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Management is traditionally defined through its functions. Fayol (1916) characterised it as planning, organising, commanding, coordinating and controlling — a formulation still embedded in most textbooks. This view has not gone unchallenged. Mintzberg (1973) dismissed the functional model as “folklore,” arguing managerial work is fragmented and interpersonal rather than a tidy sequence. This matters: “management” is a contested concept, and any single function inherits that ambiguity.
Management nonetheless remains the mechanism through which organisations convert resources into outcomes under complexity and competitive pressure. Carpenter, Bauer and Erdogan’s (2010) P-O-L-C framework — Planning, Organising, Leading, Controlling — offers a widely used structure for this work, though even its proponents concede it does not fully capture how managers behave day to day.
This essay critically evaluates why controlling is essential across organisations, examines the challenges managers face in exercising it, and assesses mitigation strategies. It proceeds through the four managerial functions, the case for controlling, its challenges, mitigation, and a conclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc237532617]1. Managerial Functions
The four functions offer a widely used, if contested, structure for what managers do. Planning sets objectives and determines the actions to achieve them (Fayol, 1916), establishing the standard against which performance is later judged. Organising structures resources, tasks and authority so plans can be executed. Leading concerns directing and motivating people toward those objectives, overlapping with Mintzberg’s (1973) interpersonal roles — the four-function model and Mintzberg’s critique are less rival theories than different lenses on the same activity.
Controlling, monitoring performance and correcting deviations, is the function most dependent on the others: it presupposes planning has already set a measurable standard (Fayol, 1916). This interdependence means controlling cannot be evaluated in isolation, a point developed next. Table 1 summarises the four functions.
	Function
	Definition
	Theorist(s)

	Planning
	Setting objectives and the actions to achieve them; sets the standard for later judgement
	Fayol (1916)

	Organising
	Structuring resources, tasks and authority to execute plans
	Fayol (1916)

	Leading
	Directing and motivating people toward objectives
	Fayol (1916); Mintzberg (1973)

	Controlling
	Monitoring performance and correcting deviations; presupposes a planned standard
	Fayol (1916)


Table 1: The four managerial functions. Source: compiled from Fayol (1916), Mintzberg (1973) and Carpenter, Bauer and Erdogan (2010).
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Controlling presupposes that objectives and standards have already been set, against which performance is measured and corrected (Fayol, 1916). Anthony’s (1965) foundational definition frames management control as assuring resources are used effectively and efficiently to accomplish organisational objectives. Without this feedback loop, planning stays aspirational rather than operational.
Empirical research broadly supports a positive relationship between control systems and performance (Badollahi, 2024), yet the evidence is not unanimous: Henri (2006) and Widener (2007), as reported in that same review, found only a weak association, suggesting control’s contribution depends on design rather than being automatic. Simons (1995) reframes control usefully here — not a purely corrective mechanism but formal routines managers use to maintain or alter organisational activity, positioning control as adaptive rather than static.
Toyota’s Jidoka system illustrates this. Workers are empowered to halt the line the instant a defect is detected, embedding quality control into the process rather than inspecting for it afterwards (Toyota Europe, 2013). This shows effective control need not be top-down or punitive; it can decentralise accountability while still serving efficiency objectives.
Yet control’s presence does not guarantee effectiveness. García Osma, Gomez-Conde and Lopez-Valeiras (2022) found management control systems can themselves be exploited to facilitate real earnings management — structures meant to ensure accountability instead obscuring it. Volkswagen’s 2015 emissions scandal illustrates this starkly: internal controls existed on paper but were captured by perverse incentives tied to aggressive growth targets, producing one of the automotive sector’s most damaging governance failures (Blackwelder et al., 2016).
Controlling is therefore essential not because it guarantees performance, but because it is a necessary condition for verifying whether objectives are being met — its value remains contingent on design, a theme the next section develops through the challenges of exercising it.
[bookmark: _Toc237532619]3. Challenges Associated with Controlling
Resistance to control is a well-documented behavioural response. Argyris’s (1952) research into budgetary control found employees subjected to top-down targets grew suspicious of management and defensive rather than more productive — control imposed without genuine participation produced exactly the dysfunction it aimed to prevent. Hofstede (1968) extended this by identifying “gaming,” where employees manipulate reported figures to satisfy metrics rather than improve performance — the same dynamic evident in the earnings-management finding above, suggesting a structural weakness rather than an isolated failure.
Distance compounds this problem. Zheng et al. (2023) found, counter-intuitively, that inconsistent supervisor monitoring damaged remote employees’ trust and wellbeing more severely than monitoring itself, since unpredictable oversight is perceived as arbitrary rather than fair.
Technological change intensifies the tension further. Wiggin’s (2025) peer-reviewed study of Amazon’s algorithmic management found that surveillance devices built for operational monitoring were allegedly repurposed to influence worker behaviour during a unionisation campaign — control extending well beyond its stated purpose into ethically contested territory. This raises a data-quality issue Fayol-era theory never anticipated: not merely whether data is accurate, but what such systems fail to capture about genuine contribution.
These findings converge on a structural tension. Simons’s (1995) Levers of Control framework, shown in Figure 1, positions control as existing in permanent tension with innovation: diagnostic and boundary systems constrain behaviour toward efficiency, while belief and interactive systems must simultaneously enable experimentation. Managers therefore face not a single challenge but an unresolved trade-off, addressed next.
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Figure 1: Simons’ (1995) Levers of Control model. Source: adapted from Simons (1995).





Table 2 draws together the business examples used, each selected for a distinct theoretical point rather than mere description.
	Organisation
	What occurred
	Theoretical significance

	Toyota
	Jidoka empowers line workers to halt production on detecting a defect
	Control can be decentralised and empowerment-based rather than top-down, reducing resistance (Argyris, 1952)

	Volkswagen
	2015 emissions scandal: formal controls existed but were captured by perverse growth incentives
	Presence of control does not guarantee effectiveness; value is contingent on design and incentive alignment

	Amazon
	Algorithmic surveillance allegedly repurposed to influence workers during a 2021 unionisation campaign (Wiggin, 2025)
	Technology-driven control can extend beyond its stated purpose into ethically contested territory


Table 2: Business examples and their theoretical significance. Source: author’s analysis.
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The narrow financial metrics that invite gaming and data-quality problems can be partly addressed through the Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 1992), integrating financial, customer, internal process, and learning and growth perspectives rather than a single efficiency measure. This directly counters the innovation-versus-control tension, embedding learning and growth alongside financial discipline. The tool is not beyond reproach, however: its assumed cause-effect relationships between perspectives are widely considered to lack grounding in established economic or decision theory, and its four perspectives remain conceptually underspecified. The Balanced Scorecard therefore mitigates rather than resolves the underlying tension — a more sophisticated measurement architecture, not a guarantee of behavioural change.
Resistance of the kind Argyris documented is better addressed structurally than through better metrics alone. Kanter’s (1977) theory of structural empowerment argues that granting employees access to opportunity, information, support and resources shifts control from something imposed to something exercised collaboratively. Toyota’s Jidoka system is equally relevant here as mitigation: placing stop-the-line authority with operators rather than supervisors makes control something workers exercise rather than something exercised upon them, reducing the suspicion Argyris identified.
The innovation-versus-control tension is not resolved by favouring one lever over another but by deliberately balancing diagnostic and interactive control systems (Simons, 1995) — diagnostic systems maintaining efficiency on predictable processes, interactive systems reserved for genuine strategic uncertainty. This prevents control from defaulting entirely toward compliance at the expense of exploration.
Finally, the distance-related challenges identified in remote contexts are best mitigated through consistency rather than intensity of monitoring: Zheng et al. (2023) indicate predictable, transparent oversight preserves trust more effectively than either lax or erratic supervision. Table 3 summarises how each mitigation strategy maps onto its corresponding challenge.
	Challenge
	Mitigation strategy
	Key source(s)

	Employee resistance and gaming of metrics
	Structural empowerment; decentralised, worker-exercised control (e.g. Toyota Jidoka)
	Kanter (1977); Argyris (1952)

	Distance and remote/hybrid working
	Consistent, transparent monitoring rather than variable oversight
	Zheng et al. (2023)

	Technological overreach and narrow metrics
	Balanced Scorecard to broaden metrics beyond efficiency alone
	Kaplan and Norton (1992)

	Innovation versus excessive control
	Deliberate balancing of diagnostic and interactive control systems
	Simons (1995)


Table 3: Challenges mapped to mitigation strategies. Source: author’s analysis.
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Controlling is essential to organisations of all types, but only in a qualified sense: a necessary condition for verifying whether objectives are met, not a guarantee that they will be. Controlling cannot be evaluated independently of planning, since it presupposes a standard already set, and its contribution to performance is empirically contested rather than settled (Badollahi, 2024). Toyota and Volkswagen make the same point through contrasting outcomes: control mechanisms existed in both, but only where control was embedded into daily practice, rather than merely documented on paper, did it deliver genuine accountability.
The challenges examined — resistance, distance, technological overreach, and the innovation-control tension — are variations on one issue: control exercised on people generates resistance, while control exercised through people, thoughtfully designed, does not. The implication for managers is not to intensify control but to redesign it — balancing diagnostic and interactive systems, and distributing authority rather than concentrating it.
Controlling, then, remains indispensable to organisational performance and accountability, but its value is conditional rather than automatic — effective only as an adaptive, participative process, not the rigid, hierarchical function early management theory first proposed.
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