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FOREWORD In the development of activity theory, the publications of Yrjö Engeström and his colleagues, starting with early works on learning theory, signify the beginning of a new phase in which activity theory steps out of its mainly academic discourse and becomes an interdisciplinary approach increasingly engaged in the resolution of practical societal problems. This is happening internationally, in Europe, Latin America, North America, Japan, and elsewhere. Engeström and his colleagues made an essential contribution to this with the creative development of a methodology which they – unlike the psychologically oriented classics of the theory, Vygotsky, Leont’ev, Luria – founded on an understanding of activity as collective activity. They constructed and developed further the methodology by using it in and confronting it with empirical studies. In 1994 Engeström founded the Center for Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research in Helsinki, which he leads together with Reijo Miettinen and Jaakko Virkkunen. In the Center, researchers work on the basis of activity theory and with the help of the methodology of developmental work research, in partnerships with large companies and public sector institutions (such as health care organizations, schools, and courts of law). This work has achieved a high reputation and impressive results in the resolution of conflicts in concrete activity domains. The Center produces continuously new creative findings which reach far beyond the particular application fields of the given projects. Because the publications of the researchers of the Center have so far been dispersed and often hard to obtain, we want to offer the interested readers the possibility to read the concrete research papers as a coherent collection, a companion volume to the one that contains Engeström’s own papers. This justifies the republication of some papers that have already appeared elsewhere. Naturally this means also some overlap, as each article has to explicate its theoretical and methodological frame of reference. We have at least tried to reduce the overlaps to a tolerable level, although it has
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not been possible to eliminate them completely. On the other hand, it is an advantage at least for a reader of individual articles that each contribution makes available some aspects of the theoretical context. Georg Rückriem



Joachim Lompscher



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



Georg Rückriem



BEING UTOPIAN AND PRACTICAL: DEVELOPMENTAL WORK RESEARCH AS METHODOLOGY AN INTRODUCTION The issues of relevance and practical impact of research on society have re-emerged in recent social science literature. Bent Flyvbjerg’s book Making Social Science Matter (2001) is a good example. Flyvbjerg proposes that social sciences redefine themselves as phronetic science. He summarizes the point of departure for phronetic research in the following four questions: 1. 2. 3. 4.



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



Flyvbjerg puts forward nine methodological guidelines for phronetic social science: focusing on values; placing power at the core of analysis; getting close to reality; emphasizing little things; looking at practice before discourse; studying cases and contexts; asking ‘how’ and doing narrative; joining agency and structure; and dialoguing with a polyphony of voices. Many of these guidelines are similar to those adhered to by researchers who apply cultural-historical activity theory in various fields of practice and within different academic disciplines. Their general thrust is close to the activitytheoretical idea of ‘utopian science’ (Luria, 1979) or ‘utopian methodology’ (Cole, 1996). But there are also important differences. Focusing on the differences makes it easier to identify what is unique and powerful in developmental work research as a methodology based on activity theory. The first question of Flyvbjerg’s phronetic social science is ‘Where are we going?’ It seems like a straightforward invitation to question the direction to which things are moving. In Flyvbjerg’s own example, he questioned the direction taken by a city planning project in Aalborg, Denmark
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– and found that a powerful private interest group, the Chamber of Industry and Commerce, was pushing the project to a direction which was at odds with the declared aims of the project itself. Such critical questioning of the current taken-for-granted rationality of the practice is a crucial first step in developmental work research, too. But this questioning does not often reveal such a clearcut ‘wrong direction’ as in Flyvbjerg’s case. Commonly the questioning reveals that there are multiple conflicting directions, much ambivalence or even a state of general uncertainty and confusion concerning the direction. When the answer to Flyvbjerg’s question is ‘We don’t really know’, another question is needed. In developmental work research, this crucial question is: ‘Where do we come from?’ In other words, the roots of confusion and uncertainty need to be discovered and traced stepby-step by means of historical analysis. Flyvbjerg’s second question is ‘Who gains, and who loses, by which mechanisms of power?’ This question, inspired by Foucault, aims at uncovering “the interplay between rationality and power in defining winners and losers” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 148). For the author, power is the lens through which the inner workings of social practices are illuminated and analyzed. Drawing on Foucault, Flyvbjerg emphasizes that power is productive. Developmental work researchers tend to look at the same phenomenon from the other end: productivity is power. In other words, the inner workings of social practices are made visible by focusing on the objects and instruments (tools and signs) of productive activities. For Foucault (1991), a key notion is governmentality. For developmental work research, a key notion is instrumentality. Thus, my alternative to Flyvbjerg’s second question would be: ‘What are the tools and signs available for different participants and how are they used to construct the object of the activity?’ Flyvbjerg’s third question is ‘Is this desirable?’. When there is ambivalence, conflict, uncertainty and confusion about the direction of development, the question about desirability is somewhat useless, or at least premature. In developmental work research, the crucial third question is instead: ‘What are the inner contradictions of our activity?’ This means that before debating the desirability of the direction of development, we try to identify the pressing systemic contradictions that need to be resolved for develop-
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ment to happen. Focusing on contradictions means that it is not anymore so easy to determine who is right and who is wrong. The fourth question of Flyvbjerg’s phronetic social science is ‘What should be done?’ Again, this seems straightforward: let us identify the actions needed to redirect the development. But there is a fine line between ‘should’ on the one hand and ‘can’ or ‘will’ on the other hand. Flyvbjerg suggests that researchers deliberately and actively feed the results of their research back into the political, administrative, and social processes they study, using “public dialogue, including communication via everyday media” (2001, 156). In the Aalborg city planning project, the author made seven specific recommendations for changing the process. This is the ‘should’ mode. In developmental work research, the question is ‘What can and will be done?’ It can only be answered by working with the practitioners to actually redesign the practice and by following up and interfering in the implementation of the redesigned model of activity. This includes Flyvbjerg’s insistence on dialogue as “the vehicle by means of which research can best hope to inform the democratic process” (2001, 159). But dialogue and informing are not enough for developmental work research. From the early experimental work of Vygotsky, Leont’ev and Luria, activity theory has been involved in the actual formation of new material patterns of life and practice. This is not a step of dissemination and dialogue after the research, it is at the very core of research itself. So the four initial questions of developmental work research might look like this: 1. 2. 3. 4.



Where do we come from? What are the tools and signs available for different participants and how are they used to construct the object of the activity? What are the inner contradictions of our activity? What can and will be done?



To answer these questions developmental work research employs a longitudinal framework. Essentially, researchers aim at generating, supporting, following and analyzing cycles of expansive learning in the activity systems they study. An ideal-typical image of an expansive cycle is presented in
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Figure 0.1. It includes seven key learning actions and the corresponding steps in the working out of the inner contradictions of the activity system. The criterion of expansion is that the process opens up qualitatively new possibilities and potentials for creating use values and thus also for developing the capabilities and agency of the practitioners and their clients (for further discussions of the methodological uses of the expansive cycle, see chapters 9, 13 and 14 of Engeström, 2005, the companion volume of this book). Flyvbjerg’s methodology contains the first three expansive actions of Figure 0.1 – questioning, analysis, and modeling (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 160161). It seems to consider the researcher’s job done after that. In developmental work research, the job is only half done after modeling a new solution.



Figure 0.1. The expansive learning cycle
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