 

time interval as indicated by the stems and dots. Correspondingly, at each instant in time the 

vertical positions of the notes signify a relative position with respect to the staff. A note placed 

at the topmost line has a higher pitch than a note placed at the bottom line. This feature of the 

score indicates a spatial dimension – things are related spatially to each other – which obviously 

is different from, but closely associated with the temporal one.  

Still another dimension in the score is indicated by the mf indicating mezzo forte, the  signi-

fying the F-clef, the   showing that the key is e-minor, the particular shape of the notes, the 

form of the score, and so on. The nature of these signs is clearly social; they represent common-

ly understood norms for playing. This dimension can be conceived of having a stabilizing na-

ture; unless they are adhered to, the activity of playing would disintegrate into individual “play-

ing atoms” where each player made up their own rules.  

However, before Lars can play anything at all he must have a guitar. The guitar is probably 

built by a guitar maker, say Karl, who is proficient in building guitars. Although Lars and Karl 

do not have to know in detail about each other’s specialties, they must agree about some im-

portant elements like the distance between the frets, the string tensions, the size of the guitar, 

and much more. Otherwise, the guitar becomes useless. In other words, there is a transition di-

mension involved, which concerns the way different specialties cooperate.  

So far we have only considered what is needed for Lars to play on his own. Now, suppose he 

wants to play the guitar in a guitar quartet with the ultimate purpose of giving a concert (see 

Figure 2):  

 

 

Figure 2: A guitar quartet in concert (Lars to the far right). 

From the very moment Lars decides that he wants to give a concert together with his friends, he 

is drawn into a context with the concert in focus. The motive for engaging in the concert may 

vary: amusing an audience, playing for money, looking for fame, and a number of other reasons. 

When engaging in this activity, only concert-relevant things become attended to: the guitars, the 

players, the scene, practicing together, etc. Other, irrelevant things vanish, so to say, below the 

“attention horizon”.  
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With the concert, the individual action of Lars playing on his own now becomes a social one, 

in which the playing of several players has to be coordinated. This can be done by the help of a 

multi-voiced score such as the one in Figure 3: 

 

Figure 3: The score with individual voices. 

As can be seen, the score is basically the same as for individual playing. The additional feature 

is the alignment of the individual voices on top of each other. This alignment signifies when 

each player is to start playing (the temporal dimension), and which note to play at each time 

instance to produce a harmonious chord (the spatial dimension). The stabilizing and transitional 

dimensions are the same; they do not change just because several players play together. The 

norms for playing and the ways of building guitars remain the same. 

However, with coordinated playing some other aspects become evident. There must be some 

common meaning among the players about how to interpret the score. This may indeed be as 

arduous as developing individual playing capabilities. Moreover, it is clear that the individual 

voices are meaningful only in the music as a whole as signified by the common score. Just play-

ing one of the voices in isolation does not produce agreeable results. In this way, the concert 

frames the context in which individual voices make sense.  

By this small example, I want to illustrate a key point in ADT, the conflation between the in-

dividual and the social. The particular form of the score in Figure 3 has been chiseled out since 

the 14
th
 century when spacing and timing were brought together in the sheet music (Hoskin, 

2004). Likewise, the evolution of the guitar has a long history. Thus, although the capabilities of 

playing are indeed idiosyncratic, the development of these individual capabilities is molded by 

social circumstances.  

THE ACTIVITY DOMAIN 
The notion of “activity domain” is an elaboration of the central concept of activity in AT. Activ-

ity (German: Tätigkeit; Russian: deyatel'nost') has quite a specific meaning that differs from 

how this term is usually understood in English. It was first introduced by Leont’ev as a funda-

mental unit in his investigations of the early manifestations of the mind in the human evolution-

ary history: 

I will call the process of activity the specific processes through which a live, that is, active relation 

of the subject to reality is realized, as opposed to other types of processes. (Leont’ev, 1981, in 

Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 55) 

Activity in this sense is equally applicable to every organism that engage in its immediate “life-

sphere”, whether they merely respond to signals like ticks, modify their environment like spi-

ders, or use tools like apes using sticks to catch termites. The evolution of nervous systems in 

organisms enabled the mediation of activity by representations such as heeding calls warning 

for predators. However, the significance of these representations rarely stretches beyond the 

immediate situation in space and time that the organism encounters.  

With the human mind, however, a qualitatively new level of the psyche is reached. Repre-

sentations can signify situations beyond here and now: past times, future events, places far 
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away, and so on. The survival of a human being is not solely determined by naturally given 

physical and biological things, such as the availability of food, shelter, etc., but also of the social 

reality the individual is born into. In particular, the individual must learn to master the language 

of its social milieu. Activity becomes a social phenomenon in which humans join forces to ful-

fill social needs through the division of labor. Rather than having everyone doing all and the 

same tasks, the collective effort is distributed to different individuals, each proficient in per-

forming a specific task. This implies that individual actions must be coordinated. Thus, in order 

to understand coordination, we first need to know more about actions. 

Individual actions 
The most obvious aspect of actions is that these are carried out in order to change something in 

the world. At least the following things are needed to achieve this. 

Object and Motive 

Actions are always directed towards something and motivated by a need to achieve something. 

“Any activity of an organism is directed at a certain object; an ‘objectless’ activity is impossi-

ble” (Leont’ev, 1981, in Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 55). The Object can be anything that is 

attended to: material things, ideas, feelings, concepts, etc. 

The activity modalities 

When acting, we frame a context around the Object and Motive (contextualization); we orien-

tate ourselves spatially (spatialization); we perform actions in a certain order (temporalization); 

we act according to established norms for proper actions (stabilization); and we switch between 

contexts when the Object and Motive changes (transition). In this way, the capabilities given by 

the activity modalities are prerequisites for transforming on Object into an outcome; actions 

simply cannot be carried out if these capabilities are not at hand. 

The modalities originate from innate dispositions that humans (and to a certain extent other 

organisms as well) have acquired during the evolution of humankind. When acting, sensations 

arriving in various sensory modalities are integrated by our brain into a percept structured ac-

cording to the activity modalities. Concerning, for example, spatialization and temporalization, 

psychological experiments indicate that “there are different retrieval patterns for objects and 

event concepts. The differences in the retrieval pattern […] reflect significant differences in the 

underlying mental organizations and cognitive processes” (Chen, 2003, p. 966). This is also 

supported by neurophysiological findings: 

Indeed, there are a broad range of behavioural, neuropsychological, and electrophysiological find-

ings that support a dissociation between object knowledge in temporal cortex and action 

knowledge in parieto-frontal cortex. (Plaut, 2002, p. 631) 

Other cognitive and neurological results supporting the relevance of activity modality construct 

can be found in Taxén (2006; n.d.). 

Since the context for action is ultimately determined by the Object and Motive, manifesta-

tions of the modalities will take different forms depending on the character of the Object and the 

Motive. Thus, although the innate capabilities are individual, the manifestation of these in daily 

life is social; we are born with certain endowments that can only be realized in interaction with 

others, and the historical and cultural environment we are born into.  

Since the activity modalities are ultimately grounded in our biological and cognitive consti-

tution, the way we construct social our reality will be inevitably colored by these dispositions.  

We device artifacts and language constructs that mirror the modalities; for example, maps mani-

festing spatialization, clocks manifesting temporalization, standards manifesting stabilization, 

and so on. Thus, although different, mind and activity are inextricably linked – they form a dia-

lectical unity (Taxén, 2009).  



8 

 

Mediation 
According to AT, actions are always carried out by the help of mediational means:  “[Humans} 

always put something else between themselves and their Object of work” (Bødker & Bøgh An-

dersen, 2005, p. 362). The most obvious expression of mediation is the tool. 

Tools are an intrinsic part of humankind. When the hominids started to walk upright, the 

hands were set free for other purposes than support for moving around. This was a decisive step 

in the evolution from ape to man. It opened up for an intricate interplay between the human 

organism and her environment. Through hundreds of thousands of years of labor, the human 

hand evolved into a tool which is infinitely more sophisticated than that of any simian:  

When the little child performs the perfect grip of the tweezers she starts her path as a tool maker; 

she becomes Homo faber, man as craftsman, the tool making animal. (Liedman, 2001, p. 180, my 

translation)
3
 

The development of new tools goes hand in hand with the construction of a new language in 

order to use these tools, which in turn can give rise to new tools, etc. Hence, there is an intricate 

relationship between tools and language: 

A tool is also a mode of language. For it says something, to those who understand it, about the op-

erations of use and their consequences. . . . In the present cultural setting, these objects are so inti-

mately bound up with intentions, occupations and purposes that they have an eloquent voice. 

(Dewey, 1991[1938], p. 52, referred in Miettinen & Virkkunen, 2005, p. 443) 

Thus, both tools and language are means by which actions are performed. Language “can be 

likened to a tool by which reality becomes tangible. ‘Tools’ thus become equivalent to every 

mean that is used for some purpose” (Liedman, 2001, p. 176, my translation). 

There are, of course, obvious differences between “technical” means, such as hammers and 

axes, and “semiotic” ones like language
4
. Technical means clearly have an immediate trans-

formative character in that they change something in the world. This also applies to semiotic 

means, however indirectly. When engaged in gossip and small talk, we constantly use “speech 

acts”: “by saying something, we do something” (Austin, 1962, p. 94). Thus, we change the 

world also by semiotic means.  

An important point is that both technical and semiotic means are intrinsically social in na-

ture. For semiotic means this is quite obvious; you must be at least two individuals in order to 

communicate. It is of course possible to imagine technical means in solitary actions, like Robin-

son Crusoe on his island. In general though, technical means make sense only in social settings. 

An illustrative example is the first atomic bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima August 6, 1945. 

This was certainly a technical means in the sense that it changed something in the world; it 

completely destroyed the city and its inhabitants. The dropping of the bomb, however, would 

not have come about if it wasn’t for President Truman ordering the attack – a semiotic means in 

the form of a speech act: “Go ahead!” 

Enactment  
A common characteristic of all means is that they must be enacted, a term coined by Weick: 

The term 'enactment' is used to preserve the central point that when people act, they bring events 

and structures into existence and set them in motion. People who act in organizations often pro-

duce structures, constraints, and opportunities that were not there before they took action. (Weick, 

1988, p. 306) 

                                                      
3
 Homo faber (Latin for “Man the Smith” or “Man the Maker”; in reference to the biological name for 

man, “Homo sapiens” meaning “man the wise”) is a concept articulated by Hannah Arendt and Max 

Frisch. It refers to humans controlling the environment through tools (Wikipedia, 2008). 

4
 The terms “technical” and “semiotic” tools comes from Vygotsky (Vygotsky, 1981, p. 137, cited in 

Wertsch, 1991, p. 93). 
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Enactment indicates that an “encounter” must take place between innate dispositions in the 

brain/body, and potential, useful things in the environment. This encounter goes beyond mere 

passive learning: 

Knowledgeability or knowing-in-practice is continually enacted through people’s everyday activi-

ty; it does not exist “out there” (incorporated in external objects, routines, or systems) or “in here” 

(inscribed in human brains, bodies, or communities). Rather, knowing is an ongoing social accom-

plishment, constituted, and reconstituted in everyday practice. (Orlikowski, 2002, p. 252) 

For analytical purposes it is convenient to apprehend the enactment process as two intertwined 

processes: objectification and objectivation. Objectification (“Vergegenständlichung”; Kosík, 

1976), is efferent, reaches outwards, and concerns the construction of external reality into mean-

ingful artifacts such as tools, institutions, organizations, language, etc. The second process, ob-

jectivation (“Objektivierung”; ibid, p. 131), is afferent, reaches inwards, and concerns the con-

struction of internal reality in terms of concepts, neural structures, etc., reflecting external reali-

ty.  

The gist of enactment is that means are literally “useless” unless an objectivation – objectifi-

cation process has been effectuated. In this process, the individual and her means become so 

intertwined that it is more appropriate to talk about of “individual(s)-acting-with-mediational-

means” rather than “individual(s)” alone when referring to the agent of action (Wertsch, 1991, 

p. 12). Such a combination of inner dispositions and external means is called functional organs 

in AT (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 64). 

Whether the capability provided by a functional organ will become a resource depends on 

the context in which it is used. So, for example, a lumberjack with a chain saw has a potential to 

become a resource in a forestry activity, but hardly in a concert activity
5
. Thus, ADT separates 

between capabilities and resources by stating that functional organs become resources only 

when associated with contexts.  

Social actions 
When individuals cooperate in transforming a certain Object, the individual act becomes a so-

cial one. Max Weber’s definition of social action is: “Action is social insofar as, by virtue of the 

subjective meaning attached to it by the acting individual (or individuals), it takes account of the 

behavior of others, and is thereby oriented in its course” (Schütz, 1967, p. 144). In social action, 

the characteristics of individual acts are quite naturally maintained; we cannot behave different-

ly in a fundamental way when acting together or in isolation. Objects and Motives, activity mo-

dalities, enactment, mediation, and functional organs are still valid. However, social action 

brings about additional aspects of actions as follows. 

Communal meaning  

The first and foremost consequence of social action is common or communal meaning. Idiosyn-

cratic individual meanings must somehow be brought into concert in order to coordinate social 

action. In the terminology presented in the preceding section, objectivated manifestations are 

unique for each individual since these are confined to the individual brain and body. In activity 

domains, however, the origin of objectivated manifestations is social; they represent meaning-

ful, common elements that make sense in the activity domain. For example, the choice of driv-

ing on the left or right hand side of the road cannot be left to the individual to decide; a common 

meaning of this must be established in the context in which this is valid; in Sweden on the right 

side, and in England on the left side. 

                                                      
5
 Actually, in 1964 the Swedish composer and pianist Karl-Erik Welin used a chainsaw in a performance 

to cut off one of legs of the grand piano. It so happened that the saw bounced back and cut a gash in one 

of his own legs. In spite of this, he managed to finish the concert as the sirens of the ambulance grew 

nearer! However, this example of an objectified chainsaw in a concert activity is, to the best of my 

knowledge, unique. 
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Transformative and coordinative modes of action 
Common meaning is closely related to coordination. The division of labor implies that some 

efforts must be devoted to achieve common meaning about how to conceive coordination. Co-

ordination becomes an activity in itself with its own Object – coordination: 

Thus, by entering into cooperative work relations, the participants must engage in activities that 

are, in a sense, extraneous to the activities that contribute directly to fashioning the product or ser-

vice and meeting requirements. That is, compared with individual work, cooperative work implies 

an overhead cost in terms of labor, resources, time, etc. (Schmidt, 1990, in Schmidt & Bannon, 

1992, p. 8) 

In order to analytically distinguish between actions that are directed to transforming an Object, 

and actions devoted to coordinate such actions, it is convenient to think of them as two separate 

kinds of actions – coordinative and transformative ones respectively - (see e.g. Goldkuhl & 

Lind, 2008). These represent two different action modes in the activity domain.  

An example may clarify the relation between the transformative and coordinative modes. 

Let’s consider a possible requirement of a car. The content of such a requirement may be: “The 

car shall consume less than 0.5 liters per 10 km at a cruising speed of 100 km per hour”. The 

Object – the car – must fulfill this requirement. In addition there might be a multitude of other 

requirements on form, safety, exhaust limits, and the like.  

In order to coordinate transformative actions, there is a need to keep track of all the require-

ments, preferably in a requirement management tool. To achieve this, certain coordinative capa-

bilities must be enacted such as unique rules for identifying and revising requirements; a set of 

states indicating what state a requirement is in (for example, whether the requirement is fulfilled 

or not); attributes characterizing requirements; relations to other items such as requirement issu-

ers/customers and the product the requirements are directed to, and so on. In the coordinative 

mode, only such coordinative aspects of requirements are relevant, not the actual content of a 

requirement. The content, on the other hand, is of course relevant in the transformative mode.  

The outcomes in the coordinative mode – the realized coordination Object – are information 

models, process models, rules, information system (IS) support, etc.; means enabling coordina-

tion. In the transformative mode, coordinative capabilities are utilized to coordinate transforma-

tive actions. Both these types of capabilities have to be enacted; i.e., the capabilities evolve in 

interplay between actors and their mediational means. Thus, the activity unfolds through an 

ongoing focal shift between the coordinative and transformative modes. This is illustrated in 

Figure 4: 

 

Coordinative mode

Transformative mode

Information models

Process models

Rules

IS support

....enacts coordination 

capabilities manifested as

draws on coordination 

capabilities

 

Figure 4: The two modes of the activity. 

Scalability 
For acting towards compound Objects composed of different parts, several activity domains 

may be engaged. Suppose an activity domain (A) need to employ three other domains to fulfill 

its goal (see Figure 5):  
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Figure 5: Scaling the activity domain. 

The domains a1, a2, and a3 provide capabilities that become resources in A, provided that they 

are properly coordinated (symbolized by the lines and arrows in Figure 5). This pattern is re-

peated in each of a1, a2, and a3, which in turn may employ other domains, and so on. 

The coordination of a1, a2, and a3 is done from the perspective of A, which necessitates that 

the different ideologies in the sub-domains are to certain extent reconciled with the ideology of 

A – they must speak the “A-language” so to say. The modality enabling this is transition, which 

means that developing transitional capabilities is a substantial part of enacting coordination. 

However, transition does not mean that the ideologies must be the same – in fact, they cannot be 

as soon as there is a division of labor. Only those subsets of the ideologies needed for coordina-

tion must be reconciled, which means the pros and cons of too much or too little commonality 

will have to be weighed up carefully.  

Thus, through the transition modality the activity domain construct becomes scalable. Any 

constellation of domains may be analyzed by the same “sensitizing device” – the activity do-

main and its associated Object, Motive and activity modalities. This applies equally well to a 

division of labor between two persons or between cooperating organizations in a cluster. 

Reconceptualizing coordination 
How can coordination be conceived in the activity domain perspective? A frequently referenced 

definition in the literature is: “Coordination is managing dependencies between activities” 

(Malone & Crowston, 1994, p. 91). “Activities” in this definition does not refer to activities in 

the AT sense, but rather to “actions”, which means that the Malone & Crowston definition con-

cerns the temporalization modality only.  

However, this definition is still valid provided that we replace “activities” in this definition 

with “activity domains”. In the same manner as individual functional organs provide individual 

action capabilities, activity domains may be considered “social functional organs” providing 

capabilities that might become resources in particular contexts. 

Thus, an alternative definition of coordination would be: “Coordination is managing the de-

pendencies between activity domains”. A definite advantage of this definition is that all modali-

ties are included, not only temporalization. Thus, the one-dimensional view of coordination is 

replaced by a multi-dimensional view; something which is quite necessary in organizational 

practice. 
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EMPIRICAL TESTIMONIALS  
As stated, Ericsson is where the activity modalities were first conceived in my work with coor-

dinating large and complex telecom projects. The means used for this purpose – process models, 

product structures, business rules, information systems, etc. – stood out as different, yet tightly 

interrelated means that were profoundly important for the success of the projects.  Gradually the 

notion of activity modalities came up as a way to make sense of what seemed to be an incom-

prehensible complex, everyday reality. This process stretches over more than fifteen years and 

is described in detail in Taxén (2009). 

In this section; I want to provide some empirical examples form Ericsson that support the 

relevance of the activity domain construct. Given the limited space available, these examples 

will be fairly rhapsodic in nature. For a thorough treatment, see Taxén (ibid). 

The Object 
A prerequisite for social acting towards an Object is that actors can somehow perceive it in a 

common way. Usually, this is no problem. For example, in ancient mammoth hunting, the Ob-

ject is straightforward: the visible mammoth. If the Motive for an activity is to construct things 

that do not yet exist, symbolic means, such as images, drawings, models and the like, are the 

only possible way to perceive the Object. 

Thus, in contemporary organizations it is of outmost importance that actors involved in de-

veloping complex systems can attain a common perception of the Object. To this end, Ericsson 

has since the early 1990s utilized a particular kind of visualization called the anatomy. The 

anatomy is an illustration – preferably on one page – that shows the dependencies between ca-

pabilities in the system from start-up to an operational system (see e.g. Adler, 1999; Jönsson, 

2006; Taxén & Lilliesköld, 2005; Taxén, 2009). Here, “capability” shall be understood as the 

capability of a certain system element to provide something that other system elements need. An 

anatomy of a telecom processor is shown in Figure 6: 
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Figure 6: An illustration of an Object in the Ericsson development activity – a telecom processor. 
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The boxes (the details of which are less important here) should be read as capabilities provided 

by one or several modules in the system. The dependencies (lines) proceed from the bottom to 

the top of the anatomy. If a certain capability fails in the dependency chain, (for example, the 

encircled “Start-Up Single CP”), the whole system will fail. Since the system is developed and 

tested in the same order as the capabilities are invoked, the anatomy indicates in a metaphorical 

sense how the system “comes alive”; hence the term “anatomy”. In summary, the anatomy can 

be interpreted as a conceptualization of the Object of the overall activity of developing the tele-

com processor. 

A telecom system is a complex product that consists of many different parts in which various 

technologies are utilized: software, hardware, mechanics, fiber optics, and much more. This 

means that the overall activity must make use of several domains; each specialized to deliver a 

certain capability. In Figure 7, an illustration of various domains involved in developing the 

telecom processor in Figure 6 is shown. 
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Figure 7: Development activities defined for various parts of the product. 

It can be seen that the dependencies between capabilities also define a dependency between 

activity domains. In this way it is easy to frame responsibilities. If, for example, the domain 

developing the “Start-Up Single CP” in the middle of the anatomy is delayed, all dependent 

domains will also be delayed.  

Activity modalities 

Contextualization 
Contextualization can be illustrated by the life cycle of a product in a product development in-

dustry (see Figure 8).  
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Figure 8: The life cycle of a product. 

Although the product is recognized as a particular individual throughout its life cycle, it will be 

characterized differently depending on the context. When marketed, properties like appearance, 

price, availability, etc., are relevant. When manufactured, the manufacturability of the product is 

in focus. When disposed, recycling and environmental concerns are emphasized, and so on. 

Each of these domains will, to a certain degree, exhibit an idiosyncratic ideology shaped by the 

Motive and Objects of the domain. At the same time, however, the overall corporate domain has 

its own ideology, to which the subordinate domains must conform to a certain degree if coordi-

nation shall be possible. 

Spatialization and temporalization 

An illustration of spatialization is given in Figure 9.  
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Figure 9: An information model from Ericsson. 

The image shows a high-level information model for coordinating the development of the 3
rd

 

generation of mobile systems at Ericsson around year 2000. The model represents the common 

understanding about relevant information elements for managing coordination. The detailed 

enactment of this model, and its corresponding implementation in an information system, was a 

long and tedious process spanning several years. Only gradually, common objectivated and 

individual objectified manifestations emerged in the minds of the actors and the activity where 

the development took place (Taxén, 2009).  

In Figure 10, a temporal view of the activity domains in Figure 7, is shown.  
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Figure 10: Emphasizing the temporalization modality. 

The temporal view is important when discussing issues related to time such as delays, removing 

capabilities in order to finish on time, etc. In fact, precisely the same things could be discussed 

based on Figure 7, page 13. However, since the temporal modality cannot be visualized in Fig-

ure 7, discussions about time issues are enhanced by Figure 10 as compared to Figure 7. 

Stabilization 
In a large and distributed organization like Ericsson, design centers around the world have cer-

tain autonomy to evolve locally in the manner they themselves find the best. At the same time, 

there must be some enterprise wide common rules about how to approach customers, take heed 

for compulsory legislative norms, purchase materials, and so on. In Figure 11, two examples of 

such stabilizing elements at Ericsson are shown; rules for how to identify products and docu-

ments: 

 

Figure 11: Stabilizing elements at Ericsson. 
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As can be seen, the particular form stabilization is manifested at Ericsson (and, for that matter, 

any other organization) is idiosyncratic. It make sense only in the Ericsson activity. 

Transition 
In organizations, we find an abundance of transitional elements such as contracts, agreements, 

interface specifications, mapping between different article codes, conversion between analog 

and digital signals, compilers for software languages, and so on. An example from Ericsson is 

shown in Figure 12: 
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Figure 12: An example of transition from Ericsson. 

The figure is an illustration of how four domains – Sales, Design, Hardware Design, and Supply 

– at Ericsson are coordinated in terms of development states. In particular, the figure shows how 

states in the domains HW Design and Design are mapped onto each other: PR- and DS1 are 

mapped to SC3 and SC4; PR1, PR2 and PRA to SC6; PRB to SC7. Such “mapping rules” be-

tween states in different domain are examples of transitional elements. 

Mediation  
A particular kind of mediational means is information systems, which are difficult to classify as 

either technical or semiotic in nature. From the ADT perspective, an information system is re-

garded as a coordinative artifact by which various items necessary for coordination can be man-

aged. An illustration of this is shown in Figure 13: 

  



18 

 

 

Figure 13: A screen dump of an IS at Ericsson. 

Contextualization is evident from the fact that the information shown is based on the infor-

mation model in Figure 9, page 15. Only such items that are relevant in the context are visible in 

the IS. Spatialization is shown, among other things, in the relationships between items as indi-

cated by the arrows. Temporalization can be noticed from the item states, indicating progress. 

Stabilization is evident in the Ericsson specific way of naming items. Transition is not immedi-

ately visible in the image, since is shows the context of one activity only. However, when the 

information is passed on to other ISs, transitional means are needed to transfer the information. 

Enactment 
Enactment can be illustrated by the way the two information models in Figure 14 and Figure 15 

were created.  
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Figure 14: An information model developed in practice. 
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Figure 15: An information model developed by a committee. 

The first model (Figure 14) was developed over several years, ceaselessly modified, implement-

ed in the IS in Figure 13, and tried out by many project participants with respect to its capability 
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to support the coordination of 3G projects. During this ongoing process, the people involved 

developed a capability to use and improve the model. In short, this model was enacted in prac-

tice. It made an imprint in both the heads of the participants and in the activity domain where it 

was conceived. 

The other model (Figure 15) was developed by a committee detached from practice. It was 

neither implemented in an IS, nor was it tested out in any development project. Thus, the func-

tional organ made up by the committee members and their model had no relevance whatsoever 

in practice. Another way of expressing this is to say that the capability provided by this func-

tional organ never became a resource in the Ericsson context (or any other context for that mat-

ter). 

The morale of these two examples is that it is not enough to consider the actual appearance 

of images like those in Figure 14 and Figure 15. The process by which they come into existence 

is fundamental for the influence they will have in a certain activity domain.  

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPLICATIONS 
In this section, I discuss some organizational implications from the alternative perspective pro-

vided by the ADT. 

Conceptualizing organizations as anatomies 
A common conceptualization of an organization is the business process. In principle, the organ-

ization is seen as a chain of activities that take some input (usually requirements from custom-

ers) and produces an output that can be sold on a market (see Figure 16).  
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Figure 16: A traditional business process model from Ericsson 

Sometimes, process models like the one in Figure 16 are labeled “aquariums”, since they re-

mind of swimming fishes in a box. An alternative model commonly used today is the so called 

“swimlane”. In Figure 17, the same process as in Figure 16 is depicted in the swimlane formal-

ism: 
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Figure 17: A swimlane model of the same business process as in Figure 16. 

Basically, both these models primary show a temporal perspective on the organization; things 

are worked on in a certain order. Other modalities are subordinated to temporalization, which 

gives a one-dimensional image of the organization. If we take the ADT view that all modalities 

are necessary for coordinating activities, managing an organization from the perspective of tem-

poralization only will create problems. The main concern with the models is, however, that the 

Object, the thing being developed, is obscured. Only reminiscences if it can be seen as the ar-

rows connecting activities; arrows that represent information about the Object.  

An alternative representation of the organization as an anatomy is shown in Figure 18: 
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Figure 18: An anatomy of an organization 

Although seemingly similar to a tilted version of the process models in Figure 16 and Figure 17, 

the perspective in Figure 18 is in fact completely different. The organization is regarded as a 

constellation of dependent activity domains that each provide a certain capability that the organ-

ization as a whole needs. Each domain is constituted by the Motive for its existence in the or-

ganization, and the Object that is worked on. Within each domain, all modalities are manifested: 

processes (temporalization), information structures (spatialization), business rules (stabiliza-

tion), and transition between domains (transition). Since the focus is on capabilities, the diagram 

in Figure 18 can be labeled an “anatomy” of the organization. The advantage of this representa-

tion is that it is immediately clear what happens if a certain domain fails. In this manner, Figure 

18 has the same qualities as the anatomy for the telecom processor in Figure 6, page12 

The Activity Domain as the Unit of Analysis 
The gist of the ADT approach is that the activity domain should be taken as the UoA in organi-

zational discourse. In doing so, I link up with an increasing number of research approaches that 

take some kind of practice construct (Schatzki, 2001) as the basic UoA. Examples of such con-

structs are “social world” (Strauss, 1985); “communities of practice” (Lave & Wegner, 1991); 

“thought world” (Dougherty, 1992); “knowledge domain” (Boland & Ramkrishnan,1995); “sit-

uated action” (Clancey, 1995); “work situation” (Bannon & Bødker, 1997; “workpractice” 

(Goldkuhl & Röstlinger, 2002); “work context” (Bechky, 2003), and “work system” (Alter, 

2006). My motivation for departing form “activity” in AT rather than any of these constructs, is 

that “activity” has some inherent qualities concerning, above all, collective meaning construc-

tion. Some implications of taking the activity domain as the UoA are as follows. 

Resources are capabilities in context 
The concepts of “capability” and “resources” have been extensively researched in connection 

with the resource-based view (RBV) on the firm. In spite of this, it is difficult to get a clear pic-

ture of how these concepts differ from, and relate to each other:” One of the key challenges 

RBV theorists have faced is to define what is meant by a resource” (Wade & Hulland, 2004, p. 

108). 
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 Grant (1991) conceptualizes the difference between “capability” and “resources” as follows: 

There is a key distinction between resources and capabilities. Resources are inputs into the produc-

tion process—they are the basic units of analysis. The individual resources of the firm include 

items of capital equipment, skills of individual employees, patents, brand names, finance, and so 

on. But, on their own, few resources are productive. Productive activity requires the cooperation 

and coordination of teams of resources. A capability is the capacity for a team of resources to per-

form some task or activity. (Grant, 1991, pp. 118-119) 

Thus, Grant sees capabilities as coordination of “resource modules”, which are the prime Units 

of Analysis. However, in later contributions this is less emphasized. For example, Grant, in his 

seminal paper on knowledge integration “Towards a Knowledge-Based Theory of the Firm”, 

uses “resources” and “capabilities” together without clear discrimination: 

The resource-based view perceives the firm as a unique bundle of idiosyncratic resources and ca-

pabilities where the primary task of management is to maximize value through the optimal de-

ployment of existing resources and capabilities, while developing the firm’s resource base for the 

future. (Grant, 1996b, p. 110; my emphasis) 

The imprecision in definitions aggravates practical interventions:  

 [The] empirical work on capabilities is loosely tied together. Even though the extant empirical 

work informs what we know about capabilities, wide variance in the definitions adopted and the 

operational designs applied leaves many questions unanswered. (Hoopes & Madsen, 2008, p. 414-

415) 

One of the main reasons for this state of confusion appears to be the neglect of contextual influ-

ence on theory development: 

[Theories] describing learning and problem solving in physically decontextualized, abstract ways 

tell only part of the story, because the ability to understand and resolve problems is only partly car-

ried in experts' heads. It also resides in experts' use of their physical settings to recognize embed-

ded clues, to exploit specialized tools, and to find and interpret relevant information. (Tyre & von 

Hippel, 1997, p. 79) 

In the ADT perspective, quite a different perspective on “capabilities” and “resources” is sug-

gested. As we have seen, “capability” in AD results from the enactment of innate, human facul-

ties together with external dispositional faculties of external means. Through the dialectical 

process of objectivation and objectification, humans and means form functional organs that are 

capable of making a change in the world. However, capabilities become resources only in rela-

tion to contexts. Thus, capabilities” and “resources” are distinct but intrinsically related. Moreo-

ver, capabilities are basic in ADT, not resources as suggested by Grant: “[Resources] are the 

source of a firm's capabilities” (Grant, 1991, p. 119).  

The notion of functional organ can be extended to include activity domains as well. In this 

perspective, the organization is conceptualized as a constellation of dependent activity domains, 

each having a certain capability to produce something. Depending on the context of the domain 

in relation to other domains, and its role in the overall business strategy, the domain may be-

come a resource or not for the organization. For example, a domain that is extremely efficient in 

producing parts in an obsolete technology is not a resource. In the same manner, an urgently 

needed capability provided by some domain outside the organization, can become a resource by 

acquisition or merger
6
.  

Levels 

In ADT, organizational inquires on levels such as individual, team, group, unit, organization, 

networks of organizations, and the like, can all be grounded in the activity domain. The domain 

is regarded as a generic construct, much in the same way as the DNA of the human genome is 

the basis for the variety of organs and functions in the body.  

                                                      
6
 It should be noted, however, that the enactment of acquisitions and mergers still remains for the domains 

to become resources. 
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This does not mean that the different levels become unimportant, on the contrary. Specific 

characteristics on each level must still be considered. However, with the activity domain as a 

“sensitizing device”, the same basic perspective can be applied at all levels. Such an approach 

will facilitate organizational inquiry since the multitude of organizational “surface” manifesta-

tions can all be derived from a more simple and comprehensive structure. 

Sense making 
One of the most awkward tasks in organizational change and development is to reach a worka-

ble common meaning about how to act. Sense making in organizations in general has been 

treated extensively by Weick (1988; 1995; 2001). Common meaning in product development 

organizations, in particular the development of large, globally distributed software systems has 

been treated by, for example, Battin, Crocker, Kreidler, & Subramanian (2001); Hersleb & Moi-

tra (2001); Ovaska, Rossi, &Marttiin (2003); Prikladnicki, Audy, & Evaristo (2003); 

McChesney & Gallagher (2004); Sakthivel (2005); Komi-Sirviö &Tihinen (2005). The difficul-

ties of achieving common meaning increase when operational levels of details are to be defined; 

something which was strikingly evident at Ericsson:  

[At] an abstract level, some consensus may be achieved over a generic set of business processes. 

However, it is also becoming evident that as the level of detail increases, disagreements begin to 

surface. Since most enterprises are concerned with detailed operational models rather than abstract 

models, the value of a top-down, i.e. generic, approach to business process definition is becoming 

increasingly questionable. (Bititci & Muir, 1997, p. 366) 

In ADT, sense making in organizations is ultimately related to the activity domain as structured 

from its Object and Motive. The domain restricts the context within which items, actions, rules, 

terms, etc., make sense: 

Every stage in the development of a society has its own special and restricted circle of items which 

alone have access to that society’s attention and which are endowed with evaluative accentuation 

by that attention. Only items within that circle will achieve sign formation and become objects in 

semiotic communication. (Vološinov, 1986[1929], pp. 21-22) 

To a certain extent, this sense making is always idiosyncratic; what makes sense in one domain 

is literally meaningless in other domains. However, certain commonality between domains must 

exist in order to coordinate these. Thus, by understanding these prerequisites for sense making, 

it is possible to avoid strategic mistakes such as enforcing too much or too little commonality in 

organizations. Instead, efforts can be directed to finding the proper balance between these ex-

tremes.  

Knowledge Integration 
If we want the concept of “knowledge integration” (KI) to be useful in organizational design, 

we need to be precise about what we mean with knowledge and integration. The position of 

ADT on these matters is as follows. 

Knowledge 
The first thing to notice about knowledge is that knowledge is not an end in itself: 

Organizations are not basically knowledge systems, but systems that produce something of value 

to the society. [...] Only when the knowledge-creation process is set into the context of an organi-

zation's activities, does the understanding of the knowledge processes help us understand organiza-

tional learning. (Virkkunen & Kuutti, 2000, p. 297) 

Knowledge in organizations is used to achieve something; it is knowledge in action rather than 

knowledge in a general and philosophical meaning.  

Another aspect concerns what knowledge is about; what is in focus for the knowledge and 

why we are interested in a particular kind of knowledge: 
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What can keep radically distributed work and expertise together, coordinated and capable to act in 

concert when needed? I argue that the necessary glue is focus on the objects of professional work 

and discourse. (Engeström, 2004, p. 17) 

Thus, in organizations, knowledge is always related to and determined by the Object and Mo-

tive for actions. Further, as soon as there is a division of labor in order to achieve a common 

goal, different Objects are involved. This inevitably brings about both specialized and common-

alized knowledge. 

In the ADT perspective, the focus is on capabilities rather than knowledge. There are several 

reasons for this. The prime one is that “capability” is a concept that can be applied both to hu-

mans and artifacts. We can talk about capable persons and capable means. The American Herit-

age Dictionary defines three meanings of “capability”: 

 

1. The quality of being capable; ability. 

2. A talent or ability that has potential for development or use. Often used in the plural: a 

student of great capabilities. 

3. The capacity to be used, treated, or developed for a specific purpose: nuclear capability. 

As can be seen from these definitions, “capability” also indicates a sense of action and devel-

opment that goes well with the AT understanding of activity.  

Further, the intertwining of humans and means in the form of functional organs indicate that 

action capabilities results from the conflation of humans and means. Knowledge, on the other 

hand, is more readily associated with humans than means. Talking about “a knowledgeable 

hammer” does not make much sense. Also, another reason to use “capability” rather than 

“knowledge” is that “capability” of means, or artifacts in general, can be used to model complex 

system as in the anatomy in Figure 6, page 12. 

Finally, “capability” is not submerged in incommensurable opinions about what it is in the 

same way as “knowledge” is. Using “capability” instead of “knowledge” is simply a way to 

eschew esoteric discussion that usually hinders progress rather than alleviate it.  

Integration 
The American Heritage Dictionary defines integration as “the act or process of making some-

thing whole and entire’’. Thus “Integration” is doing something to something. The question is, 

of course, what “something” is. In order to be specific about this, we may consider the (simpli-

fied but realistic) example from Ericsson in Figure 19: 
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Figure 19: Integrating three activity domains 

The figure can be seen as an illustration of one activity domain Ericsson that needs to integrate 

“knowledge” from three other domains: Sales, Design, and Supply. Sales is market oriented and 

work with customers and tenders, Design designs and tests products, and Supply manufacture 

the products and delivers them to customers. The states “PC1”, “PC2”, and “SC6” indicate im-

portant business events. 

Now, if we change focus, and take look at the interior of each of the domains in Figure 19, 

this might look as illustrated in Figure 20:  
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Figure 20: The interior of the three domains Supply, Sales, and Design 

The structures illustrated are “product structures” showing how each domain conceive the prod-

uct and what parts it consists of. As can be seen, these structures are quite different, both to 

form and content. Although the product certainly is an Ericsson product, the conceptualization 

of it in different domains is quite distinct. A HWU (Hardware Unit) in Design may be named 
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“CNT 213 1054 R2”, incorporated in a sales structure as part of hardware platform “FGC 

101 123” and supplied to the customer in the product package “FAP 130 123”.  These examples 

reflect the fact that each domain constructs its own context according to the Object and the Mo-

tive of the domain. 

Of particular interest are the states signifying the progression of the work in each domain. 

These are geared towards the specific needs of the domain. For example, the state “DS4” mean-

ing “Design ready and verified”, although certainly of interest outside Design, is still expressed 

in “Design specific language”. The corresponding state in the Ericsson domain is “SC6” mean-

ing “Product quality approved”. Thus, in order to get the act together, the mapping between 

“DS4” and “SC6” must be defined, which is an example of the transition modality. 

What does this imply for “integration”? If we start from the context of the Ericsson activity 

domain, this domain needs the capabilities provided by the domains Sales, Design and Supply 

in order to fulfill its goals, which is to deliver fully functional 3G systems to a customer. This 

requires a coordination of these three domains, which is achieved by, among other things, moni-

toring the states “PC1”, “PC2”, and “DS4”. This in turn requires that a proper mapping has been 

defined between these states and the internal states of each of the other domains. Thus, “Integra-

tion” can simply be conceived as the coordination of activities within an activity domain, in this 

case the Ericsson domain. This of course applies to the other domains as well: “integration” in 

Sales, Design, and Supply is the coordination of activities in each domain respectively. 

In summary, from the ADT perspective “knowledge integration” is a misnomer. Rather, it 

should be thought of as “coordination of transformative capabilities in activity domains”, or 

maybe “capability integration” for short. The two main prerequisites for achieving KI are the 

activity modalities contextualization and transition. A de-contextualized view of organizations 

will not do: 

[To] create knowledge is to use information for a productive purpose in a certain context. All pro-

ductive knowledge is contextual … This means that all (productive) knowledge is linked to and 

dependent upon an organizational context. In order to understand learning and accumulation of 

knowledge in an organization, it is necessary to define the content of the organizational context. 

(Jensen, 2005, p. 54) 

Transition, which can be regarded as the complement to contextualization, is necessary for relat-

ing different activity domains to each other.  

In summary, from the ADT perspective, knowledge integration should 

 be seen as “coordination of transformative capabilities in activity domains” 

 be based on the activity domain as the UoA 

 focus on capability rather than knowledge 

 conceptualize capability as the joint enactment of humans and means 

 regard activity domains as capabilities 

Extant KI conceptions 
How does the view of KI suggested here relate to extant results in the literature? Since this liter-

ature is quite huge, I will concentrate on one of the most referenced contributors to the KI dis-

course, Grant (1996; 1996b). He has suggested a knowledge-based theory (KBT) of the firm 

that conceptualizes KI in the following way: 

 [The] primary role of the firm [is] integrating the specialist knowledge resident in individuals into 

goods and services. The primary task of management is establishing the coordination necessary for 

this knowledge integration. (Grant, 1996b, p. 120) 

Grant does not define “knowledge” because of the inherent difficulties to do so. Rather he iden-

tifies several types of knowledge that is pertinent to the firm: transferability, capacity for aggre-

gation, appropriability, specialization in knowledge acquisition, and knowledge requirements of 

production. Integration is not explicitly defined. Coordination is achieved by four mechanisms: 

Rules and directives, sequencing, routines, and group problem solving and decision making. 
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Means are more or less ignored: “[Machines] are simply embodiments of knowledge” (Grant, 

1996b, p. 112).  

In KBT, KI is the essence of organizational capability: 

The capabilities of the firm are hierarchically structured according to the scope of knowledge 

which they integrate. Effectiveness in creating and managing broad-scope capabilities requires 

correspondence between the scope of knowledge and the structures needed for managing such in-

tegration. (Grant, 1996, p. 385) 

Although KI is fundamental for the firm it is, according to Grant, a paradox: 

[Knowledge integration] depends upon the extent of commonality in […] specialized knowledge. 

There is something of a paradox in this. The benefit of knowledge integration is in meshing the 

different specialized knowledge of individuals - if two people have identical knowledge there is no 

gain from integration - yet, if the individuals have entirely separate knowledge bases, then integra-

tion cannot occur beyond the most primitive level. (Grant, 1996b:116) 

From the ADT perspective, the position taken by the KBT can be summarized as follows: 

 The thing that is integrated in KBT is specialized knowledge of individuals. While this is 

true for ADT as well, the integration of individual knowledge take place in activity domains, 

simply because it is within the domain that individual actions make sense. Thus, ADT takes 

basically a social approach towards knowledge without ignoring the individual.  

 In KBT there is no construct similar to the activity domain; the integration takes place in the 

organization as a whole
7
. For example, in an organization like Ericsson, KI entails the 

knowledge of 50 000 individuals to be integrated. It is inconceivable how this would be car-

ried out in practice. Thus, if KBT aspires to provide practical guidelines, the position of inte-

grating individual knowledge without some intermediate construct must be abandoned. This 

is a key point which separates KBT and ADT.   

 Coordination is conceived quite differently in ADT and KBT. In ADT, coordination is con-

ceptualized in activity modality terms. Rules, directives, and routines would be considered as 

manifestations of stabilization; sequencing manifests temporalization; and group problem 

solving and decision making would probably be associated with the activity domain. The 

modalities contextualization, spatialization, and transition are not present in KBT. 

 The focus on “capability” and “resources” is shared KBT and ADT. However, while Grant 

does not make a clear distinction between these, in ADT these are two different, but related 

things by stating that capabilities become resources only in contexts. Moreover, KBT more 

or less ignores the role of means in KI. 

 There is an agreement in KBT and ADT about the reason for existence of the firm: “firms 

exist as institutions for producing goods and services because they can create conditions un-

der which multiple individuals can integrate their specialist knowledge” (Grant, 1996b, p. 

112). In ADT, however, the role of the Object and Motive for the construction of domains 

satisfying social needs is more emphasized.  

 The view in KBT on the firm as “a knowledge integrating institution” (ibid, p. 112) is not 

shared by ADT. The KBT view indicates that “knowledge”, whatever that is, is the Object of 

the activity, i.e., integrating knowledge is primary task of the firm. In ADT, the Object (and 

Motive) is the determinant for what kind of knowledge is needed. It is evident that Grant 

shares this view, but this is downplayed by his primary focus on KI. 

 The ADT is grounded in innate action faculties of humans, which means that cognition and 

the neural organization of the brain are legitimate investigation areas from the activity mo-

                                                      
7
 Grant (1996b, p. 117) touches on this aspect when he refers to Simon’s conception of hierarchies as 

“composed of interrelated sub-systems, each of the latter being in turn hierarchic in structure until we 

reach some lowest level of elementary sub-system” (Simon, 1996, p. 184). However, this line of thought 

is not further elaborated by Grant.  



29 

 

dality perspective. In KBT, cognition is not in focus although its apparent relation to 

knowledge. 

 

The differences between KBT and ADT can be nicely captures by paraphrasing Grant’s paradox 

as follows: 

[Knowledge integration] depends upon the extent of commonality in […] specialized activity do-

mains. There is something of a paradox in this. The benefit of knowledge integration is in meshing 

the different specialized activity domains - if two domains are identical there is no gain from inte-

gration - yet, if the domains are entirely separate, then integration cannot occur beyond the most 

primitive level.  

Finally, a general observation is that extant works on KI are mainly of an explorative nature; 

based on observations, analyses are made and theories developed to explain the results. Results 

suggesting practical guidelines for managing KI appear to be sparse. I maintain that the ADT 

approach may indeed provide normative guidelines for two reasons: it was derived from prac-

tice, and it provides visual instruments for consorted actions, like the anatomy in Figure 18, 

page 22. Thus, I claim that ADT is one alternative way to approach the call for theoretical de-

velopment concerning coordination: 

Although widely addressed, organization theory lacks a rigorous integrated, well-developed and 

widely agreed theory of coordination. (Grant, 1996b, p. 113) 

Innovation Management 
Innovations – “The implementation of something unprecedented for business gain” (Davies, 

2010) – can take various forms. A certain module in a system may retain its function but be 

implemented differently. For example, a software program might be replaced by specific hard-

ware for capacity reasons. This will impact the activity domain implementing this module in 

terms of new transformational functional organs needed (new human capabilities and new 

means).  

Another kind of innovation is related to the architecture of the system. An example of such 

an innovation is the fighter JAS Gripen, where the elevator of the aircraft was moved from the 

tail to the front, requiring sophisticated computer control of the induced instability. Such an 

innovation may bring about proficient rearrangement of activity domains, while individual do-

mains may remain the same. Such architectural innovations must also be managed:  

Learning about changes in architecture – about new interactions across components (and often 

functional boundaries – may therefore require explicit management and attention. (Henderson & 

Clark, 1990, p. 28) 

Innovation may also occur with respect to how coordinative actions are carried out. For exam-

ple, the way of managing the development of the 3
rd

 generation of telecom systems at Ericsson 

during the years 1998 – 2003, was radical break with prevailing conventions. The introduction 

of the new management IS, as depicted in Figure 13, page 18, meant that changes could be im-

plemented much quicker and more frequently than in previous systems. Thus, the enactment of 

this means into a resource was substantially accelerated. This change can be seen as innovation 

of both means and enactment. 

In order to implement an innovation, integrative, situational, and standardization aspects of 

innovative work need to be managed (Dougherty, 2001). This implies that actors involved in 

this task need to share some image of the organization, which enables them to evaluate the ef-

fects of taking or not taking certain actions. Since organizations are indeed complex entities, the 

question is what image is the most efficient one. In line with the experiences from managing 

complex system development, I suggest that management of innovations should make use of 

anatomies. The capabilities of activity domains are visualized in an anatomy like the one in 

Figure 21 (a slightly modified version of Figure 18, page 22): 
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Figure 21: An anatomy of an organization 

For example, estimating the impact of an innovation such as the introduction of a new ERP 

(Enterprise Resource Planning) is hard since there are complex dependencies involved: 

Unlike some resources, such as brand equity or financial assets, IS resources rarely contribute a di-

rect influence to sustained competitive advantage (SCA). Instead, they form part of a complex 

chain of assets and capabilities that may lead to sustained performance. (Wade & Hulland, 2004, 

p. 109) 

With the anatomy at hand, the impact of the ERP system can be “located” visually, and possible 

reverberations across the organization comprehended. What domains are most impacted? Are 

there domains that will not be affected at all? What does the impact look like in different do-

mains, and so on.  

To summarize, an innovation may originate in anyone domain, and concern the work object 

itself, mediational means for transforming the object, means for coordinating actions, or any 

other item that make sense in the domain. Depending on its dependencies to other domains, the 

“innovative” domain may influence other domains. By regarding the organization from a capa-

bility perspective, and illustrate this in the anatomy, the organization has at its disposal a means 

to manage innovations. If the innovation is of a strategic nature, the anatomy can also be a 

means to take formulating business strategies and roadmaps, based on dependencies between 

capabilities (Taxén, 2008; 2009b). 

CONCLUSIONS 
In conclusion, this paper has presented an alternative perspective of organizations based on the 

constructs of activity domains and activity modalities. The alleged impacts from this perspective 

on organizations are, to say the least, quite bold. The ADT provides among other things 
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 An alternative view on organizations as dependencies between capabilities. 

 A coherent conceptualization of all kinds of organizational units, regardless of “level”. 

 Alternative conceptualizations of coordination and knowledge integration. 

 Grounding of organizational phenomena both in individual cognition and social reality. 

 An emphasis on meaning and common understanding.  

 Practical means such as anatomies for enacting common understanding and managing inno-

vations. 

 

Of course, much work remains before these claims can be footed on firm ground, especially 

taking into consideration that the ADT spans both individual and social aspects. One reason 

why I believe there is a potential in ADT is that the theory originated from practical experiences 

in the telecom industry. Even if this is only one setting, the complexities involved in developing 

telecom systems are gigantic enough to claim that Ericsson is a paradigmatic example of the 

situation most organizations face today. Thus, the ADT is firmly rooted in practice. 

Another reason is the simple fact that we make use of the principles in ADT in daily life. A 

prerequisite for every action we take is the enactment of capabilities characterized by the activi-

ty modalities. In essence, the ADT just bring every day, familiar experiences into a coherent 

framework. One might think that it would be a piece of cake to apply these experiences in or-

ganizational theory development, but, as Wittgenstein once said “The aspects of things that are 

most important for us are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity”. Seeing the familiar 

in a new perspective is indeed hard. Thus, it might be well worth to consider the ADT perspec-

tive further, as one possible path to advancing the state of art in the organizational discourse. 
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