Topic Example 1: 
“While many areas of contemporary life have changed significantly in the 21st century, management has remained largely unchanged and rooted in 19th century theories and paradigms”.
Critically examine this assertion detailing the development of management theory and the contribution of contemporary management theorists and their theories to tackling contemporary management challenges. 


Essay Title
A Critical Examination of the Evolution of Management Theory and its Relevance to Contemporary Management Challenges 




1. 	Introduction
1.1 	Evolution and Adaptation of Management Theories in the 21st Century
Management refers to the process of planning, organising, leading, and controlling organisational resources, so that predetermined objectives can be met efficiently and effectively (Koppel and Romann, 2024). Even though management became a formal academic discipline during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the practice of coordinating people, handing out resources and supervising work, such as those involved in the building of the Egyptian pyramids, the Roman military administration, medieval guilds and mercantile trading organisations, have been identified in the ancient 18th century (Lloyd et al., 2025). However, following the emergence of formal industrial enterprises during the industrial revolution, management has, theoretically, grown into one of the main cornerstones for organisational success (Shobha et al., 2025).
The industrial revolution is a transitional period in the global economy that brought about more efficient and stable manufacturing processes occurring in the late 18th to early 19th century (Groumpos, 2021). During this period into the 21st century, organisations have evolved from mechanistic production systems characterised by mass manufacturing, scientific management, assembly-line production and rigid bureaucratic structures, toward knowledge-driven, technology-enabled, and globally connected operations characterised by digital platforms, artificial intelligence (AI), cloud computing, remote and hybrid work, global supply chains and data-driven decision-making (Shobha et al., 2025). 
Similarly, management theories have equally undergone significant development from simple theories of scientific, administrative, and bureaucratic management to more complex theories of human relations theory, behavioral theory, systems theory, and contingency theory (Shobha et al., 2025). However, even with fast growth in artificial intelligence, digital transformation, globalisation, sustainability, and shifting expectations from employees in the global workforce, scholars continue to debate whether contemporary management practices represent a paradigm shift or merely an adaptation of principles established during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Trenerry et al., 2021). That whole debate forms the main focus of this essay.
While Frederick Winslow Taylor is widely recognised as the father of scientific management, one of the earliest theories of management, his work emerged within a wider movement of industrial reform (Robbins and Coulter, 2022). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, industrialists and social reformers like Robert Owen, Charles Babbage, Octava Hill, and Adam Smith were already involved in management practices such as splitting up of tasks, cost based analysis, systems supervision, reward based incentives, moral reforms, and labour organisation (Blake and Moseley, 2010). These earlier ideas laid the foundations for what the Classical School of Management later built upon through the works of Taylor, Henri Fayol, and Max Weber, whose theories formalised the principles of efficiency, administration and bureaucratic principles. These traditional theories transformed industrial productivity, providing organisations with a more methodical approach to arrange, manage and coordinate work processes, however, they were developed within relatively hierarchical and manufacturing-oriented environments, limiting their widespread application (Hussain et al., 2019). 
Instead of viewing management theory as something fixed, contemporary scholars like Elton Mayo, Ludwig von Bertalanffy, Abraham Maslow and Douglas McGregor argued that management has evolved via systems, supporting Barley and Kunda (1992) argument of   successive waves and cyclical interpretation of management. Initially, behavioural theories shifted the focus of management toward human motivation and organisational behaviour, (Okhawere, 2026). However, over time, systems and contingency perspectives started to point out and recognise organisational complexity and environmental uncertainty as factors that define management success (Mahmud et al., 2021). More recently, approaches such as agile management, learning organisations, digital leadership and psychological safety have been used to deal with the realities and expectations of twenty-first-century organisations (Ndou et al., 2024; Ye, 2025). When considered together, these developments imply that management theory has not been replaced in contemporary organisational settings, rather, it is continuously evolving and adapting, in response to the changing organisational contexts and climates. 

1.2	Brief Historical Context and Theoretical Evolution
The development of management theory reflects the evolutionary shift in organisations and society, from principles of labour efficiency and formal authority to approaches recognising employee motivation, organisational learning, environmental complexity, innovation capability, digital transformation and stakeholder value creation (Shobha et al., 2025). During the early industrial period in the nineteenth century, large workforces had to be coordinated systematically to achieve productivity, so methods began to get developed that were aimed towards achieving that. This led to the emergence of Scientific Management, proposed by Frederick Winslow Taylor in 1911, along with Administrative Management by Henri Fayol (1916) and then, Max Weber’s theory of bureaucracy which was laid out during the early twentieth century. These foundational works established many of the ground principles for planning, organising, coordination, authority and control, and these principles still underpin present managerial practice.
Later on, organisations became more complicated as a result of globalisation, rapid advancement in technology, diverse workforces, volatile global markets, and rapidly evolving consumer needs, and scholars recognised that management methods were becoming overly mechanistic, overlooking the importance of human behaviour. The Human Relations Movement, influenced by Elton Mayo’s Hawthorne Studies, redirected attention towards employee motivation, communication and social relationships within organisations (Reece and Reece, 2016). After that, additional contributions from theorists like Abraham Maslow, Douglas McGregor and Frederick Herzberg helped broaden what individuals understood about motivation and leadership and its relevance in the workforce. However, later developments like the Systems Theory propounded by Ludwig von Bertalanffy, supported by the Contingency Theory, Strategic Management, and organisational learning viewpoints reflected the notion that good management depends on environmental conditions, the specific context of an organization, and the ability of organisations to keep adjusting as society changes and as time evolves (Vijayaratnam et al., 2015; Mark and Erude, 2023).
Moving on from these management methods, research have shown that in the 21st century, digital transformation, artificial intelligence, big data analytics, sustainability, environmental, social and governance considerations, including an increasingly diverse workforces have introduced new managerial challenges that extend beyond the assumptions of classical management theory (Kamal et al., 2025; Shobha et al., 2025). All of these developments raise a question on whether management still remain fundamentally tied to nineteenth-century thinking or whether contemporary management theories represent a transformation and transition in managerial philosophy and practice to effectively tackle contemporary management challenges; a question this essay aims to answer.

1.3 	Purpose of this Essay
The core purpose of this essay is to critically examine the assertion that, although there has been a lot of social and technological changes during the twenty-first century, management seems to have remained largely unchanged and continues to be anchored by the nineteenth-century theories and paradigms. This essay evaluates the historical development of management theory, while critically assessing the strengths in terms of contributions and also the limitations of both classical and contemporary management theories. This essay then determines the extent to which these contemporary theoretical perspectives of management address contemporary organisational challenges, before synthesising these perspectives to determine whether management has changed in a fundamental way, or whether it has instead evolved by adapting enduring foundational principles.
In achieving these objectives, this essay analyses how management thinking evolves, starting with classical approaches, then moving toward behavioural perspectives, systems thinking, and contingency perspectives, and contemporary theories associated with agility, innovation, organisational learning, digital leadership and employee empowerment. This essay also pays attention to how well these theories are applicable in responding to current management issues such as digital transformation, artificial intelligence, sustainability, organisational resilience, hybrid working, and the growing level of environmental uncertainty. 

1.4	Personal Interest in Selecting This Topic
This topic was chosen primarily as a result of a long standing professional and academic interest in understanding how management methods affects organisational performance in complex business environments. As a Night Shift Manager in the UK logistic sector, and as a researcher, with a specific interest in leadership and strategic management, this topic gives me an opportunity to explore and critique how historical management theories connect with contemporary managerial practice, from a critical perspective, especially in relation to a volatile environment like the supply chain and logistics sector. In addition, this topic aligns with my research concerns around transformational leadership and organisational change, providing me with a clearer view of how management theory keeps evolving in response to emerging organisational realities.

2.	Historical Foundations and the Evolution of Management Thought 
2.1	Overview of Management Theory
From a practical perspective, management theory have not emerged as isolated or standalone intellectual contribution, but it has evolved as a result of changing economic conditions, rapid technological advances, organisational structures and shifting societal expectations (Shobha et al., 2025). In response to significant organisational growth and the interconnectedness in how organisations operate, management thinking have stretched out from simple and more straightforward approaches, mainly about labour efficiency and administrative control, toward sophisticated  perspectives that recognise organisations as dynamic social systems, operating inside environments that are complex and uncertain (Wren and Bedeian, 2020). As a result, the evolution of management theory focuses on the broader changes across society, industry, and the global economy, contributing to increased organisational efficiency and adaptability in dynamic environments (Daft, 2022).    
This section critiques the historical evolution of management thought from its pre-classical origins, through the Classical, Behavioural, Systems and Contingency Schools. This establishes the historical and theoretical perspective for this essay’s central argument that contemporary management represents an evolutionary adaptation of enduring managerial principles rather than a complete departure from nineteenth-century management thinking.

2.2	Pre-Classical Foundations of Management
The origins of management can be traced way back, past the Industrial Revolution (Shobha et al., 2025). Although management was not recognised as an academic discipline until the late 1800s, the fundamental principles of management, such as planning, organising, coordinating and controlling collective human activity have existed since the earliest civilisation (Vijayaratnam et al., 2015). Historical evidence shows that large scale projects carried out by ancient societies, like the construction of the Egyptian pyramids, the administration of the Roman Empire, the organisation of Chinese imperial bureaucracies and the military campaigns of ancient Greece and Rome, required sophisticated systems of labour allocation, resource management, communication and leadership (George, 1972; Wren and Bedeian, 2020). Adam Smith (1776) also contributed significantly to pre-classical foundations of management by introducing the concept of division of labour, which demonstrates that splitting tasks into easy repetitive stages can massively speed up production output. These older forms of administration suggest that management first existed as a practical need, rather than as a formal body of theoretical knowledge.
Despite these early managerial practices, management in the pre-industrial period remained intuitive and built on experience. Organisational authority was often drawn from political, religious or military institutions, and managerial choices were guided more by tradition, hierarchy and custom, rather by any kind of systematic analysis (George, 1972). Even though these administrative arrangements could coordinate large population and complex activities, they lacked the well mapped principles or the empirical base that later came to define formal management theory (Mark and Erude, 2023). 
Then the Industrial Revolution, started in Britain toward the end of the eighteenth century and later rolled across Europe and North America, changed organisations and day to day management in a fundamental way (Groumpos, 2021). Mechanised production, technological innovation and factory centred manufacturing brought out huge rises in product demands, organisational scale, headcount, and operational difficulty. What used to be small family businesses shifted into big industrial organisations with hundreds, and later thousands, of workers moving through and operating across multiple production processes and pathways (Shobha et al., 2025). These developments exposed the limitations of traditional supervisory practices and created an urgent need for more systematic methods of organising work and coordinating labour to improve productivity.
To address these limitations, some prominent industrialists and social reformers contributed importantly to management thinking. One of the earliest examples was Robert Owen, and his approach to management questioned the common belief that labour should be seen only as an economic tool (Wojtaszczyk, 2024). In the early nineteenth century, Owen put forward reforms like shorter working hours, better housing, education opportunities for workers families, and generally improved workplace conditions (Witzel, 2017). He argued that organisational performance could be improved by investing in employee welfare instead of depending only on strict supervision, and on financial incentives (Ferguson and Mickelson, 2025). Although Owen’s humanitarian style was initially treated as too hopeful or idealistic, a lot of his ideas later informed the Human Relations School and to present day emphasis on employee well-being and organisational commitment (Witzel, 2017).
Another early major contributor was Charles Babbage, and his work went beyond what he did in computing, into industrial management. In his book titled ‘On the Economy of Machinery and Manufactures (1832)’ Babbage pushed for a more scientific approach to the division of labour, systematic cost accounting, and using quantitative analysis for managerial decision-making (Babbage, 1832). His emphasis on measurement, accuracy, effectiveness, and specialisation foreshadowed at a lot of the ideas Frederick Taylor would later lay out more formally under the principles of Scientific Management. However, his approach was heavily tied to complex automation, requiring specialists to execute, and at the absence of them, he struggled with budget overruns, scope creep, and poor relationships with his machinists (Lewis, 2007). In addition, Karl Marx, (as cited in Xiao et al., 2023), critiqued his approach, specifically his push for the absolute division of labor, arguing that it led to highly fragmented and monotonous work for workers.
The contributions of Owen and Babbage show two early contrasting but complementary strands of early management thinking. Owen emphasised the social side of management by treating employee well-being as important, while Babbage was more about operational performance and systematic analysis. This contrast align with what Barley and Kunda (1992) described later as a recurring tension between normative approaches, that emphasise human dedication, and rational approaches, that stress efficiency and control. 
Table 1 summarises the major schools of management thought and illustrates how management theory has evolved progressively in response to evolving organisational environments rather than through the wholesale replacement of earlier ideas.
Table 1.	Evolution of the Major Schools of Management Thought
	Era
	School of Management
	Key Contributors
	Primary Focus
	Continuing Influence on Contemporary Management

	Ancient–18th Century
	Early Administrative Practice
	Egyptian, Chinese and Roman administrators, Adam Smith
	Coordination, planning and governance
	Planning, resource allocation and organisational coordination

	Early 19th Century
	Industrial Reform and Welfare
	Robert Owen, Charles Babbage
	Worker welfare, labour organisation, efficiency and cost control
	Employee wellbeing, operational analysis and performance improvement

	Late 19th–Early 20th Century
	Classical School
	Frederick W. Taylor, Henri Fayol, Max Weber
	Scientific management, administrative principles and bureaucracy
	Standardisation, planning, organisational structure and governance

	1930s–1950s
	Human Relations School
	Elton Mayo
	Social relations, communication and employee satisfaction
	Employee engagement, teamwork and organisational culture

	1940s–1960s
	Behavioural Science School
	Abraham Maslow, Douglas McGregor, Frederick Herzberg
	Motivation, leadership and organisational behaviour
	Leadership development, employee motivation and talent management

	1950s–1970s
	Systems and Contingency Schools
	Ludwig von Bertalanffy, Burns and Stalker, Lawrence and Lorsch
	Organisations as open systems and context-dependent management
	Organisational adaptability, strategic management and environmental alignment

	Contemporary
	Adaptive and Contemporary Management
	Peter Drucker, Peter Senge, Gary Hamel, Amy Edmondson and others
	Innovation, organisational learning, agility, digital transformation and psychological safety
	Agile organisations, digital leadership, knowledge management and organisational resilience


Source: Adapted from Wren and Bedeian (2020), Daft (2022), Robbins and Coulter (2022), and Barley and Kunda (1992).

2.3	The Classical School of Management
The emergence of the Classical School of Management marked the transition in management from a collection of practical administrative techniques to a systematic body of knowledge. The Classical School of Management was developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; embedded with ideas sought to address the managerial challenges that industrialisation brought along, such as rapidly expanding organisations, increasing workforce size, decline in productivity, and the need for more operational efficiency (Wren and Bedeian, 2020). Instead of just leaning on intuition, or personal experience only, classical thinkers aimed to pull out universal principles that would enhance organisational results by using scientific inquiry, administrative coordination, and bureaucratic organisational arrangements, building upon the foundational principles established by theorists in the early 19th century (Hussain et al., 2019). 
Scientific Management
Scientific Management, under the Classical School of Management, developed by Frederick Winslow Taylor in 1911, is seen as the first comprehensive management theory. Taylor was aiming to replace the informal work practices, for methods that were largely scientific and performance-based financial compensation to increase efficiency and productivity. While observing inefficiencies in American manufacturing, Taylor argued that organisational performance could improve a lot, if managers figured out the “one best way” to do each task, positing that this can be achieved using systematic observation, measurement, and experimentation (Taylor, 1911).
Taylor laid out four core principles including: (i) the scientific study of work methods; (ii) the scientific selection and training of employees; (iii) cooperation between managers and workers; and (iv) the division of responsibility between management and labour. In his view, this was a transition from traditional management principles, because instead of relying on hunches or long-accepted custom, it leaned on evidence-based decision-making. As a result, work standardisation and incentives based on performance became the main features of scientific management, helping organisations boost productivity while also cutting down waste and operational inefficiency (Groumpos, 2021).
The focus of scientific management on measurement, standardisation and process improvement is still influencing contemporary management practices like Lean Management, Six Sigma, Total Quality Management, and business process optimisation (Slack and Brandon-Jones, 2023). In a similar vein, most contemporary logistics organisations, manufacturing firms, and technology companies usually do employ workflow analysis, track performance metrics and keep using continuous improvement approaches, which reflects Taylor’s original emphasis about operational efficiency (Mark and Erude, 2023).
However, Mayo (1933), a behavioral theorist, has critiqued the scientific management, arguing that Taylor viewed employees as if they were only economic resources that get motivated by financial incentives, and that he ignored the psychological, social, and emotional dimensions of work. Also, the excessive specialisation of tasks under scientific management has been criticised for shrinking employee autonomy, reducing creativity, and turning work into something repetitive, which can then feed dissatisfaction and disengagement (Reece and Reece, 2016). In addition to that, Taylor’s belief that one single best method exists for every task has also been critiqued by contingency theorists, who has argued that good management depends on the organisational context, and also the conditions in the environment, and that there is no single best way to manage a company, lead a team, or make decisions (Fiedler. 1967; Hersey and Blanchard, 1969). 
Despite these criticisms, it would be inaccurate to conclude that Scientific Management has become obsolete as its principles of Process automation, algorithmic management, workflow optimisation, and data driven performance measurement are still widely adapted in contemporary organisations; however, combined with employee well-being and innovation (Sfetcu, 2024; Zayid et al., 2024). 
Administrative Management
While Taylor mostly concentrated on improving operational efficiency, Henri Fayol approached management from an organisational administration perspective. Drawing from his experience as a senior mining executive in France, Fayol argued that good management relied on a coherent set of managerial functions, which are applicable across all organisations regardless of industry or organisational size (Fayol, 1949). Fayol then put forward five core managerial functions, planning, organising, commanding, coordinating and controlling, and he treated them as universal responsibilities every managers should carry (Fayol, 1949).
The lingering impact of Fayol’s work is still evident in contemporary management teaching and organisational practice, as modern management textbooks continue to organise managerial activities around planning, organising, leading and controlling, reflecting the continued relevance of Fayol's functional approach (Daft, 2022). In contemporary organisational practice, strategic planning, organisational design, performance management, and corporate governance all still carry parts of Fayol administrative thinking, though these areas have evolved to accommodate increasingly dynamic organisational environments (Daft, 2022).
However, critics have argued that Fayol principles were shaped in organisational worlds that were comparatively steady and hierarchical, and that does not align with contemporary organisations demands, which are often shaped by digital transformation, matrix structures, competing demands, and agile project teams (Hussain et al., 2019; Atef and Ramachandran, 2025). Also, some of Fayol’s principles, especially unity of command and rigid hierarchical authority, have become more challenging to use when organisations depend on cross functional teamwork, distributed leadership, and networked organisational arrangements (Mintzberg, 1973; Robbins and Coulter, 2022). However, rather than tossing Fayol’s principles out, contemporary organisations have revised the ideas, swapping rigid command lines for more adaptable coordination systems while still holding onto the administrative principles of planning, organising, coordinating, and managerial accountability (Kamal et al., 2025).
Bureaucratic Management
The third major pillar of the Classical School was Max Weber's theory about bureaucracy, aiming to explain how big organisations could end up with impartiality, consistency, predictability and administrative efficiency, through a rational organisational design. Weber argued that authority should come from formally set rules, well defined roles and legal-rational legitimacy, not from personal influence or traditional, inherited privilege (Weber, 1947).
Bureaucratic organisations are characterised by hierarchical authority, formal rules and procedures, clearly stated responsibilities, merit based hiring, and impersonal decision-making (Hashimov, 2025). In Weber’s view, those features supported fairness, equity, consistency, and organisational stability, while also cutting down on arbitrary decisions and favouritism (Weber, 1947). Therefore, bureaucracy has emerged to become the organising management approach considered the most rational for large scale administrative systems (Hashimov, 2025).
Although bureaucracy is often criticised for extensive rigidity and slow decision-making process which can create a pushback against innovation, its principles remain fundamental in contemporary management settings (Daft, 2022). For context, public institutions, healthcare providers, universities, financial organisations and multinational corporations still lean on formal rules, governance roadmaps, regulatory compliance and clearly set reporting lines, because those mechanisms help keep accountability and consistency (Daft, 2022).
However, the limitations of bureaucracy can have significant implications for innovation as Ye (2025) argued that contemporary organisations now face an increasing need to juggle bureaucratic control with more organisational flexibility to improve productivity. As a result, Samuel et al. (2025) identified that Weber's model of bureaucracy can coexist with flexible and decentralised choices provided by agile management to achieve effective outcomes. This demonstrates the evolutionary patterns of the classical school of management theories, and highlights its ability to coexist and adapt with contemporary organisational approaches to enhance productivity. 

2.4	Human Relations and Behavioural Perspectives
In the early twentieth century, the limitations of the Classical School of Management became apparent, specifically on its focus of describing organisations like mechanistic systems, and employees as economic resources whose output could be tuned or optimised through standardisation, formal authority and financial incentives (Wren and Bedeian, 2020). But as organisations grew in size and got more complex, it became clearer that productivity cannot be shaped only by organisational layout and the way work was processed. Instead, employees’ social ties, psychological needs, emotional support, and workplace experiences were identified to matter also (Shobha et al., 2025). As a result, management thinking slowly moved away from only focusing on efficiency and control, towards a more noticeable recognition of the human side of organisational performance.
This transition was also influenced by profound economic and social changes during that same early twentieth century period. During this period, industrialisation advanced, cities expanded, labour union activity increased, and education improved, which all changed what employees expected from work and how they wanted to participate inside organisations (Shobha et al., 2025). At the same time, organisations became more reliant on skilled and knowledge-based workers, and it turned out their motivation could not be maintained using financial incentives only (Robbins and Coulter, 2022). These realities undermined core assumptions of classical management, and they also generated a need for theories that could explain the behavioural and the social dimensions of organisational life.
The Human Relations Movement
The Human Relations Movement, came up in the 1930s as one of the early big objections to classical management. Its emergence is closely associated to Elton Mayo and his colleagues at Harvard University, through the Hawthorne Studies, carried out at the Western Electric Hawthorne Works in Chicago, between 1924 and 1932 (Mayo, 1933; Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939). The theory was originally built to examine how physical work conditions affected employee productivity, but the results was unexpected. Workers performance was found to be shaped quite a lot by social interaction, group dynamics, managerial attention, and employees’ feelings of being included, and not only by the physical working conditions alone (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939).
As a result, the Hawthorne Studies nudged managerial thinking in a different direction, by implying that employees are not just “machines”, but social beings, and their attitudes, connections, and sense of membership, end up shaping organisational performance (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939). Mayo went further, arguing that good management requires focus on communication, leadership, collaboration, and employee spirit; thereby challenging Taylor’s perspective that financial rewards were the main propulsion for productivity (Mayo, 1933). This gave rise to the “Hawthorne Effect”, one of the most widely discussed concepts in management, which means that when individuals perceive they are receiving attention, they tend to modify their behaviours. This movement still influences many present-day management principles like employee engagement programmes, participative leadership, team-based working, and organisational culture initiatives (Daft, 2022).  However, with all that influence, it has been hit with a lot of criticism too. Methodological weaknesses in the Hawthorne Studies such as inadequate research controls, observer bias and difficulties replicating the findings have been identified to limit its application in contemporary organisations (Adair, 1984; Mark and Erude, 2023). 
Some critics also claim that the approach romanticised workplace harmony, while missing how important organisational conflict is, while supporting power relationships and structural inequalities (Overvold, 1987; Adigun and Okunade, 2025). It is further argued that excessive emphasis on employee satisfaction does not necessarily translate into improved organisational performance, suggesting that human relations should complement rather than replace effective organisational systems and performance management principles (Adigun and Okunade, 2025).
Behavioural Science and Motivation Theories
Building on the Human Relations Movement, behavioural scientists tried to develop more rigorous explanations about individual motivation, how leadership works, and organisational behaviour. In that stream, one of the most common contributions was Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory, and it argued that Individuals’ motivation moves through five levels, starting with physiological needs, then safety needs, social belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943). Maslow argued that managers should note employees are not only chasing financial reward, but they also look for chances to grow personally, professional achievement, and find work that feels meaningful (Maslow, 1943). 
Douglas McGregor further questioned classical management assumptions of scientific, administrative, and bureaucratic principles of management by laying out Theory X and Theory Y (McGregor, 1960). With Theory X, the classical managerial perspective suggest that employees naturally dislike work and they try to evade responsibility, therefore, they require tight and close supervision (McGregor, 1960). Theory Y on the other hand frames employees as individuals who are able to manage themselves, bring in a bit of creativity and take personal ownership, but only when the organisational setting supports these behaviours. Importantly, the principles of Theory Y has been used in informing contemporary leadership styles like transformational leadership and servant leadership, demonstrating relevance in contemporary applications (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985; Hoch et al., 2018).
Frederick Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory added further depth to how workplace motivation can be understood, by distinguishing between hygiene factors and motivational factors (Herzberg et al., 1959). Hygiene factors, like salary, company policies, supervision, organisational support, job security and working conditions, mainly help prevent dissatisfaction, but they do not automatically create real motivation. Meanwhile intrinsic motivators such as achievement, recognition, responsibility, and growth in personal capability are what spark genuine drive and can enhance performance (Herzberg et al., 1959). This theory contributes to contemporary human resource management regarding employee satisfaction and retention (Gazi et al., 2025).
While behavioural theories remain influential in management, they face significant criticism from modern organisational psychologists. Theory X and Theory Y, for example, have been criticised for leaning too hard on individuals’ behaviours, while paying insufficient attention to external environmental factors and structural constraints such as organisational strategy, income disparity, power imbalance, cultural gaps, and temporal limits (Galani and Galanakis 2022). Maslow's Needs theory have been criticised for limited cross-cultural applicability due to its Western, individualistic bias and inconsistent empirical support, particularly regarding universal assumptions about human needs and motivational processes (Kenrick et al., 2010). As for Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory, it has been criticised for conceptual weakness, based on the premise that organisational effectiveness cannot be achieved by focusing on employee satisfaction alone, without corresponding attention to operational efficiency, strategic direction and organisational governance (Joseph, 2023).
Even though the Human Relations and Behavioural Schools represented a noticeable shift away from classical management, they did not fully abandon nor reject the earlier management theories. Instead, they addressed the gaps in organisational management that classical theorists largely ignored. Therefore, where Taylor, Fayol and Weber mostly concentrated on organisational structures, efficiency and formal authority, behavioural scholars put more emphasis on regarding motivation in humans, interpersonal relationships, social well-being, and organisational culture.

2.5	Systems and Contingency Perspectives
The post-WWII era triggered an unprecedented surge in organisational complexity, as enterprises scaled globally, supply chains grew significantly, technology evolved, and businesses and institutions moved away from localised and hierarchical frameworks into vast networked setups (Johannessen, 2022). This era provided an opportunity to achieve rapid market growth amidst shifting demands; however, it also exposed the limitations of the classical and behavioural management theories. 
This essay has established that Classical theorists mostly leaned on efficiency, hierarchy and administrative control, and behavioural theorists focused on employee motivation and interpersonal relationships. However, neither of them adequately explained how organisations interact with dynamic and rapidly changing external environments. This led to the emergence of systems theory, drawing upon Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s (1968) General Systems Theory, and it reframed organisations as open systems. These open systems include interdependent subsystems that constantly trade resources, information and feedback within the external environment (Kast and Rosenzweig, 1972). This shift represented a significant advancement for management thinking, demonstrating that organisational effectiveness is not only about internal efficiency or smooth procedures, but it also depends on how well the organisation can adapt to technological change, global competition, and environmental uncertainty.
However, despite widening managerial perspectives, systems theory has been criticised for being abstract with limited practical guidance. This is because it provides explanation regarding the importance of adaptation, but does not specify support for managers in responding to different organisational contexts (Mintzberg, 1979). In addition, Jalonen (2025) also criticised the theory’s assumption that organisations can properly deal with environmental complexity, arguing that it might be too optimistic, since organisational politics, resource constraints and managerial biases often get in the way to impede adaptation. 
These shortcomings of systems theory, helped fuel the rise of contingency theory, which argued that organisational effectiveness depends, not just on spotting environmental interactions, but also on choosing management approaches that fit particular organisational contexts (Burns and Stalker, 1961; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967).  Nonetheless, systems theory, when supported by contingency theory principles, is still very relevant in modern management because it established the intellectual background for later theories focused on organisational agility, strategic adaptation, and ongoing learning. Again, rather than replacing earlier management theories, these complimentary theories broadened the scope of management theory, highlighting that effective management is about balancing internal organisational efficiency with a capacity to respond to an external environment that is getting increasingly complex with rapid evolution.

3.	Contemporary Management Challenges and the Evolution of Management Practice
Contemporary management is essentially about how managers plan, organise, lead, and control organisational resources, while also responding to the current technological, economic, and social conditions surrounding their work environments (Robbins and Coulter, 2018). In comparison with earlier management forms, contemporary management does not only focus about efficiency and control; rather, it leans more toward flexibility, employee expectations, novel thinking, and an organisation’s capacity to respond to change according to necessary circumstances (Drucker, 1999; Senge, 2006).
Contemporary management faces challenges that were less common and visible when the classical management theories emerged. These challenges include rapid technological change, emergence of artificial intelligence, global competition, workforce variety, employee diversity, and also in the new ways employees are working together (Syamsir et al., 2025). The classical school of management principles provide relevance in addressing these challenges, as they can guide organisations on how to value efficiency, planning, and establishing clear structures (Taylor, 1911). However, as posited by Groumpos (2021), contemporary managers cannot rely only on rigid rules or top-down hierarchical control, because organisations have to handle evolving expectations from employees.
This section provides a critical exploration of real-world case examples on contemporary management challenges, with a focus on the evolution of management across digital, technological, innovative, employee engagement, and agile contexts. Microsoft, Amazon, Google, and Spotify were the organisations selected for this exploration. 
Microsoft
Burns and Stalker (1961) argue that when organisations are stuck in unstable environments, adaptive management approaches are essential for survival and growth. Microsoft’s transformation under CEO Satya Nadella is a clear illustration of this point. Microsoft managed to reposition itself as one of the world’s leading technology companies following periods of severe crisis of stagnation and relevance, only when the organisation fostered a growth mindset, promoted organisational learning and accelerated digital innovation (Westerman et al., 2014). Nadella took over as CEO in February 2014, a period where employees focused on internal politics and competition rather than innovation (Ibarra and Rattan, 2018). During this period, growth had flattened for over a decade, leaving investors frustrated, and the core Windows business was shrinking as consumers moved to mobile devices (Ibarra and Rattan, 2018). However, upon resuming office, he immediately initiated a cultural reset from “know-it-alls” into “learn-it-alls”, encouraging employees to lean into uncertainty and view failures as essential learning steps rather than career-ending verdicts, while also shifting the business emphasis away from Windows toward a more “cloud-first” mode (Ibarra and Rattan, 2018). 
Although this cultural reset was criticised for its high-stakes corporate centralisation which led to aggressive workforce adjustments and immense power concentration in artificial intelligence (Adenekan, 2025). Under Nadella’s leadership, Microsoft fundamentally restructured how performance gets measured and how incentives are set, to promote collaboration rather than internal competition among employees. Microsoft also backed away from evaluation models that reward siloed behavior, and they started aligning groups around shared aims, with collective outcomes in mind (Ibarra and Rattan, 2018). The impact of this transformation was significant as it culminated in the massive AI breakthroughs, driven by the OpenAI partnership, and this officially helped Microsoft’s valuation cross $3 trillion mark as at January 2024, ten years after the original shift was set in motion (Sharma, 2026).
Microsoft transition can be traced to adapting Taylorian and Fayol’s principles of standardisation, task specialisation, data-driven optimisation, performance-based rewards, organisational coordination, performance oversight and accountability (Adenekan, 2025). These principles were integrated with modern approaches of knowledge management that supports on-the-job learning, and employee-centric cultures of collaboration and participatory decision-making to mitigate the dehumanising effects of strict scientific management and to achieve global expansion (Groumpos, 2021). This implies that, digital leadership can extend management theory for addressing contemporary technological challenges, but its reliance on the underlying principles of classical management, especially those linked to Taylor and Fayol principles, can support its effectiveness. 
Amazon
As a result of rapid technological transformation, organisations wrestle with the consistent challenge of balancing operational efficiency steady while also pushing continuous innovation (Atef and Ramachandran, 2025). Classical management, especially scientific management, leaned heavily into productivity through standardisation, work specialisation, and managerial control (Taylor, 1911). Even though it was earlier criticised that it cannot coexist with innovative approaches (Mayo, 1933), contemporary organisations have found a way around it, by using standardisation as a stable foundation for creative problem-solving (Reece and Reece, 2016). 
Amazon is a good example of this combination of classical management coexisting with innovative approaches, enabling its transition from an online bookstore to a global tech giant. In contemporary operations, Amazon now uses sophisticated AI systems robotics, and real-time performance analytics to squeeze operational efficiency, while also channeling resources into technological invention and customer experience (Carreno 2024). However, this innovation was ushered in after a stretch of operational bottlenecks and structural chaos. Back in the early 2000s, Amazon had significant challenges in scaling its physical operations, so they could keep pace with its fast digital growth. These challenges led to massive shipping backlogs and a database that just could not cope with the millions of real-time inventory updates required for their rapidly expanding catalog (Carreno, 2024; Zhong, 2025). As a result of these pressures, a major financial crisis emerged for the organisation, and Jeff Bezos, the founder, had to shift the organisation’s attention away from simply expanding inventory toward heavily optimising the supply chain in order to achieve innovation and profitability (Zhong, 2025).
To tackle this, Jeff Bezos implemented Taylor’s principles of standardising micro-movements of picking, packing, and sorting to achieve a predictable low-margin setup (Wang, 2024). The Taylorist approach was then combined with robotic integration along with predictive analysis, as Amazon brought in Kiva robots to replace line managers and to move shelves to human workers, while also predicting customers’ needs (Wang, 2024). This standardised the innovative element of management which also led to instant processing, as warehouses shifted from spending hours to find a single item, to having orders picked and packed in just minutes, while keeping shipping and delivery on a fast track (Wang, 2024). This efficiency style of automation, paired with classical strict time-tracking significantly reduced the cost of handling each package, and it also freed up the capital and structural reliability required to launch highly innovative risks like the Amazon Prime and Amazon Web Services (AWS) which presently drives most of Amazon’s operating profit (Arnett et al., 2018).
Although while highly profitable, Amazon's blend of Taylorist surveillance and modern AI creates a structural paradox, in the sense that it accelerates technological innovation while stifling human innovation, as rigid rules and smart tools leaves no room for employee’s input to improve processes (Noponen et al., 2023). Further, Henaway (2023) argued that replacing human managers with automated tracking, takes away empathy from the workplace, leading to lowered employee morale and reduced personal ownership, which can stifle innovation. Also, Kamal et al. (2025) posited that true contemporary management thrives on employee feedback, therefore, Amazon may be quietly silencing frontline insights that could translate into more organic process improvements by hyper-regulating warehouse movements. This critique recognises the limitations of the Classical management approaches, but also identifies its importance in driving productivity and supporting technological innovation in contemporary operations. 
Google
Google’s focus on employee empowerment, team based work, and innovation reflect contemporary organisational developments.  Tran (2017) revealed that Google’s path to becoming the poster child for contemporary behavioural management was not accidental as the organisation deliberately drew on internal data, transitioning away from industrial-era of command and control routines in classical management principles toward distributed leadership and employee empowerment. However, this has invited some criticism. Chen (2024) argued that in reality, Google's culture uses subtle control methods like peer norms, data-driven decisions, and strong onboarding to guide worker behavior, and these hidden rules make workers police their own actions so they match what the company wants. Mahrifal et al. (2026) also argued that the abandoning of classical management principles indirectly creates normative control, where explicit hierarchies are replaced by intense cultural immersion, thereby using peer pressure and shared values to indirectly dictate employees’ behavior.
Similarly, Dimitrakaki (2022) argued that Google’s behavioural management approach of providing work benefits such as free lunch, recreational spaces, gyms, and on-site dry cleaning to employees can be linked to the ‘Golden Cage’ effect. Dimitrakaki's (2022) argument suggest that these ‘benefits’ serve a dual corporate purpose of prolonged working hours and temporary satisfaction, which directly exploits Maslow's theory regarding its focus on genuine human growth and self-actualisation. In this context, the ‘Golden Cage’ effect suggests that while Google is framed as a kind employer, their main purpose is being disguised as perks through providing incentives that indirectly reduces the reason for employees to physically have to leave the office, so the firm can extract the longest possible working hours from them (Dimitrakaki, 2022). However, this may not lead to the realisation of Google's objective of long-term employee motivation, as the motivational factors of Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory posits that while some ‘benefits’ can help promote satisfaction, they do not automatically create authentic motivation for employees (Herzberg et al., 1959).
Although Google initially rejected classical management ideas by leaning on data analytics and empathetic approach to show that employee well-being directly drives commercial output, their approach seemed to be effective as the organisation grew into a massive global conglomerate within 2004 to 2010 (Tran, 2017). However, in the late 2010s, as the company expanded rapidly, its management strategies encountered significant operational friction and critical blowback of heavy workloads and confusion regarding roles for managers (Gavin et al., 2013). According to Chen (2024), the organisation soon realised that keeping a flat organisational structure and relying on democratic decision-making became highly inefficient with tens of thousands of employees, identifying the need for administrative and bureaucratic management principles without eliminating their behavioral approaches to management.
This collaborative strategy was promptly implemented, retaining the organisational incentive-based support for employees, alongside a formal and hierarchical system that encourages open dialogue and constructive feedback to promote and sustain organisational innovation (Tran, 2017). The re-adaptation to earlier classical management ideas allowed Google to maintain clearly defined strategic priorities, along with more structured performance management routines, organisational accountability, and employee support (Mahrifal et al., 2026). This illustrates that employee empowerment is best effective when it is backed by coherent organisational structures. It also support the argument that behavioural management principles complement, rather than fully replacing the administrative and bureaucratic principles developed by Fayol and Weber.
Spotify
Spotify is another organisation that can be used to explain contemporary management challenges. Spotify’s well known agile “squad” approach supports quicker product development, cross functional teamwork, and responsiveness to market shifts (Rigby, Sutherland and Takeuchi, 2016). The squad model also helps make sure that, at Spotify, the decisions about how the work is executed stay decentralised, and leadership does not directly interfere with squad internal affairs (Šmite et al., 2023). However, as the company kept growing, with a larger product portfolio and more layers of complexity, autonomy became harder to preserve with an absence of formal oversight (Mankins and Garton, 2017). To address this, Spotify ended up depending on strategic objectives, governance mechanisms, managerial oversight, and hierarchical authority, strategies that mirror Fayol's and Weber's work on classical management principles, to maintain organisational coherence (Šmite, et al., 2023).  
Although Spotify’s dependence on classical management principles to support its agile approach has been criticised for its rigidity and not encouraging accountability from employees (Wijaya et al., 2024). Nevertheless, it points out that agile management has not replaced classical management, it has rather added more flexibility within existing planning and coordination routines. This also demonstrate how contemporary organisations are now increasingly combining efficiency principles and contemporary innovation to achieve relevance, rather than treating them as competing managerial philosophies.

4.	Critical Rebuttal and Refutation of the Argument
Following a critical analysis, the assertion that management has remained largely unchanged, and still anchored in nineteenth-century theories is not justified. Although evidence have emerged across this essay that the core principles of contemporary management still mirror the ideas of the classical thinkers. However, to conclude that management has remained largely unchanged would mean overlooking the substantial theoretical and practical shifts that have reshaped managerial practice in response to twenty-first century organisational challenges. 
As identified in real world case evidence of Microsoft, Amazon, Google, and Spotify, management has evolved beyond just efficiency and administrative control, and it now includes digital transformation, organisational learning, agile leadership, innovation management, psychological safety, and stakeholder engagement. This implies that rather than remaining unchanged or experiencing a complete paradigmatic shift, management has developed through the adaptive integration of classical and contemporary approaches.
The evidence laid out across this essay supports the argument that management has evolved, cumulatively and not reactionary, but in direct response to organisational pressures. This is consistent with the principles of successive waves of management by Barley and Kunda (1992) which posits that contemporary organisations often combine rational principles of efficiency and control with normative approaches that supports learning, innovation, adaptability and employee commitment. Therefore, management should not be viewed as either unchanged or completely transformed, rather, it should be perceived as an approach that is shaped through ongoing adaptation and the integration of classical and contemporary theories, to address the complex needs of the 21st century organisations.

5.	Conclusion and Implications for Contemporary Management Practice
This essay concludes that twenty-first-century management represents an evolutionary discipline where continuity and change do coexist. This enables contemporary organisations to preserve the strengths of classical management while also embracing in the innovation and flexibility needed to keep thriving in a rapidly developing global environment.
For contemporary managers, this essay reinforces how important it is to adopt an integrative and context sensitive style of management, because sustainable organisational success has been shown in this essay to emerge from using the most appropriate combination of classical and contemporary theories, rather than choosing between them, to meet evolving organisational realities. 
This essay is also critical for managers as it recognises the importance of continuous professional development, reflective practice, and lifelong learning to handle organisational environments with increasing complexity. This implies that when organisations/managers perceive management as an evolving discipline, rather than a fixed body of knowledge, they will keep adapting when required, making them better positioned to respond proactively to emerging realities while preserving the enduring principles that support effective organisational performance.
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