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Introduction 

International relationships, often structured as projects, are a rapidly increasing 

phenomenon in contemporary society. Project groups, operating in international 

environments can be found within various contexts; in and between private and public 

organisations and institutions such as schools, companies, and universities. The 

European Union (EU) is one of the contributors to this development through its 

support of international research and development projects. 

 

This paper explores, within the project management literature, conceptualisations used 

to comprehend project practice, which comprise cross-cultural and distributed work. 

Moreover it is suggested that a different theoretical departure – activity theory – could 

be a helpful tool to contribute to the understanding of complexity in such activities, 

especially when it comes to the necessity to grasp both material and immaterial 

aspects. Activity theory, as a framework for understanding project practice, is 

proposed as a contributor to the development of organization theory generally, and 

institutional theory specifically. 

 

This paper is particularly built on I) a review of articles and texts published on project 

management and intercultural relationships, II) empirical material collected from an 

EU-project. The material consists of E-mail correspondence, written reports, field notes 

when participating during formal and informal meetings, and several interviews with 

project participants. The empirical work was done for my PhD thesis and was collected 

during five months, spring 2004. Although the work of analysis is in an early phase, I 

will comment briefly on some possible results at the end of this paper. The EU-project 

studied will also be presented more detailed further on. 
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Globalisation – a challenge for project management ideas? 

Project groups, operating on a global arena, imply encounters between people from 

different fields of knowledge and different organisational and cultural backgrounds. 

Contemporary studies show that globalisation challenges some of the traditional ideas 

of organising and leading work (e.g. Kayworth/Leidner 2000, Barinaga 2002). 

Kayworth and Leidner suggest that the challenges comprise at least four major areas: 

cul ture ,  pro jec t  management ,  communicat ion and t echnology .  This being so, a 

closer look into the ideas of project management is justified. 

 

From a modernistic point of view, project is regarded as a… 

“[…] universal phenomenon, independent of technology and environ-

mental contingencies” (Engwall, et al 2003:114). 

Engwall et al also states that a common point of departure when discussing project in 

management literature is the… 

“[...] conception of the project as a time-limited, unique assignment 

with a project manager in charge of its execution. The underlying 

message is that success or failure primarily depends on the skills of the 

project manager in systematic planning, appropriate selection of team 

members, and application of project management techniques and 

procedures” (2003:113). 

What kinds of challenges are brought up by projects operating on a global arena? What 

do encounters between people from different fields of knowledge and different 

organisational and cultural background mean for project management ideas? 

 

These are questions particularly interesting to consider in the study of an EU-project 

since it lives under certain conditions regarding, for instance, control and coordination. 

The standpoint of project as a universal phenomenon is also interesting since EU-

projects could be regarded as having an underlying mission; to strength the 

connections between the countries within Europe. (c.f. X) But does the EU-context 

really challenge the way of looking at projects as a universal phenomenon? Yes, that is 

my assumption since the arena where the projects operate, is very complex. The arena 

(or environment) includes multiple missions (one could for example mention outcome 

of learning/research, the project of reconciling cultural diversity or the “peace project”). 

Moreover, the funding from EU leads inevitable to different kinds of power relations, 

and a practice of certain steering/control mechanisms, sometimes facilitating, 

sometimes aggravating the project leader’s and the team members’ work. This will be 

discussed further on. 

 

In management literature the phenomenon of cross-cultural projects is discussed to a 

great extent. Concepts as multi-cultural virtual teams (Yoong 2001), virtual communities-in 

practice (Bourhis et al 2005), or international project groups (Barinaga 2002, Söderlund 

2000) are used. Collaboration in such project groups is often described in positive 

terms, for instance with words as “enriching” and “interesting”, but experiences 
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concerning complexity, frustration and difficulties in understanding each other are also 

common (c.f. Barinaga 2002, Jansson 2005). The four dimensions pointed out by 

Kayworth and Leidner (2000), i.e. culture, communication, technology and project 

management, are apparent in the mentioned studies, though in very different ways 

and with different emphasise. There are also similarities between the studies regarding 

their starting point (or even reasons for entering the research arena), i.e. the complexity 

and abundance in the collaboration situation. Barinaga (2002) states that: 

“Abundance characterises human collaboration in general and 

international projects in particular; abundance meant as the immense 

variety of practices, behaviours and incidents that inundate life and 

are difficult to foresee when defining a goal, designing a plan or 

organising a cooperation.” 

When adapting this view, i.e. human collaboration in international projects as 

something complex and problematic, it leads to questions concerning what the 

immense of variety of practices, behaviours and incidents mean in more specific terms, 

and also how this abundance can be handled (even if not foreseen). Those are issues in 

line with my research project. In the next section though, I discuss, in a more detailed 

way, how the field of Business Administration conceptualise the phenomenon of 

“cross-cultural context”. 

 

Understanding Distributed and Cross Cultural Project Practice - the 

Polarization Phenomenon within Business Administration 

Kayworth and Leidner (2000) points out the dimensions of communication and 

technology as crucial aspects in time of globalisation. Both dimensions are in focus in 

recently published research within an organisation theory/organizational behaviour 

context. Jansson (2005) for instance, argues that more focus on Information and 

Communication technology is desirable and needed when interpreting distributed 

collaborative work. The communication issue is also raised in academic work when 

language is in focus (e.g. Barinaga 2002). 

 

Not only research texts but also research conferences give a rather good picture of how 

collaboration in a globalised world is understood and managed. Except the four 

dimensions suggested by Kayworth and Leidner, other dimensions are put in focus, 

such as practice and identity. At NFFs’ (i.e. Scandinavian Academy of Management) 

conference on Iceland 2003, one of the tracks (covering boundary crossing and 

temporary work assignments) formulates its focus like this: 

“Nowadays boundary-crossing, temporary assignments and highly 

complex work environments need to be conceptualised with a 

dynamic and reflexive attitude towards organizing [---] With this 

move from a focus on stable constructs to a focus on organizing as an 

ongoing set of activities we need to return to fundamental aspects of 

organizing. We encourage contributions that, in the spirit of Karl 
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Weick and others, call for an active way of understanding organizing. 

Instead of dwelling on the best organization form, we call for attention 

on the basics of organizing:  

-What are we doing (activities)? 

- How do we define what we are doing (rhetoric)?  

- Who are we that do it (identity)?  

Concepts such as activities, rhetoric, and identities are thereby far 

more important than organizational structure, formal goals, and 

assigned roles in order to understand organizing.” 

To me the text represents an adequate understanding of where the contemporary 

organising ideas are heading within the organization theory field in Scandinavia. 

Accordingly, structure, formal goals and assigned roles seem to play a subordinated 

role in contemporary research. My interpretation of this development is that it is in line 

with the influential ideas of social constructionism and social constructivism, where 

concepts like identity and rhetoric have an important place. 

 

These reshaping of ideas, from focusing on structure to focusing on activity (to put it 

simple) makes me believe that we are missing something important. Using concepts 

that polarize (for instance structure and activity) neglect the possibility to grasp the 

dimension of “both-and” (Fang 2002). Therefore, Fang uses “integrative dimensions 

instead of polarized dimensions to study culture”. On an epistemological level the 

western roots of thought could be traced back to Aristotle; 

“The pervading paradigm in the current cross-cultural research is 

characterized by an “either-or” logic which emphasizes simplifying, 

categorizing, polarizing, atomizing, and analyzing. This logic is 

grounded in the western thought dating back to the philosophy of 

Aristotle. The thrust of the western thought is to analyze and search 

for the absolute Truth. The Greek roots of the word “analysis” denote 

“loosening” or “breaking apart” (Chen, 2001, 2002). Simplifying, 

categorizing, polarizing, atomizing are needed to undertake the 

analyzing missions. In this paradigm, the whole unity is broken down 

into parts and pieces which in turn are isolated into opposites to 

analyze how they actually work to further analyze how the wholeness 

functions. Opposites are seen as independent of and opposing with 

one another. Research questions tend to be positivist, analytical, 

rationalistic, functionalist or “either-or” in nature: yes or no? true or 

false? individualistic or collectivistic? long-term oriented or short-term 

oriented? feminine or masculine? black or white?” (Fang, 2002, 

webpage). 

This either-or syndrome could also be traced back to the Cartesian world-view where 

dualistic concepts such as individual mind versus culture/society, materialistic artefacts 

versus symbolic artefacts or individual action versus collective activity (c.f. 

Engeström/Miettinen 1999). 
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Another example of this “polarization phenomenon”, as I choose to call it, is the name 

of the conference: “2005 European International Business Academy Annual 

Conference – Landscapes and Mindscapes in a Globalizing World”. The introduction 

text describes  the conference as an… 

“[…] acknowledgement of the multifaceted attributes of today’s 

international business. Landscapes evoke the structural and fairly 

objective aspects of international business, for instance the economic, 

geographical and spatial dimensions of cross-border activities. In 

contrast, mindscapes conjure imagery of the perceptual, and hence 

fundamentally subjective, aspects of such activities. Few international 

business scholars would deny that both aspects are important and that 

our field must necessarily encompass both, but because our 

scholarship seldom treats them in tandem we are left with partial and 

isolated insights. To understand an increasingly globalized world of 

business we need not only to comprehend its landscapes and its 

mindscapes, but also how they shape each other and together evolve 

into ever more complex patterns of reality.” 1 

 As showed in the examples above, the field of management tries to deal with 

structural issues on one hand and mindscapes (i.e. perceptual) on the other, but seem 

to lack a relevant tool to grasp the dialectical relationship between the landscape and 

the mindscape dimensions. I agree with the analysis that we need to put more efforts 

into grasping the reciprocity of landscape and mindscape issues. In the same time I 

think it’s a mistake to use concepts like landscape/mindscape. Can landscape really be 

separated from mindscape and vice versa? As Fang (2002) pointed out, that type of 

dichotomies lead to obstacles reaching the “both-and-paradigm”, it only makes us 

think in an “either-or” logic. 

 

Fang’s account for the pervading paradigm has an important message; concepts used 

within the Business Administration field, seem to lead to rigidity in both research 

questions and results. The complex patterns of reality go, so to speak, beyond the terms 

used. In my search for theoretical frameworks grasping human, structural and 

processual dimensions I approached activity theory, which looks like a promising 

framework for getting away from the polarization phenomenon. Before I discuss 

activity theory as a potential tool for enriching and expanding the understanding of 

distributed project practice, I want to develop my examples how project work 

specifically are conceptualised within the BA-field a bit further. 

 

Denominations for Collaborative Work within the Management field 

Even if several studies could be said to have a common starting point, as mentioned 

above, it seems to be more problematic to identify similarities in the findings how to 

cope with these variety of practices, behaviours etc. in cross cultural project groups. There 

are several reasons to this of course, for example different epistemological assumptions 

                                                           
1http://frontpage.cbs.dk/nff/konferencer/EIBA%202005%20conference%20announcement_NFF.doc 
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or different theoretical perspectives. Nevertheless it’s interesting to realize that most of 

the studies have their biases in what is “The-Key-Issue”. When looking at cross-

cultural activities, there are an amount of different dimensions to focus. Yet, a lot of 

them are reduced - complexity turns to simplicity; it’s paradoxical. 

 

It is well-known that it’s important how we designate something since this not only 

indicates how we choose to grasp a phenomenon, but also tell us something about our 

epistemological basic assumptions (cf. ??). Let me give some examples. If the concept 

“project” is used, the study’s focus often is related to an assumption of project as a 

“management thing” (Söderlund 2000, referring to Lundin 1995). Rules, structures, 

goals and leadership are often illuminated aspects in this literature (e.g. Bourhis et al, 

2005). If the concept Virtual Communities-of-Practice is used, the participants and 

working progress/process are in focus and/or not very seldom the IT and 

communication abilities. Another common interest when using this conceptualisation 

is learning issues.  

 

Other authors/researchers have chosen to use the term Multi-cultural team. These 

studies often put focus on cultural diversity on an individual level, i.e. between the 

members of the team. Hofstede is a common reference and it is often claimed that 

differences in cultural background plays an important role for the experiences of 

complexity. The risk with such approach though, is that it tends to create “Cultural 

Stereotypes” (the term is borrowed from Lillhannus 2002). 

 

Social networks is another concept used in research analysing international 

relationships. A common theoretical starting point here is the social network theories 

(e.g. Scott 1991). The focal point is often the network-building process or organising 

processes. Co-operation is here understood as a building activity, i.e. the architecture of  

networks must be designed, built up and maintained. Moreover, the studies using the 

social network concept very seldom take an individual perspective but put effort to 

analyse on an organisational level. 
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The terms used to capture project practice within the management field, often seems to 

exclude aspects of the activities. The table summarises the discussion: 

  
 

Project practice 
in international 
environments - 

 
CONCEPTS 

USED 

Examples of 
contributors 

Primary focus 
of analysis/ 
Examples of 
theoretical 

roots 

Issues 
investigated 

Focus suggested 

Virtual team  

ICT 

Communication 

theory 

The distance 

problem 

”How physical gaps can 

be reconciled” 

Multi-cultural 

team/ 

Cross cultural 

team 

 

The 

characteristics of 

cultures 

Hofstede 

Cultural diversity 

and how it affects 

project work 

“Differences in cultures 

are crucial for the co-

operation and must be 

dealt with” 

Project “as a 

carrier of different 

languages”  

Barinaga 

2002 

Individual or 

interorganisa-

tional 

 

Wittgenstein 

How individuals 

communicate in an 

international 

project group 

“Co-operation is built 

on the capabilities to 

understand each-other 

and therefore the 

communication aspects 

must be understood” 

Project ”as a way 

of structure and 

organise 

complexity”  

  

US-textbooks in 

Project 

Management 

 

Normative 

studies 

Roles, goals, 

leadership,  

structures and 

rules 

“Project must be well 

organised  and well 

lead in order to 

succeed” 

Global networks 

Makilouko  

Bieman, 1996 

 

Organisational 

level or business 

sector 

 

Network theory 

 

Interorganisational 

connections and 

societal movements 

“How can relations be 

established and 

maintained in order to 

be successful” 

Virtual 

Communities of 

Practice 

Bourhis et al 

2005 

Negotiation and 
meaning built up 
through and 
between 
participants 
 
Sociology 

Wenger/Lave 

Collaboration in 

order to provide 

and sustain 

communities-of- 

practice 

“Human collaboration 

is difficult to organise 

formally – it must be 

built up by interest and 

involvement” 

Project ”as 

interaction and 

relations”  

 

Human Relations 

 

Organisation 

Psychology 

Establishment and 

maintenance of 

relations between 

individuals and 

groups 

“Relations are the 

fabrics which keeps 

social units together” 

Temporary 

organization 
  

Time-limited 

structures, unstable 

and changing 

environments, 

temporal 

uncertainty 

“Non-fixed structure as 

a way of reaching 

flexibility” 

 

http://elin.lub.lu.se.miman.bib.bth.se/elin?func=basicSearch&lang=se&query=au:%22Makilouko,%20M.%22&start=0
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Figure 1: Concepts used when discussing phenomenon of global projects. ( under development) 

 

The table gives a rather scattered picture of established ideas of project work on a 

global arena. I suggest, on the right-hand column, different key focus to illustrate 

diversities between researchers investigating project work. 

 

In summary; I have shown that project as concept could refer to different aspects of 

human collaborative work. The term can refer to a structural dimension of work, to a 

way of organizing work processes, to a matter of steering/control, to diversity, virtual 

relationships etc. I have also shown that other concepts than project is used to grasp 

varying dimensions. For example, virtual teams, global networks or communities of 

practice are frequently used concepts for coping cross-cultural activities. 

 

As shown in figure 1, the conceptualisations seem to close the abilities to grasp both 

cultural diversity, structural issues and aspects of distance as something that have 

mutual influence on the work situation. Could this be handled by a change of 

discourse? 

  

Management and Project Research – a quest for a Scandinavian line 

of thought 

The discipline of Business Administration/Management2 could be characterised as 

scattered, especially concerning research interests and methodological issues. Within 

the field of Organisation theory a so-called Scandinavian line could be identified 

(Czarniawska/Sevón, 2003). The Scandinavian tradition is not characterised easily but 

Czarniawska/Sevón argues that there are some distinctions in The Scandinavian 

organisation research (2003:13),“[---] Nordic organization theory is deeply interested in 

the practice of organizing.” Moreover they argue that this interest naturally leads to a 

great number of field studies and that ”the approach taken is strongly process-

oriented”. Another focus within the Nordic tradition is the embeddedness of the 

practises (in opposition to the universalising tendencies), according to 

Czarniawska/Sevón. 

 

To put focus on project research particularly, you could say that within the 

Scandinavian tradition there are multiple voices, arguing for project research taking a 

different epistemological position than mainstream project management research (e.g 

Blomberg 1998 & 2003, Engwall et al 2003, Packendorff 1995, Sahlin 1996). Engwall et al 

(2003:116) declare that:  

“During the last decade, however, an alternative discourse has grown 

strong among scholars interested in management and the organizing 

of projects. Whereas the mainstream project management researchers 

normally take normative concepts for granted, focusing on 

                                                           
2 There is an ongoing discussion whether management and BA means the same thing. Some would 

argue that there are no differences (cf Engwall, 1992). 
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quantitative studies of large populations in order to identify universal 

laws, the alternative discourse evolves to a large extent around 

qualitative empirical studies examining projects realities beyond the 

textbook concepts. Thus, this research is often rooted in an inductive 

approach to the phenomenon. Based on empirical observations from 

indepth and qualitative case studies, it tends to challenge the 

categories of the established project management paradigm.” 

I have argued that the conception of project is challenged when complexity is a fact; i.e. 

when the work is distributed, when funding/steering is supranational, when project 

members come from different institutions, professions and cultures etc. I perceive this 

challenge as a quest for the “alternative discourse”, using the word from Engwall et al. 

 

My research interest and work on collaboration in EU-projects could be categorised 

into that “alternative discourse”3. This paper is an attempt to discuss the purport of 

that alternative discourse emphasized by Engwall et al, and to suggest a theoretical 

framework to attain research in line with that Scandinavian discourse. 

  

In my search for theoretical tools to handle different dimensions/aspects of project 

practice, I approached activity theory s mentioned. The following section discusses 

possibilities to bring different conceptualisations together; not to exclude but include 

the dimensions, in order to get a more rich or holistic picture of project practice on a 

global arena. The theoretical framework is particularly promising when it comes to 

comprehension of the polarization phenomenon derived from a dualistic world-view, 

and when different dimensions of human work should be treated in a dialectical way.. 

 

Activity Theory – a multi-dimensional and multi-disciplinary approach 

In the following text I will discuss activity theory as a complement to the existing 

theoretical frameworks within the discipline of business administration. The tradition 

of activity theory “is not widely known in organizational research [ …]” (Engeström, 

2005:159), but there is an increasing interest among scholars from the field of 

organization theory. This is obvious when looking at the growing number of 

researchers from the organisational field, participating in conferences with emphasis 

on socio-cultural theories and activity theory4. 

 

Broadly defined, activity theory can be understood as 

[...] a philosophical and cross-disciplinary framework for studying 

varying forms of human practices as development processes, with 

                                                           
3 There is much to say about the term “alternative discourse”, which Engwall et al also discuss as the 

“Viking approach”, appealing to the Scandinavian line of thought.  There is also much to say about the 

imprecise terms quantitative study or qualitative study. Whether a study is qualitative or quantitative 

is actually not an issue (only on the level of data collecting), but in this paper I will not comment on 

that any further. 

4 ISCAR and ISCRAT are two conferenses on that subject 
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Subject  

both individual and social levels interlinked at the same time” (Kuutti, 

1996) . 

This means that concepts as landscapes/mindscapes, individual/collective, in the 

context of activity theory, are regarded as interlinked and should therefore be treated 

in a dialectical way. 

 

Activity theory has its threefold historical roots in classical German philosophy (from 

Kant to Hegel), in the theoretical concepts of Marx and Engels, and in the Soviet-

Russian cultural-historical psychology of Vygotsky, Leont’ev and Luria (Engeström, 

2005). Engeström/Miettinen (1999) discusses at least two approaches rather close to the 

activity theory and in line within the contextual and culturally situated theories.  These  

are the sociocultural theory of mediated action (Wertsch, del Rio, & Alvarez) and the 

culturally theory of situated action (or legitimate peripheral participation) (Lave & 

Wenger). In management theory this latter line of thought is more recognized as the 

theory of Communities-of-Practice. 

 

The most central idea within activity theory is the concept of mediation, originated from 

the Russian psychologists Vygotsky (in the 1920s and early 1930s) and a bit later, 

Leont’ev's work (Engeström, 2005:60). According to Engeström (ibid) the limitation of 

the first generation of activity theory, represented by Vygotsky, was that the unit of 

analysis remained individually focused. This was overcome by the second generation, 

centered around Leont’ev’s work. However, Leont’ev “never graphically expanded 

Vygotsky’s original model into a model of a collective activity system” (Engeström, 

2005:60). Engeström (1987) developed the model, representing the third generation of 

activity theory, grasping both the individual and group actions embedded in a collective 

activity system (figure 3). As described, and shown in figure 3, activity theory directly 

opposes to the traditional dualistic framework, derived from the cartesian world-view, 

like that of individual mind versus culture/society, materialistic artifacts versus 

symbolic artifacts or individual action versus 

collective activity. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. A common reformulation of Vygotsky’s model of a mediated act (adapted from 

Engeström, 2005, p 60) 

Object  

Mediating artifacts 
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Figure 3. Engeström’s model – also the third generation activity theory. Individual and group 

actions embedded in a collective activity system. 

 

Nilsson (2003:62, referring to Vygotsky, 1978) states that; “Mediation implies that the 

relation between subject, in Engeström’s model an individual or group whose point of 

view is adopted in the analysis, and environment (object) are linked through some kind 

of instrument which in turn creates higher mental functioning”. Moreover, “artifacts 

are simultaneously material and ideal” and “an artifact becomes a tool when used in an 

activity for a purpose”. (Nilsson, ibid) 

 

As pointed out earlier, Engeström (1987) rebuilt the work of Vygotsky and graphically 

illustrated also the collective dimension of human activity. This was done through the 

lower part of the expanded triangle. ”The community refers to those who share the 

same general object, defined as “raw material” or “problem area” which through tool-

mediated actions result in outcomes. Rules refer to explicit and implicit norms, 

conventions, and regulations that constrain actions within the activity system. The 

division of labor refers to the division of object-oriented actions: tasks, authority, 

hierarchies, and benefits among members of the community“ (Nilsson, 2003:63, italics 

in original). 

 

The importance of historicity in activity theory must also be mentioned here. Activity 

theory stipulates that any local activity resorts to some historically formed mediating 

artifacts – cultural resources that are common to the society at large. 

Engeström/Miettinen pinpoints that “networks between activity systems provide for 

movement of artifacts“ (1999:8). This phrase raises at least two interesting questions 

regarding cross-cultural collaboration in, for example, EU-projects; What role does 

“movement of artifacts” play in such relationships and how could the new activity 

system (i.e the EU-project) be understood in relation to the other activity systems 

around (team members workplace around Europe, EU-commission etc.) 

 

Rules Division of 

labour  Community 

Object Subject 

Mediating artifacts:  

tools 

Outcome 
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CENTRAL ACTIVITY 

 

 

Moreover, the unit of analysis in activity theory is the collective activity. Yet, the 

individual action could/should be of interest when analyzing, since individuals never 

take action without having a motive or goal for doing so. The outcome in the model 

represents the motive for the activity. The model can easily be used to translate 

complex practices (such as an EU-project) into apprehensible activity systems, grasping 

aspects of individuality, culture, context, material and immaterial artifacts and so on. 

 

Contradictions as a foundation for development 

Activity theory is based on the assumption that human work develops through 

tensions/contradictions within the activity systems. The contradictions are often 

marked with an arrow in the specific activity system (see figure 3). It’s important to 

notice that contradictions as sources of change and development not should be 

understood as synonymous with problems or conflicts. Engeström (2005:64) explains: 

“Contradictions are historically accumulating structural tensions 

within and between activity system […]. Activities are open 

systems. When an activity system adopts a new element from the 

outside (for example, a new technology or a new object), it often 

leads to an aggravated secondary contradiction where some old 

element (for example, the rules or the division of labor) collides 

with the new one. Such contradictions generate disturbances and 

conflicts, but also innovative attempts to change the activity.” 

Contradictions could be identified on four levels; 1) within each constituent 

component of the central activity 2) between the constituents of the central 

activity 3) between the object/motive of the dominant form of the central activity 

and the object/motive of a culturally more advanced form of the central activity 

4) between the central activity and its neighbour activities (Engeström, 1987): 

 

  

Figure 4. A model of four levels of contradictions (Engeström, 1987) 

Culturally more 

advanced central 

activity 

Instrument- 

producing 

activity 

Subject- 

producing 

activity 

Rules- 

producing 

activity 

4 

4 

4 

4 1 

1 

1 

1 1 

  1 

3 

2 

 1 

2 

2 
2 

2 

2 

2 2 

2 

Object activity 

 1 

2 
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In my research project, the EU coordination principles could be regarded both as an 

instrument-producing activity, as well as a rules-producing activity. For instance 

concepts (and the meaning of concepts) as ”workpackages”, “deliverables”,  “progress 

report”, “final report”, etc could be regarded as artifacts or boundary objects during 

the collaboration (i.e. conceptual tools or something that the members can relate and 

connect to). On the other hand it is a not a matter of course that these artifacts support 

the collaboration within the project. (Though, this issue will not be discussed further 

here.) 

 

To sum up; activity theory seem to offer a broad framework for taking various 

perspectives on cross-cultural collaboration in account; including culture, structure, 

communication and technology dimensions. It is also important to point out that the 

idea of mediation and activities as historical and socio-cultural, has its fundament in 

psychology and theories of human actions that directly oppose to, for example, 

determinism, rationalism or behaviorism. 

 

I will now go on and discuss my empirical case, i.e. the EU-project, a bit more detailed. 

 

The case-study – an EU-funded pedagogical developmental project  

My empirical study of an EU financed research and developmental project was 

conducted during spring 2004. The project was finished summer 2004 and had a 

duration of three years. I followed the work with a qualitative approach, during five 

months; I participated in formal and informal project meetings and meetings with the 

EU project officer. Furthermore I collected internal reports, official reports, mail 

conversations, chat conversations etc covering the whole project time. I have also made 

individual interviews with the key persons involved in the work (approx. 15 

interviews). 

 

The EU project’s main focus was to develop tools (both technical and pedagogical) for 

educational use, specifically for public schools. The project involved different 

nationalities (i.e. Danish, Spanish, and Swedish participants), different educational 

institutions (universities, high schools, elementary schools) as well as small IT 

companies. The project group, searching for an EU grant, could be illustrated like this. 
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Application 
approved Project idea 

 

 

EU-commission Project funded under 5th Framework Programme; 

Action Line “School of tomorrow” 

 

Universities/University College (researchers/teachers/project leader from Sweden) 

 Barcelona, Spain 

Ronneby, Sweden 

Copenhagen, Denmark 

 

IT-companies 

 Company I, Sweden 

 Company II, Sweden 

 

Project Practice and Cross Cultural Collaboration– activity theory as  

Cross-cultural collaboration could, as discussed, be described in multiple ways  

In this section I present three short empirical glimpses/situations, taken from my 

fieldnotes/interviews. The specific situations have, in one or way or another, been 

crucial for the project activity. I discuss them in relation to some concepts derived from 

the management field but also from an activity theoretical point of view. 

 

 
 

Situation number one concerns one of the project group’s first physical meetings, held 

in Barcelona. The application is approved from EU-commission, but there have been 

some changes regarding the participating companies: 

Due to the changes of participants, the budget approved by EU 

needs to be overhauled. The emotional atmosphere is upset when 

discussing how to allocate the resources. There are different 

understandings of what the resources are aimed at, should it be a 

focus on technical artefacts (programming etc) or a focus on the 

researchers work? The meeting comes to a point where a time-out 

is needed. The Danish and the Swedish team-members leave the 

room. After a while the situation is a bit calmer, the team-members 

from Sweden and Denmark enter the room again, and the meeting 

continues. 

This situation could be an example of how institutional affiliation (i.e. the contraction 

between a technical view and a researcher’s view) could be an obstacle to a common 

understanding of the project. There is a conflict derived from different views on what 

the project is about. Among the group members there are different interests and thus 

different interpretations of what the money is meant for. Even if the application is 

approved and the project is well described in the application sent to EU, different 
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views of the project are conceptualised and held as a ”truth”.  Contemporary research 

indicates that collaboration between different companies, universities, or country 

cultures, on top of the geographical distance, increases the risk of conflicts (Jansson 

2005, Armstrong and Cole 1995 in Jansson 2005).  Words and gestures are interpreted 

in different ways depending on the cultural background and the specific contexts in 

which practices take place (Schirato & Yell 1997 in Jansson 2005). If this is the case – 

could activity theory help us to catch sight on something, easily overseen with other 

theoretical frameworks? 

A common starting point in project management literature is the importance of 

“defining the project” (e.g. Lööw, 2003 Svensson/von Otter, 2001. With the framework 

of activity theory we can question the importance of that point of departure. The EU-

project could be regarded as a well-defined project since the European Commission 

approved a rather detailed application. That means, the text in the application for 

instance, manifests ideas, standpoints and expected results in the project. The meaning, 

however, must be negotiated within the context of a particular activity or a particular 

situation.  The situation illustrated above is jus one of many in my material collected, 

where the members of the projects have very different understandings of “what it is all 

about”. Moreover, the Spanish project members, in this early phase of the project, had 

limited knowledge of the English language. With the use of concepts derived from 

activity theory it could be argued that in this particular situation the member has a joint 

project (ie. the approved EU-project), but they have not a shared object, and therefore the 

expected outcome is diffuse. Is it possible that the lack of a shared object was a greater 

obstacle to collaboration, rather than differences in cultural background? 

Moreover, often cross-cultural relationships are described as a “global phenomenon”, 

as discussed. Since activity theory takes its starting point in an activity (such as a 

writing process elaborated between researchers, or a system development between 

researchers and IT-business people) the aspects of global and local becomes very 

interesting. From a modernistic point of view the vocabulary local and global is used to 

indicate something’s happening “out there” (global) or “in here” (local). The same 

situation appears if we take the concepts of micro and macro level. Again it is a 

polarization phenomenon. But -  as Wenger puts it (1998, p 234) - 

 “[…] owing the inherently limited scope of our engagement, no 

practice is itself global. Even when it deals directly with global issues 

[---] a practice remains local in terms of engagement. From this 

standpoint design will create relations, not between the global and the 

local, but among localities in their constitution of the global.” 

This implies that every person involved in a collaborative work process, acts within 

one (or several) activity system; i.e. they act within a particular, local environment. 

Even if we work on a distance, we produce, engage and are committed to that 

particular central (or local) activity system. This notion might lead to a need for 

problemazing what, for instance, the terms “virtual project groups” or “global teams” 

actually refers to… 
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Also related to this discussion are the notion of “presence” and “distance”.  To be a 

present, contributing member seems, in my empirical material, to be an important 

issue for the quality of collaboration and the outcomes. To be present is not a matter of 

a geographical dimension, but more a matter of visibility in communication, 

“production”, etc. This means that an individual can be “distant though physically 

presence” while another can “be present but geographically distant””. 

 

 

Project participants from Denmark, Spain and Sweden meet to 

discuss the continuing work in the EU-project, which is comprised of 

representatives from Universities (researchers, project leader and 

administrative functions) and from two different Swedish 

IT/software companies. The two present companies discuss whether 

there are financial supports to a benchmarking activity.  

The person representing one of the IT-companies says to the other 

company’s representative: “We should do a marketing analysis – do 

you have time left for that in the budget?” The answer is negative. 

During the conversation the researchers look at each other and ask, 

by whispering, if there is “any time left for working in this project”. 

They meet in a smile and the meeting goes on… 

This excerpt from my fieldnotes shows how institutional affiliation shapes the 

member’s relation to time. Researchers often work with a long term based (sometimes 

lifelong) interest in certain issues, developing their ideas, while the for-profit run 

businesses act according to common business rules; somebody have to pay the hours 

spent on an activity. With the framework of activity theory, contradictions regarding 

the rules dimension could be identified; the context of business rules vs. the context of 

knowledge creation rules; rules that appear as norms, values and “taken-for-granted” 

behaviour. Similar findings are described in Stål och Svedberg (in Meeuwisse 1996), 

where practitioners often are forced to work in a short perspective while the 

researchers give priority to long term based knowledge. 

Other contradictions that could be traced to institutional affiliation are culture, identity 

and belonging, shaped by history and culture. With identity as “researcher” vs. 

“businessmen” a toolkit of concepts follows (mental, oral, or in other ways expressed). 

For instance, the benchmarking term was probably not available for everyone round 

the table, due to institutional belonging or language problem. Another example is the 

lack of tools among members for handling different attitudes to time, for instance in 

relation to budget or in relation to the concept “being on time”. The latter example was, 

during several activities in the project, a problematic issue. The socio-cultural patterns 

regarding time and planning, are here described from a Spanish point of view;  

The dialogue proceeds to focus the planning process of the physical 

project meetings. One Spanish project member reflects over the 

Scandinavians. 
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He could not at all understand the Scandinavians relation to time and 

their attempts to scheduling meetings. He found it awfully strange 

that in the middle of an important discussion somebody says; “it’s 

time for coffee…” or “it’s time for lunch”. He’s reflection was: “No 

matter where we are in the discussions or how interesting the 

discussions are, they keep breaking the meetings.” 

While the Danish and Swedish members often were very frustrated when the Spanish 

team never attended the meetings on time, the member from Spain thought of the 

Scandinavians as slaves to the clock. 

 

With this notion though, you could imagine ideas, patterns, etc, as fixed. This is a 

problematic assumption; the activities during the project was like waves on a sea; 

sometimes irregular and high, sometimes as a ripple. The willingness of exchange tools 

(conceptual, mental etc) where obviously there, at least between certain members and 

in certain moments/situations. As Engeström/Miettinen (1999) points out; "networks 

between activity systems provide for movement of artifacts“. One Spanish member 

said “I want to come to the meetings right on time, since I know it’s important to the 

Swedes and the Danes, but it is sort of impossible”. There were some voices raised, that 

new behaviours or concepts (derived from cross-cultural project group for instance), 

also made them reflective upon the day-to-day activities.  The collaboration in the EU-

project was used to mirroring the daily activities. This phenomenon has been observed 

for instance by Wåhlin (1999, s 121); “You need to travel to other places in order to 

better understand yourself and who you are”.  

 

In contrast to these movements and ”waves”, mentioned above, I also want to focus the 

activity systems earlier mentioned as Instrument producing activity and Rules 

producing activity. If we consider EU commission as a rules producing activity system it 

can be argued that especially the formal rules, such as demand for steering, deadlines, 

mid-evaluation, deadlines, cost control etc. seem to play an important role to the 

project activity. In certain periods during the project such rules could be regarded as an 

obstacle for work activity; in other phases of the project the rules have played a role as 

a driving force to the members of the project. Yet, contradictions between different 

activity systems could be identified; EU, with a steering model built up on a linear 

principle, based on project management ideas, and a project activity that could be 

metaphorically characterised by waves. Accordingly – how could other principles of 

steering and control be used and what would that mean to the activities in the project? 

Though I’m in an early phase of my analysis work, it’s now doubt about the 

importance of raising this question. 

 

The use of activity theory as a framework, also makes us realising that the ongoing 

international EU-project is one activity among others in an individual’s life. On several 

occasions my empirical data shows that several activity systems compete for a person’s 

time. In the management project literature, the “Project” is in focus and no other 

related activities are discussed. For the researchers, businessmen, teachers in my study, 

the “everyday” activity-systems made the persons distant in relation to the project 
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group. The surrounding students, teaching, selling or other day-to-day activities 

constitute other activity systems, competing with the ‘Project’. The members are 

involved in different surrounding activity systems, which mean that the “here-and-

now” competes with “there-and-then”. This notion is also a challenge for the 

alternative discourse. 

 

Activity theory as a contributor to Scandinavian Organization 

theory? 

This paper suggests activity theory as a suitable approach when analyzing 

collaborative work in complex environments. In this final section I want to discuss the 

theoretical framework in relation to the development of a Scandinavian development 

of organization theory. I choose particularly to discuss institutional theory, which I 

interpret as a growing line of thought within the management field in the Scandinavian 

tradition. 

 

There are significant similarities between specifically the new institutionalism and 

activity theory. One line of institutional thinking comes from scientific fields as 

macrosociology, social history, and cultural studies, in which behaviorism never took 

hold (DiMaggio/Powell 1991). These basic assumptions could be regarded as common 

with the standpoint of activity theory. DiMaggio/Powell (ibid:3)  state that: 

“New insights from anthropology, history, and continental social 

theory challenge deterministic varieties of both functionalism and 

individualism, shedding light on how meaning is socially constructed 

and how symbolic action transforms notions of agency. This line of 

thinking suggests that individual preferences and such basic 

categories of thought as the self, social action, the state, and citizenship 

are shaped by institutional forces.”  

Moreover, they (1991:8) argue that: 

“the new institutionalism […] comprises a rejection of rational-actor 

models, an interest in institutions as independent variables, a turn 

toward cognitive and cultural explanations, and an interest in 

properties of supraindividual units of analysis that cannot be reduced 

to aggregations or direct consequences of individuals’ attributes or 

motives.”  

These statements could be compared to the notion of the historicity and socio-cultural 

dimensions in activity theory, where rules, tools (conceptual and material) play an 

important role for the understanding of an activity. Furthermore the model of the 

activity system, i.e. the triangle, easily can capture important dimensions focused in 

new institutionalism - for example give attention to myths and symbols or looking at 

the formal structure as thickly institutionalized (the latter example though, is maybe in 

some cases controversial when it comes to temporary project structures). The 

importance of a historical dimension pointed out by activity theory could also be found 
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within the institutionalism, especially the old one, discussing values and norms and 

their origin. Furthermore activities are understood in a setting/in a context and rules 

are understood as “regulators” for the activities. 

 

However, as I understand institutionalism, individual actions vs. collective activity are 

not treated in a dialectical way. On the contrary, the idea of mediation are apparent, 

but institutionalism seem to focus on the mind/the cognitive elements – not the 

material. The idea of “structured cognition” means that “interaction of culture and 

organization is mediated by socially constructed mind, that is, by patterns of 

perception and evaluation” (Selznick 1996:274) In activity theory mentally/cognitive 

schemes are in focus but also mediation through physical artifacts such as IT-systems 

or work descriptions are of equal importance.  

 

Another similarity between institutionalism and activity theory concerns the 

understanding of the concept organization, i.e. the organisation as “a coalition, 

governed by multiple rationalities and negotiated authority” rather “than as a unified 

system of coordination” (Selznick 1996:275). This notion is specifically interest with the 

steering principles of EU-projects in mind. But, the notion also raises questions 

regarding complex environments, such as projects operating on a global arena. In a 

project, where different institutions, cultures and professions meet – where to look for 

the “institution”? Here the concept of power could be useful. Power is a neglected term 

within the tradition of activity theory, but break ground within the new 

institutionalism. In my future work I will give this observation a further thought. 

  

New-Institutionalism has often been criticized regarding insufficient explanations of 

change (eg. Hira and Hira 2000). Hira and Hira (2000:280) states that: 

 We are inevitably led to call for an entirely new model of human 

behaviour that incorporates, but goes beyond, the new 

institutionalism. Future models should explicitly define and delineate 

the true ultimate sources of institutional change, namely changes in 

culture, ideas, and social practice, and then we can turn to how they 

relate to the institutional and preference changes that result from 

them. 

Regardless what one think of the quotation from Hira and Hira, one could think of 

activity theory and contradictions as a root for change, as a possible model to open the 

discussions between scholars from activity theory and new institutional theory. I also 

interpret DiMaggio/Powell open to such a proposal when saying…  

[…] the goal must be a sounder multidimensional theory, rather than a 

one-sidedly cognitive one (1991:27) 
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Closing comment 

In this paper I have discussed the possibilities of using activity theory as a framework 

for understanding cross-cultural project work on a global arena. The framework seems 

to offer a broad and holistic view on collaboration in complex environments such as 

EU-projects, which might lead to an enriched and expanded Scandinavian line of 

thought within the organisation theory field. Specifically is this reasoning related to the 

fact that activity theory offers a framework for understanding individual acts in 

relation to a historical, socio-cultural context. Activity theory also allows us to analyze 

the dualistic relationship between the material and immaterial dimensions of artifacts 

used. Furthermore, the framework takes a clear position in what it means to be human 

and, from that starting point, offers a conceptual tool for understanding development 

and transformation within an organisation.  

 

Engeström/Miettinen admits that activity theory is challenged by concepts as 

translation and boundary objects. They states (1999, p 7); 

 “It is no longer sufficient to focus on a singular, relatively isolated 

activity systems. Activity theory needs to develop tools for analysing 

and transforming networks of culturally heterogeneous activities 

through dialogue and debate.” 

The quotation legitimates the development of this paper and hopefully encourages 

others to follow. 
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