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Management plays a fundamental role in the functioning and success of contemporary organisations, regardless of their size or industry. It is commonly understood as the process of coordinating and overseeing the work of others to achieve organisational objectives efficiently and effectively (Coulter and Robbins, 2021). In an increasingly competitive and globalised business environment, organisations are required not only to plan and organise their activities carefully, but also to lead people and maintain effective control over performance. As Drucker (1974) famously argued, the purpose of management is to make human effort productive, which highlights the centrality of structured managerial functions in modern business.
Traditionally, management is described through four core functions: planning, organising, leading, and controlling (Armstrong, 2012). These functions are closely interconnected and together form the foundation of managerial work across different sectors. In large multinational organisations such as Tesco, Amazon and Starbucks, the importance of these functions becomes even more evident due to the scale of operations, the complexity of supply chains and the need to coordinate thousands of employees across multiple countries. For example, Amazon’s ability to meet strict delivery targets or Tesco’s efficiency in inventory management relies heavily on robust planning systems and effective control mechanisms.
Within this context, controlling emerges as a particularly critical function, as it ensures that organisational activities remain aligned with strategic objectives. This essay critically evaluates why controlling is essential in organisations, examines the key challenges associated with it, and discusses how managers can mitigate these challenges using appropriate managerial approaches and real-world business practices.
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Managerial functions represent the core activities that managers perform to ensure that organisational goals are achieved efficiently and effectively. The most widely accepted framework identifies four key functions: planning, organising, leading, and controlling. This classical categorisation was initially developed by Fayol (1916) and remains highly relevant in contemporary management theory and practice. Although business environments have become more complex and dynamic, these fundamental functions continue to structure managerial work across industries and organisational levels (Coulter and Robbins, 2021).
Planning is the first and most foundational managerial function. It involves setting objectives, determining appropriate strategies, and outlining the actions required to achieve desired outcomes. According to Coulter and Robbins (2021), planning provides direction for both managers and employees and reduces uncertainty by anticipating future conditions. In practice, organisations such as Amazon rely heavily on sophisticated planning processes to forecast customer demand, manage logistics networks, and allocate resources effectively. Without clear planning, organisations risk inefficiency, duplicated efforts, and strategic drift.
Organising follows planning and focuses on arranging tasks, responsibilities, and resources in a structured manner. This function involves designing organisational structures, defining roles, and coordinating activities between departments (Armstrong, 2012). Effective organising ensures that employees understand their responsibilities and reporting lines, which is essential for operational efficiency. For instance, in large retailers like Tesco, organising is critical to coordinate procurement, warehousing, store operations, and customer service across hundreds of locations.
Leading is the function through which managers influence, motivate, and guide employees to perform towards organisational goals. It encompasses leadership, communication, motivation, and team dynamics (Robbins and Judge, 2017). Effective leadership is particularly important in today’s diverse and fast-changing workplaces, where employee engagement and morale directly affect performance. Companies such as Starbucks place strong emphasis on leadership and people management, recognising that motivated employees contribute significantly to service quality and brand reputation.
Finally, controlling refers to the process of monitoring performance, comparing actual results with planned objectives, and taking corrective action when necessary. Coulter and Robbins (2021) describe controlling as the mechanism that ensures organisational activities remain aligned with established goals. It involves setting performance standards, measuring results, and implementing adjustments to improve effectiveness. In organisations like Amazon, real-time performance monitoring systems are essential for tracking productivity, delivery efficiency, and quality standards.
In practice, these four functions are not performed in isolation but operate as an integrated and continuous cycle. Planning informs organising, leading drives execution, and controlling provides feedback that shapes future planning. Together, they form the managerial backbone that enables organisations to operate systematically and adapt to changing environments.
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Leading is the function through which managers influence, motivate, and guide employees to perform towards organisational goals. It encompasses leadership, communication, motivation, and team dynamics (Robbins and Judge, 2017). Effective leadership is particularly important in today’s diverse and fast-changing workplaces, where employee engagement and morale directly affect performance. Companies such as Starbucks place strong emphasis on leadership and people management, recognising that motivated employees contribute significantly to service quality and brand reputation.
Finally, controlling refers to the process of monitoring performance, comparing actual results with planned objectives, and taking corrective action when necessary. Coulter and Robbins (2021) describe controlling as the mechanism that ensures organisational activities remain aligned with established goals. It involves setting performance standards, measuring results, and implementing adjustments to improve effectiveness. In organisations like Amazon, real-time performance monitoring systems are essential for tracking productivity, delivery efficiency, and quality standards.
In practice, these four functions are not performed in isolation but operate as an integrated and continuous cycle. Planning informs organising, leading drives execution, and controlling provides feedback that shapes future planning. Together, they form the managerial backbone that enables organisations to operate systematically and adapt to changing environments.
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Although controlling is an essential managerial function, its implementation is associated with a number of significant challenges that can limit its effectiveness if not managed properly. One of the main difficulties relates to resistance from employees. Control systems are often perceived as mechanisms of surveillance rather than as tools for performance improvement. According to Robbins and Judge (2017), excessive monitoring can reduce employees’ sense of autonomy and trust, leading to lower motivation and job satisfaction. In practice, when employees feel constantly monitored, they may become disengaged, focus only on meeting minimum targets, or even attempt to manipulate performance data.
Another major challenge is the availability and accuracy of performance data. Effective controlling depends heavily on reliable information. However, in many organisations, data may be incomplete, outdated, or distorted by reporting biases (Merchant and Van der Stede, 2017). This is particularly problematic in large and complex organisations, where information flows across multiple hierarchical levels and departments. For multinational companies such as Tesco, gathering accurate real-time data across hundreds of stores and different national systems presents a constant operational challenge. Inaccurate data can lead to incorrect managerial decisions and ineffective corrective actions.
The cost of implementing and maintaining control systems is also a significant barrier. Advanced management control systems require substantial financial investment in technology, training, and specialised personnel (Armstrong, 2012). For smaller organisations, these costs can be disproportionate to their available resources. Even in large firms like Amazon, where advanced digital control systems are widely used, the financial and organisational costs of continuous performance surveillance, data analytics, and compliance monitoring remain extremely high.
A further challenge concerns the risk of excessive or overly rigid control. While control is necessary for accountability, too much control can create a bureaucratic climate that slows decision-making and reduces organisational flexibility (Coulter and Robbins, 2021). In dynamic business environments, such as retail and e-commerce, organisations must respond quickly to changing customer demands and market conditions. Highly centralised and rigid control systems can hinder innovation and delay necessary adaptations.
Cultural and contextual differences also complicate the controlling function, particularly in multinational organisations. Control practices that are effective in one national or organisational culture may be perceived negatively in another (Merchant and Van der Stede, 2017). For example, standardised performance monitoring used by Starbucks at a global level may be interpreted as supportive in some countries but as intrusive in others, affecting employee attitudes and performance.
In summary, while controlling is indispensable for organisational effectiveness, it is challenged by employee resistance, data limitations, high implementation costs, risks of excessive control, and cultural differences. These challenges highlight that controlling is not merely a technical process, but a complex social and organisational activity that requires careful design and sensitive implementation.
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Given the range of challenges associated with controlling, managers must adopt a balanced and flexible approach to ensure that control systems support performance rather than hinder it. One of the most effective ways to reduce employee resistance is through participative control. When employees are involved in setting performance standards and targets, they are more likely to perceive control as fair and supportive rather than as a form of surveillance (Robbins and Judge, 2017). Participation increases commitment and encourages individuals to take ownership of both their tasks and the performance outcomes. For example, Starbucks encourages employee involvement through regular feedback systems and performance discussions, which helps to align individual performance with organisational expectations while maintaining engagement. Another key strategy is improving the quality of performance data using reliable information systems. Merchant and Van der Stede (2017) emphasise that effective management control depends on timely, accurate, and relevant information. Managers can mitigate data-related challenges by investing in integrated digital systems, training staff in data reporting, and establishing clear accountability for information accuracy. Amazon provides a strong example of this approach, as it relies on advanced data analytics and real-time monitoring systems to track productivity, delivery performance, and customer satisfaction. These systems allow managers to identify problems quickly and implement corrective actions before performance deteriorates significantly.
To address the inflated costs associated with control systems, managers must ensure that controls are cost-effective and aligned with organisational priorities. Armstrong (2012) argues that control mechanisms should be designed proportionately to the size and complexity of the organisation. Rather than implementing expensive and complex systems across all areas, managers should focus on controlling critical activities that have the greatest impact on organisational performance. For instance, Tesco prioritises control in key areas such as inventory management, supplier performance, and in-store operations, where small inefficiencies can lead to substantial financial losses.
Managers can also reduce the negative effects of excessive control by adopting a more flexible and learning-oriented approach. Coulter and Robbins (2021) suggest that modern control systems should not only focus on past performance but also support continuous improvement and adaptability. This can be achieved by combining formal controls, such as budgets and performance metrics, with informal controls based on organisational culture, shared values, and trust. A strong organisational culture can function as a powerful form of self-control, reducing the need for constant supervision.
In multinational organisations, managers must adapt control systems to different cultural and institutional contexts. Standardised global controls should be complemented with local flexibility to ensure that controls are interpreted positively and do not conflict with national work practices (Merchant and Van der Stede, 2017). By doing so, organisations such as Starbucks can maintain global consistency while remaining sensitive to local employee expectations.
Overall, managers can mitigate the challenges of controlling by encouraging employee participation, improving data quality, ensuring cost-effectiveness, balancing formal and informal controls, and adapting control systems to cultural contexts. This balanced approach enables controlling to enhance performance without undermining motivation or flexibility.
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This essay has critically examined the significance of controlling as a core managerial function within contemporary organisations. It began by outlining the four fundamental managerial functions—planning, organising, leading, and controlling—and demonstrated how these operate as an integrated managerial cycle (Coulter and Robbins, 2021; Armstrong, 2012). Particular attention was given to controlling due to its significant role in linking organisational strategy with actual performance.
The analysis has shown that controlling is essential for ensuring efficiency, accountability, and effective decision-making. Through performance measurement, feedback systems, and corrective actions, managers can monitor whether organisational objectives are being achieved and to respond proactively when deviations occur (Merchant and Van der Stede, 2017). Business examples from Amazon, Tesco and Starbucks illustrated how control systems support operational efficiency, service quality, and brand consistency in large multinational organisations.
However, the discussion also highlighted that controlling is not without significant challenges. Employee resistance, data inaccuracies, high implementation costs, excessive bureaucracy, and cultural differences can all undermine the effectiveness of control systems. These challenges demonstrate that controlling is not merely a technical process, but a complex social and organisational activity that directly affects employee attitudes and organisational performance. 
Finally, the essay demonstrated that managers could mitigate these challenges through participative approaches, improved information systems, cost-effective control design, a balance between formal and informal controls, and cultural sensitivity. When implemented carefully and ethically, controlling can enhance organisational performance while simultaneously maintaining employee motivation, trust, and long-term sustainability.
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