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This paper uses CHAT to examine and explain the varying outcomes of organizational 

transformation in four research and technology organizations in four developing countries (Ghana, 

Botswana, Trinidad and South Africa). The purpose is to provide theoretical understanding on how 

systemic (trans)formations in the organizations’ activities influenced the level to which their desired 

needs are attained. The transformation process is underlined by the implementation of a best 

management practices model (Mengu and Grier, 1997). By implication, the organizations sought to 

use the model to replace their prevailed-object of activity (i.e., carrying out research under full 

government funding) with a new object of activity (i.e., to carry out commercial-oriented research 

activity under reduced government funding, but with the capability to self-generate income). After 

six years of organizational activity transformation in each of these organizations, their leaps towards 

the attainment of this new object measured differently and which phenomenon is studied. The 

organization in Ghana was able to self-generate only six percent out of an expected thirty percent. 

The organization in Trinidad was able to self-generate sixty percent out of an expected eighty 

percent. The organization in Botswana failed to self-generate any income. Only the organization in 

South Africa was able to self-generate income up to its seventy percent expectation. 

Data was collected from identifiable groups (agents) such as the management team and staff 

members by triggering the conflictual questioning of the existing standard practices in the 

organizations. In the study approach, a preliminary phenomenological insight into the nature of the 

discourse and problems as experienced by those involved in the activity was firstly gained 

(Engeström, 1987), before the activity system under investigation was delineated. This provided the 

space for grasping the need state and primary contradiction beneath the surface of the problems, 

doubts and uncertainties experienced among employees who are the participants of activities in the 

organizations. Comprehensive reading of the internal and public discussion concerning the activities 

in the organizations are undertaken through participant on-site observations and discussions 

(interviews) with employees involved in specific activities or having expertise about it, and the 

conduction of problem-identification workshop (Junk and Mullert, 1987; Sanda, 2006) 

Historic developments (Engeström, 2001) associated with the transformation that occurred in the 

organizational activity systems of the four organizations is analyzed. The result shows that the 
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dictating factor in the variable outcomes in the organizations’ transformation processes is the 

(in)ability to deal with the systemic interfaces in their organizational activity systems. The 

functionalities of these interfaces are found to influence the functionality of the organizational 

activity system and the corresponding output that emerges from it. Theoretical analysis (Engeström, 

1987) of the varied outcomes shows that the transformations in all the four organizations are 

underlined by the setting of similarly new objects of activities (i.e., income-generation). The 

theoretical expectation here is that such new object of activity will be divided by the distribution 

interface of the organizational activity system, after which it is to have been parceled out by the 

exchange interface in accordance with its collective needs (Engeström, 1987). This is based on the 

theoretical presumption that by parceling the object in accord with the organization’s collective 

needs, the consumption interface in its activity system will lead to the product (i.e. income-

generation) stepping outside this social movement so that it becomes a direct object and servant of 

individual needs within the organization (Engestrom, 1987). 

The outcome variability of the transformation processes of the four organizations is explained to 

imply that the unifying process that the interfaces of production, consumption and exchange are 

expected to create in the collective activity system of the organizations materialized for the 

organization in South Africa), but did not materialize for the organizations in Ghana, Botswana and 

Trinidad. Also, the production that emerges from the transformation processes is able to create the 

new object to meet the need of the organization in South Africa, but not for those in Ghana 

Botswana and Trinidad. Though an element of distribution is observed in the activity systems of the 

organizations in Ghana and Trinidad, its exchange did not materialize. For the case in Botswana, 

there are no distribution and exchange in its collective activity system. The exception here is the 

organization in South Africa in which there is a distribution of activities, and for which exchange 

also materialized. The analysis also shows that the consumption interface in the activity systems of 

the organizations in Ghana and Botswana is constrained. This is because the production factor could 

not become the direct object of individual needs in these organizations. With respect to the 

organizations in Trinidad, this consumption factor is evident, but it is slightly affected in a negative 

sense due to the inability of the production factor to totally become the direct object of individual 

staff needs in the organization. But for the organizations in South Africa, the consumption factor is 

evident. This is due to the ability of the production factor to step outside the social movement in the 

organization to become the direct object and servant of individual staff needs. 

From an organizational activity perspective (Max, 1973; Engeström, 1987), it is concluded that in 

the organizations’ transformation pursuit, the production factor of such process should have been 

seen by each organization as the consumption of their individual staff’s abilities and, also as the 
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means of production (organization in South Africa). Correspondingly, the organizations should have 

also seen the consumption factor as a production of their individual staff members and also a key 

factor for internalization to occur among the staff (organization in South Africa). Similarly, the 

organizations should have seen the distribution factor as not just a consequence of production 

(organizations in Ghana, Botswana and Trinidad), but also as its immanent prerequisite in the form 

of the distribution of the instrument of production as well as the distribution of members of the 

organization among the different kinds of production (organization in South Africa). Finally, the 

organizations should have found the exchange factor inside their production in the form of 

communication, interaction and exchange (organization in South Africa). 
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