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Management is one of those words that can mean almost anything - and, as a result, sometimes means very little. In the popular imagination, it conjures images of strategy sessions, charismatic leadership, and bold organisational vision. Yet the academic tradition offers something more precise and, ultimately, more useful. Henri Fayol (1916), writing in the aftermath of the industrial revolution, proposed that managing an enterprise reduces to a set of universal functions: planning, organising, commanding, coordinating, and controlling. Scholars have since refined this into the now-canonical four: planning, organising, leading, and controlling (Robbins and Coulter, 2018).
Each function matters. But this essay argues that controlling - the process of monitoring performance, comparing it against standards, and taking corrective action - is the function most frequently underestimated and, when neglected, most consequential. In a business environment defined by accelerating change, complex supply chains, and heightened stakeholder expectations, the ability to know whether things are actually working is not a procedural nicety. It is survival infrastructure. As Grant (2021) has argued, the most capable organisations are not those that get the plan right first time, but those that build systems to question whether they are still heading in the right direction.
This essay critically evaluates why controlling is essential across all types of organisations, examines the challenges that make effective controlling genuinely difficult, and explores practical strategies that managers can adopt to mitigate those challenges. Throughout, reference is made to real business examples - from Amazon and Toyota to Wells Fargo and the NHS - to ground the analysis in organisational reality.
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Planning, organising, leading, and controlling are not sequential stages in a management cycle - they are interlocking, ongoing processes. Planning sets direction by defining goals and the strategies needed to achieve them. Organising allocates resources and structures tasks so that the plan becomes actionable. Leading motivates, communicates, and steers people toward shared objectives. Controlling closes the loop by verifying that what was planned is, in fact, being achieved - and intervening when it is not.
Remove any one of these functions and the system degrades. Remove controlling, and the other three functions become aspirational at best. As Robbins and Coulter (2018) define it, controlling is 'the process of monitoring, comparing, and correcting work performance.' That definition is deceptively simple. In practice, it encompasses everything from financial audits and KPI dashboards to employee performance reviews and quality assurance inspections. It is, in short, the function that makes the gap between intention and reality visible. 
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One might reasonably ask whether controlling is more relevant in some organisational contexts than others. The evidence suggests it is not - it is, in different forms, universally necessary.
In the private sector, controlling is the mechanism through which strategy translates into shareholder value. Amazon offers perhaps the most studied contemporary example. Its internal culture is built around what Jeff Bezos called 'working backwards' - a discipline of defining success metrics before a product is even built, then rigorously monitoring against them (Stone, 2013). Amazon's real-time operational dashboards and its culture of written performance narratives are not bureaucratic impositions; they are the infrastructure that allows a company of over 1.5 million employees to maintain strategic coherence across geographies, languages, and product lines.
Toyota's approach tells a similar story from manufacturing. The Toyota Production System (TPS), and its embedded principle of Kaizen - continuous improvement - is fundamentally a controlling philosophy. Workers at every level of the production hierarchy are empowered and expected to halt the line when they detect a deviation from standard. The result is not only defect reduction but innovation: controlling loops generate the data that drives improvement (Liker, 2004).
In the public sector, controlling is the mechanism of accountability. The National Health Service (NHS) operates under a web of performance controls - from Care Quality Commission (CQC) inspections to waiting time targets - because public trust and political legitimacy depend on demonstrable performance. Without these mechanisms, taxpayers and policymakers would have no basis for evaluating whether £160 billion of annual expenditure is being used effectively (NHS England, 2023).
Non-profit organisations face an equally compelling case. Charities such as Oxfam must demonstrate that donor funding reaches its intended beneficiaries. Expenditure ratios, impact measurement frameworks, and independent audits are all controlling instruments that underpin credibility and continued funding. The 2018 Oxfam safeguarding scandal - in which a failure of internal controls allowed misconduct to go unreported - demonstrated precisely how catastrophic control failures can be for non-profit institutions, regardless of the strength of their mission (House of Commons International Development Committee, 2018).
From a behavioural science perspective, controlling also serves a motivational function that is often overlooked. Huberman (2021) notes that the brain's dopaminergic reward circuitry is activated not only by goal achievement, but by the perception of measurable progress toward a goal. Effective performance monitoring - when it is transparent, fair, and developmental in intent - makes progress visible to employees. It transforms abstract objectives into tangible milestones, which in turn sustains motivation over time. Controlling, in this framing, is not surveillance. It is motivational infrastructure.
Simons (1995) captured this duality with his distinction between diagnostic controls (which track performance against pre-set standards) and interactive controls (which stimulate ongoing dialogue about strategic uncertainties). The former catches problems; the latter enables adaptation. Organisations that employ only one type leave themselves exposed. Those that integrate both - as Google does through its OKR framework and quarterly reviews - build a controlling culture that is simultaneously accountable and adaptive.
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Understanding why controlling is essential is only half the picture. The more difficult question is why it so often fails - and the answer lies in a set of structural and human challenges that are as relevant to management practice today as they have ever been.
The first and perhaps most insidious challenge is metric dysfunction - what economists call Goodhart's Law: 'When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure' (Goodhart, 1975). The principle captures a fundamental vulnerability in any controlling system: the moment a metric is used to evaluate performance, it creates an incentive to optimise the metric rather than the underlying reality it was designed to represent.
The Wells Fargo cross-selling scandal (2016) is the exemplary case study. Facing relentless pressure to meet sales targets of eight financial products per customer, frontline employees opened an estimated 3.5 million unauthorised accounts in customers' names (Tayan, 2019). The bank's controlling system had not failed through absence - targets existed, performance was monitored, and corrective action was taken against those who missed their numbers. The failure was structural: the targets were too narrow, the monitoring too reactive, and the connection between metric and customer value had been severed entirely. The control mechanism produced precisely the behaviour it was designed to prevent.
Volkswagen's Dieselgate scandal (2015) illustrates the same logic in a different industry. Engineers programmed vehicles to detect the conditions of an emissions test and artificially lower pollutant output during testing. The regulatory control mechanism - emissions certification - was not evaded; it was gamed. As Simons (1995) would frame it, this was a catastrophic boundary control failure: the rules of the game were treated as obstacles to be circumvented rather than standards to be met.
The second challenge is information asymmetry. Managers rarely have the same ground-level knowledge as the employees they oversee - a problem formalised by Jensen and Meckling (1976) in their principal-agent framework. When agents (employees) know that reporting bad news may trigger negative consequences, they face a rational incentive to suppress it. The result is a performance picture that looks increasingly positive as it travels up the hierarchy, even as conditions on the ground deteriorate. The collapse of Enron in 2001 demonstrated the terminal consequences of allowing this dynamic to persist unchecked: years of misleading financial reporting - enabled by inadequate audit controls and complicit gatekeepers - destroyed a company worth $70 billion and cost thousands of employees their pensions (McLean and Elkind, 2003).
Third, there is the cost of over-control. Research in organisational psychology consistently demonstrates that excessive monitoring erodes intrinsic motivation - the internal drive to do good work because it is meaningful - and undermines psychological safety, the shared belief that it is safe to speak up, take risks, and admit failure (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Edmondson, 2018). Grant (2021) argues that organisations that create cultures of perpetual accountability without proportionate trust produce conformity rather than creativity. When employees feel surveilled rather than supported, they stop taking the risks necessary for learning and adaptation. In fast-moving industries, that is a strategic liability.
Finally, controlling in multinational organisations must contend with cultural and contextual complexity. What constitutes adequate performance in one national context may be inappropriate - or actively misleading - in another. Power distance, attitudes toward authority, and local regulatory environments all affect how control systems are experienced and whether they generate valid information (Hofstede, 1980). A standardised global KPI framework that works in the UK may produce compliance behaviour in one context and resistance in another, without the metrics ever reflecting the divergence.
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None of these challenges are insurmountable. What they require is a shift in how controlling is conceived - from a mechanism of enforcement to a discipline of organisational learning. The following approaches represent both well-evidenced frameworks and practical implementation strategies.
The most enduring structural solution to metric dysfunction is the Balanced Scorecard, developed by Kaplan and Norton (1992). Rather than relying on financial metrics alone, the Balanced Scorecard integrates performance measurement across four perspectives: financial, customer, internal processes, and learning and growth. This multidimensionality makes it significantly harder to optimise one metric at the expense of others, because performance is evaluated as a portfolio rather than a single number. Its adoption across both private firms and NHS Trusts reflects its applicability across organisational types - and its effectiveness in preserving the connection between measurement and meaning.
For dynamic, innovation-driven organisations, Objectives and Key Results (OKRs) - popularised by Intel and widely adopted by Google - offer a more adaptive framework. OKRs separate ambition from accountability: objectives are qualitative and inspirational, while key results are specific and measurable. Crucially, Google's implementation explicitly decouples OKRs from compensation decisions, a deliberate design choice intended to reduce the incentive to set conservative targets or misrepresent progress (Doerr, 2018). This directly addresses the Goodhartian failure mode that destroyed Wells Fargo's reputational integrity.
Addressing information asymmetry requires investment in something less tangible but equally important: trust. Grant's (2013) research on organisational cultures suggests that when managers model vulnerability and information-sharing themselves - when they treat bad news as data rather than failure - employees are far more likely to surface problems early, when they can still be addressed. Google's Project Aristotle (2016), a two-year study of 180 internal teams, found that psychological safety was the single strongest predictor of team effectiveness - more predictive than individual talent, experience, or resources. Controlling systems that build on trust generate better, more honest information than those built on fear. Practically, this means complementing quantitative performance monitoring with regular retrospectives, upward feedback mechanisms, and forums in which frontline experience is genuinely heard by leadership. These are not soft, peripheral activities. They are information systems - and often the most accurate ones available.
For multinational organisations, Anthony and Govindarajan (2007) recommend contextual calibration: tighter controls for routine, measurable tasks in stable environments; looser, more judgement-based controls for creative or highly uncertain work. This is consistent with contingency theory's foundational insight that there is no universally optimal management approach - only what is optimal given the circumstances (Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967). Control systems that are sensitive to context produce more valid information and generate less cultural friction than those imposed uniformly from the centre.
Finally, technology has substantially expanded what is possible in controlling. Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems such as SAP and Oracle provide real-time visibility across complex, geographically dispersed organisations, reducing the information gaps that create asymmetry. When performance data is democratised - accessible to frontline teams, not only to senior executives - controlling becomes collaborative rather than coercive. This is the operational philosophy behind Amazon's 'single-threaded ownership' model: every major initiative has a designated owner with direct access to the relevant performance data, enabling rapid, informed corrective action at every level of the organisation (Stone, 2013).
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The controlling function is often miscast as the most mechanical of management's responsibilities - a checklist, an audit trail, a corrective memo. This essay has argued something more considered: that controlling, executed thoughtfully, is the function that transforms aspiration into accountability and accountability into learning.
Across every type of organisation - private, public, and non-profit - controlling is not optional. Without it, planning remains wishful thinking, organising produces activity without output, and leading inspires people toward objectives they may never reach. The evidence from Amazon and Toyota to the NHS and Oxfam confirms that effective performance monitoring, embedded in organisational culture and connected to meaningful values, is a driver of efficiency, quality, and innovation simultaneously.
Yet controlling carries real risks. When metrics displace the values they were designed to represent, when surveillance replaces trust, or when systems fail to account for cultural and contextual complexity, controlling can actively damage the performance it is meant to improve. The scandals at Wells Fargo, Volkswagen, and Enron are not cautionary tales about the failure of control - they are cautionary tales about the failure of poor control: systems that were structurally rigid, informationally impoverished, and humanly blind.
Managers who understand this distinction - who design controlling systems that are multidimensional, transparent, adaptive, and founded on trust - are not simply complying with management theory. They are building the organisational nervous system through which strategy finds its way, reliably and continuously, into reality. The future of management does not lie in tighter control, but in smarter, more human-centred control.
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