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Management involves coordinating people and resources so that organisational objectives can be achieved effectively and efficiently. A widely used way of understanding managerial work is through the four functions of planning, organising, leading and controlling. Planning establishes objectives and courses of action; organising allocates responsibilities and resources; leading motivates and directs employees; and controlling assesses whether actual performance is consistent with plans. These functions remain relevant in contemporary organisations facing technological change, stakeholder scrutiny and uncertainty, but they should not be treated as a simple sequence. Mintzberg (1973) showed that managerial work is often fragmented, interpersonal and reactive, which means performance information still requires judgement. Otley (1999) similarly places objectives, targets, incentives and feedback at the centre of management control. Taken together, these perspectives suggest that controlling is best understood as a continuous feedback process connected to planning and leadership, rather than as simple supervision. In practice, the functions operate recursively: results from control can lead managers to revise plans, reorganise resources or change their leadership approach. This connection matters because a deviation from target does not explain itself; it may reflect unrealistic planning, insufficient resources, external change or poor execution. Managers must therefore interpret control information rather than merely react to numbers. This essay argues that controlling is essential across different organisational types because it supports strategic alignment, accountability, risk management and learning. However, its effectiveness is contingent on organisational purpose, risk, culture, task complexity and the way controls are used.
The central value of controlling is that it connects organisational intentions with actual outcomes. Otley (1999) argues that control depends on clear objectives, performance targets and feedback, while Felício, Samagaio and Rodrigues (2021) show that combinations of management control practices can support objective achievement in public-sector organisations. These perspectives are complementary: the former explains the logic of control, whereas the latter demonstrates that its value extends beyond profit-seeking firms. Private companies may prioritise profitability and competitive performance, while public or not-for-profit organisations may emphasise service quality, accountability and stakeholder value. Nevertheless, all require information about whether resources and activities are producing intended results. The same logic applies to charities and other not-for-profit organisations, where financial stewardship and mission outcomes must be monitored even though profit is not the primary objective. Control is therefore essential not because organisations should maximise monitoring, but because managers need a credible basis for identifying deviations and deciding whether plans, resources or behaviour should change.
Control is also closely connected with governance and risk. Rana, Wickramasinghe and Bracci (2019) argue that integrating risk management with management control can strengthen decision-making and accountability. More recent research develops this argument by linking control to organisational resilience. Weber, Pedell and Rötzel (2024), in a systematic review, conclude that suitable management controls can help embed the capabilities required to anticipate, cope with and adapt to disruption, although they also note that direct empirical evidence remains limited. The collapse of Carillion illustrates the consequences when formal control does not produce meaningful challenge. A UK parliamentary inquiry found serious weaknesses in accountability, professionalism and board oversight, while internal and external checks failed to prevent deterioration (House of Commons, 2018). Carillion therefore demonstrates that the existence of controls is not sufficient: information must be questioned and acted upon by managers and boards. In this sense, effective controlling combines formal systems with leadership judgement and a culture in which challenge is accepted.
The relationship between control, innovation and performance also shows why controlling must be evaluated critically rather than assumed to be beneficial. Bedford (2015) found that the performance effects of diagnostic and interactive controls differed across modes of innovation, while Wijethilake, Munir and Appuhami (2018) found that enabling uses of management control supported the relationship between environmental innovation strategy and organisational performance. Both studies qualify Otley’s (2016) contingency perspective: the value of control depends less on its intensity than on whether its design fits organisational strategy and uncertainty. This is reinforced by recent literature on resilience, which suggests that controls can support adaptation when they are integrated with organisational capabilities rather than used only to enforce predetermined targets (Weber, Pedell and Rötzel, 2024). Therefore, stronger control is not automatically better control; the key managerial issue is whether the system provides direction while still allowing learning and adaptation.
The importance of context becomes even clearer when comparing different organisational settings. Taylor and Baines (2012) found that the Balanced Scorecard could support strategy monitoring in UK universities, but implementation and motivation remained concerns. Mitter et al. (2024), reviewing 43 peer-reviewed studies, similarly conclude that the design and effectiveness of management control systems vary across national cultures and that findings are often difficult to compare because of contextual differences. Toyota provides a private-sector illustration of a different approach. Sohal, Samson and Ramsay (1994) identified standardisation, quality control, training and employee involvement as important parts of Toyota Motor Corporation Australia’s quality system. Toyota therefore demonstrates that control can support improvement without becoming purely restrictive when standards are combined with employee participation and learning. Collectively, these examples show why controlling is relevant across organisational types but cannot be applied through a single universal model.
Despite these benefits, controlling can produce dysfunctional behaviour when measures become more important than the objectives they are intended to represent. Siverbo, Cäker and Åkesson (2019) conceptualise dysfunctional consequences as the result of interactions between performance-measure design, managerial use and organisational context. Shang, Wang and Zu (2023) provide more direct behavioural evidence, finding that difficult targets were associated with dysfunctional employee behaviour and that managerial characteristics influenced this relationship. The two perspectives complement each other: one explains why performance systems can become dysfunctional, while the other shows how target difficulty can translate into problematic behaviour. Targets may improve focus, but narrow or unrealistic measures can encourage gaming, concealment and short-termism. Controlling therefore changes behaviour as well as recording it, which means managers must assess the behavioural consequences of the measures they introduce.
The Wells Fargo sales-practices scandal illustrates this problem clearly. US regulators found that sales targets and incentive systems encouraged employees to open unauthorised customer accounts in order to meet performance expectations (CFPB, 2016). Reported sales activity could therefore appear successful while the underlying behaviour damaged customers, reputation and long-term organisational legitimacy. The example demonstrates goal displacement: employees pursued the measured target rather than the purpose the target was meant to serve. It also shows why leadership and control cannot be separated. If managers communicate, explicitly or implicitly, that achieving a number matters more than how it is achieved, control may reinforce unethical behaviour rather than prevent it. The lesson for managers is that performance should be evaluated alongside the behaviour and processes used to produce it.
A further difficulty is that important organisational outcomes are not always easy to quantify. Chang (2007), examining a Balanced Scorecard-style framework in the NHS, found that political and organisational conditions could reduce the usefulness of formal performance measures, while Taylor and Baines (2012) identified implementation and motivational problems in universities. These findings challenge the assumption that more indicators necessarily produce more objective control. Service quality, professional judgement, employee development and long-term capability may be strategically important but difficult to express through simple numerical targets. The NHS example therefore demonstrates that even sophisticated measurement frameworks can lose value when standardised indicators do not reflect complex stakeholder objectives. Managers must consequently combine measurable indicators with informed judgement rather than treating metrics as complete representations of performance.
The tension between accountability and autonomy creates another challenge, but the literature suggests that it should not be framed as a choice between control and freedom. Ahrens and Chapman (2004) distinguish coercive controls, which emphasise compliance, from enabling controls that help employees respond to operational problems. More recent evidence adds nuance. Van der Hauwaert et al. (2022) found that enabling performance measurement can support autonomous motivation and managerial performance, while Cäker, Siverbo and Åkesson (2022) show that hierarchical accountability and enabling control can coexist when managers use performance information constructively. In contrast, Beuren and Santos (2019) found that coercive and enabling controls can coexist and that coercive controls were not uniformly harmful to organisational resilience. Together, these studies indicate that the issue is not simply how much control managers impose, but what type of control is appropriate to the task, risk and workforce.
Managers can mitigate the negative consequences of control by making systems more participative, transparent and adaptable. Wouters and Wilderom (2008) found that performance measurement was more likely to be experienced as enabling when its development incorporated employee experience and experimentation, while Janka’s (2021) meta-synthesis identifies flexibility, repair and transparency as important features of enabling formal control. These findings are consistent with Simons’ (1995) distinction between diagnostic controls, which monitor achievement against targets, and interactive controls, which encourage discussion around strategic uncertainty. Rather than treating these approaches as alternatives, managers can combine them: diagnostic measures can maintain accountability, while interactive discussion allows employees to explain deviations, challenge outdated indicators and contribute operational knowledge. Participation therefore does not weaken managerial control; it can make the information more credible and improve acceptance of the system.
Targets and incentives also require careful governance. The evidence from Wells Fargo and Shang, Wang and Zu (2023) suggests that demanding targets can become counterproductive when pressure is disconnected from ethical and operational realities. Managers should therefore set challenging but credible targets, review them when circumstances change and consider both outcomes and conduct when evaluating performance. Tighter controls may still be necessary in safety-critical, regulated or high-financial-risk activities, whereas greater discretion may be appropriate in creative or knowledge-intensive work. This contingency approach is strengthened by Mitter et al. (2024), whose review shows that cultural context also affects how controls are designed and received. Effective mitigation therefore requires managers to adapt the control package rather than applying identical targets, incentives and monitoring practices across every team or organisational setting.
Finally, managers can reduce the risks of narrow performance measurement by combining financial and non-financial indicators. The Balanced Scorecard offers one established approach, and Ratnaningrum, Aryani and Setiawan (2020) show that it has been applied across a range of organisational contexts. However, Chang (2007) warns that balanced performance frameworks can become bureaucratic or symbolic when they are poorly adapted to their setting. This apparent tension is important: adding more measures does not automatically create better control. Managers need to select indicators that reflect strategic priorities, review unintended behavioural effects and combine formal data with dialogue and professional judgement. The most effective system is therefore not necessarily the most detailed one, but the one that provides sufficient accountability while remaining relevant and adaptable.
Controlling is essential because organisations need reliable mechanisms for determining whether plans are being achieved, resources are being used appropriately and emerging risks require corrective action. The evidence also shows, however, that the effectiveness of control is contingent rather than universal. Formal controls may strengthen accountability, learning and resilience, but narrow targets, poorly chosen indicators or coercive use can create dysfunctional behaviour and rigidity. Business and public-sector examples reinforce this judgement: Wells Fargo shows how target pressure can displace organisational purpose, Carillion shows that formal checks fail without genuine challenge, Toyota illustrates how standards can support learning when employees are involved, and the NHS demonstrates the limitations of standardised measures in complex settings. Overall, managers should not seek to maximise control. They should design a control system that fits the organisation’s purpose, task complexity, risk exposure, workforce and cultural context, balancing accountability with discretion and standardisation with adaptability. Controlling is therefore most effective when it functions as an informed process of feedback, challenge and learning rather than as simple supervision.
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