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Organizational control is a key managerial function, and the focus of a great deal of
research in the management and organizations field. Our concern is that research has not
kept pace with changes in contemporary organizations and the external environment. In
response to this concern, we review extant empirical work on organizational control with
an emphasis on the consequences of control (i.e., the control–outcome linkage). As part of
our analytical process, we surface theories underlying existing control frameworks used
in empirical research and identify key dimensions implied by the frameworks. The three
dimensions of control—control formality, control coerciveness, and control singularity—map
onto traditional versus more current issues in and around organizations, and therefore
prove helpful in assessing the existing research stream. Based on our review, we show how
control–outcome research has in fact reached a troublesome point in its evolution, par-
ticularly concerning quantitative research. Older frameworks, theories, and issues seem to
have limited theorizing that better fits today’s realities, and several empirical tactics ap-
pear to be negatively affecting quantitative work. We close with actionable suggestions for
an area of scholarship that continues to have great potential.

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

Organizations often have difficulties ensuring that
managers and others look past their self-interests to
support collective, official goals. This is the classic
problem of organizational control, a problem that has
been of central concern to both observers and leaders of
organizations for centuries. Discussions and advice can
be traced at least as far back as the ancient Chinese
(Dunbar & Statler, 2010; Rindova & Starbuck, 1997), for
whom control encompassed many of the approaches
emphasized today in research and practice. Central te-
nets of bureaucracy (Weber, 1946) were particularly
prominent for the ancients (Rindova & Starbuck, 1997).

Classic control work can be traced to highly regarded
management theorists (e.g.,Anthony,1952;Blau&Scott,
1962; Cyert & March 1963; Etzioni, 1961, 1965; Fayol,
1949; Gouldner, 1954; Perrow, 1970, 1972; Woodward,
1970). Classic administration theorists, for example,
conceptualized control as one of the four primary func-
tions of management, along with coordinating, organiz-
ing, and planning (Fayol, 1949). Important for our
purposes, a number of commentators have portrayed
control as “management’s most fundamental problem”

(e.g., Van Maanen & Barley, 1984: 290), and more re-
cently some have made “the concept of organizational
control central to theories of organization and strategy”
(e.g., Chen, Park, & Newburry, 2009: 1133).

In formal terms, control corresponds to mechanisms
that managers use to direct attention, motivate, and en-
courage individuals to act in ways that support the or-
ganization’s objectives (Long, Burton, &Cardinal, 2002).
Three aspects of this definition are central and collec-
tively help to distinguish control from other manage-
rial functions. First, control is goal oriented (Sitkin,
Cardinal, & Bijlsma-Frankema, 2010), whichmeans
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control mechanisms are directly tied to specific organi-
zational goals. They are designed to support specific
aims. This, of course, puts control in very complex ter-
ritory as organizational goals can be divergent, conflict-
ing, and fluid (Bourgeois, 1985; Cyert & March 1963;
Dess, 1987). Second, managers are central in the design
and use of control. Control as a phenomenon studied by
organizational control scholars is manager centric—it is
top down in orientation rather than more peer oriented
(e.g., Long, Bendersky, & Morrill, 2011). Peer-oriented
practices that are spontaneous and bottom up are not
central for our review as they are not under the direct,
ongoing purview of managers. Third, control is multi-
faceted (Sitkin et al., 2010). It doesnot correspond to one
or even a fewmanagerial practices. Rather, it inherently
encompasses a diverse array of practices that can be
mapped to concepts ranging from clan, bureaucratic,
andmarket control (e.g., Ouchi, 1979); belief, boundary,
diagnostic, and interactive control (e.g., Simons, 1995);
and formal/informal input, behavior, and output con-
trol (e.g., Cardinal, 2001; Cardinal, Sitkin, & Long, 2004).
Although many research areas have posited single
approaches that can be construed as control use
[examples include: Mintzberg (1979) for reliance on
direct supervision, Sitkin (1995) for the application of
rational-legal rules, and Dale (1958) for the use of in-
centive systems], these single practices by themselves
do not constitute organizational control. In the field of
management, entire researchstreamsareoftendevoted
to a single managerial practice (e.g., performance ap-
praisal, merit pay) that may comprise one component
of many in a control system.

Despite long-standing interest (see Figure 1), re-
search in the control domain in many ways has failed
to evolve effectively. Instead, research appears to over
rely on theories and approaches based on an un-
derstanding of organizations that dates back to the
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, thereby limiting our ability to
better understand organizations and advise managers
today and in the future.1 Despite some encouraging

signs that our theories and empirical research are
beginning to embrace newways of thinking, wewill
show that control research has not kept pace with
the dramatic changes of recent decades, particu-
larly in the 21st century (Cardinal, Sitkin, & Long,
2010; Hagel, Brown, & Jelinek, 2010; Kirsch &
Choudhury, 2010).

Our intent in this essay is to reinvigorate control
research by taking the following steps. First, we ad-
vocate incorporating theories that are relevant to
modern organizations in our empirical research.
Second, we endorse harnessing control dimensions
that are better suited to organizations in the 21st cen-
tury. Third, we recommend a path for improving re-
search approaches. To accomplish our purpose, we
assess conceptual frameworks and definitions found
in extant empirical research (i.e., those focused on
how control practices influence organizational out-
comes).Through thisprocess,weshowthatdominant
theoretical foundationshaveunderlying assumptions
that have slowed empirical progress. These founda-
tions, based predominantly on means-ends contin-
gency theory, transactional cost economics, and
agency theory, are associatedwith research emphases
that do not fit current organizational challenges and
environments because their prevailing emphases
lend themselves to applications that encompass a
singular view of control (vs. a more holistic view),
a focus on coercive control (vs. enabling control), and
a focus on formal control mechanisms (vs. informal
mechanisms). All three foci are becoming increas-
ingly outdated for modern organizations as both
organizations and the world have changed. After
establishing the extent towhich these problems exist,
we make suggestions for future research. These in-
clude not only suggestions related to broadening
theoretical foundations (e.g., complexity theory and
complementarity theory) but also suggestions related
to overall research approaches.

BACKGROUND

Consider the following stylized scenario. Firms
face task environments in which significant change
can be predicted based on cyclical patterns, or based
on known periodicity in the punctuated equilibria
that characterize changes in technology, consumer
tastes, and so on. Institutional environments vary
from simple to complex across the firms, but in all
cases exhibit inertia and transparency. And pre-
vailing institutionalized beliefs that govern how
people should be managed are generally traditional.
Goals are far from monolithic inside the firms, but

1 Often forgotten in discussions of Weber’s bureaucratiza-
tion is that bureaucratic forms rose with the creation and ad-
vancement of the industrial economy.With industrialization
prior control forms were no longer effective and hence bu-
reaucracy replaced these premodern administrative forms
(i.e., monarchy control and craft system control). Monarchy
forms of control were adaptable and suffered from ineffi-
ciency and corruption as they lacked accountability (Lutzker,
1982). Craft system forms of control focused on specialized
skill building and apprenticeships through input control and
behavior control (Stinchcombe, 1959; Whitley, 2000). Ac-
cordingly, we have seen control forms evolve as the external
environment and work life changed.
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intrafirm consensus and stability regarding key or-
ganizational goals in a given period exist, and con-
flicting goals are subject to well-worn mitigating
protocols (temporal switching, structural isolation,
and the like). A host of different competitive strate-
gies are used, but economic rents tend to accrue to
those firms that have some scale. Employees execute
tasks that are reasonably well formulated.

Now consider a different stylized scenario. Here,
firms face task environments in which significant
changes are often difficult to anticipate in both timing
andtype. Institutionalenvironmentsarepredominantly
complex and exhibit nontrivial modifications from one
period to the next, as institutional entrepreneurs with
different views regarding appropriate organizational
practices permeate the institutional field. Institutional-
ized beliefs related to people management vary from
traditional to modern, as both approaches have their
advocates. Goals are not monolithic, and consensus is
often somewhat lowconcerningwhat the goals actually
are in a given time. Further, conflicting goals are often
difficult to reconcile, or even see. Significant economic
rents accrue to both large and small firms, but do
not accrue to firms that cannot adjust and renew

themselves. Employees execute tasks that increas-
ingly have higher-order knowledge components.

To long-time contributors and consumers of orga-
nizational research, our stylized scenarios are very
easy to recognize. The first represents a world that
existed in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, and could be
referred to as the “typical mid-20th century organiza-
tional scenario,” whereas the second represents a
world that has existed over the past several decades
(“typical 21st century organizational scenario”). As far
back as the mid-1980s, Huber (1984) highlighted dra-
matic shifts that were occurring in organizational life,
and predicted that different approaches to organizing
would be needed in the coming decades. Based on el-
evated and increasing levels of complexity, turbu-
lence, and information, he argued that postindustrial
organizationswouldneed topay evengreater attention
to flexibility in decision-making and freedom in the
innovation process, with novel control structures and
guided experimentation being very important. More
recently, Keller and Price (2011) noted that innovation
and change had replaced scale and stability as key
drivers of firm success. Based on inputs from more
than 600,000 executives and employees from over 500

FIGURE 1
Frequency of Organizational Control Articles Over Time for the Top 11 Journals
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Frequency of control articles from 1965 to 2015 in the top 11 management journals (Academy of Management Journal, Administrative
Science Quarterly, Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of International Business Studies, Journal of Management, Journal of Management
Studies, Journal of Operations Management,Management Science, Management Information Systems Quarterly, Organization Science, and
Strategic Management Journal).

We examine the frequency of control articles by the focus of the article:
1) Outcome Articles: There are 73 empirical “outcome articles” included in our review.
2) Conceptual Articles: In addition, there are 21 “conceptual articles” that theorize about outcome implications of control. In this number, we
included seven conceptual articles published in the Academy of Management Review.
3) Antecedent Articles: Finally, there are 28 empirical articles that exclusively focus on antecedents of control (“antecedent articles”).
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organizations around the world, as well as hundreds
of books and articles and their own work with more
than 100 client organizations, these partners at
McKinsey & Company argued that organizations must
engage in continuous change and renewal to have any
chance of ongoing success against agile competitors
immersed in fluid bases of competition. McGrath
(2014) goes further in suggesting thatwe are at the cusp
of a new revolution, where empathy by managers to-
ward employees and customers is rapidly becoming
the key issue. For this new world, she believes orga-
nizations must provide more holistically appealing
experiences forworkers and customers.And sheposes
a provocative question—“If what is demanded of
managers today is empathy (more than execution,
more thanexpertise), thenwemust ask:Whatnewroles
and organizational structures make sense, and how
should performance management be approached?”

Clearly, organizational life has changed dramati-
cally over the years, and this has important implica-
tions for organizational control. Decades ago, where
our first stylized scenario held sway, control mecha-
nisms could be simpler, more coercive, and more
formal. Such mechanisms matched the relative sta-
bility and transparency of task and institutional envi-
ronments, the relative transparency of goals and goal
differences inside firms, and the lower levels of com-
plex knowledge work. Overall, organizational control
could be engineered through reasonably straightfor-
ward analysis. In more recent decades, where our
second stylized scenario has held sway, control
mechanisms have needed to be more holistic, en-
abling, and informal. Suchmechanismsmatch amore
dynamic and opaque world filled with knowledge
work and demands for more satisfying and balanced
work lives. None of this is surprising to even a casual
observer of organizations, but our continued reliance
on theoretical foundations and emphases from de-
cades ago seems to have limited our ability to adjust
our research to changing times about whichwe are all
very aware (Cardinal et al., 2010). The net result is
limited research on newer approaches to control, es-
pecially concerning quantitative research.

In the following sections,we present an evaluation
of existing empirical control research.2 In the first

section,we briefly describe our approach to studying
past work. Next, we offer an overview of frameworks
and theories that have been prominent in past em-
pirical studies. This sets the stage for an in-depth
discussion of three key control dimensions that
emerged from the empirical research characterizing
extant research. Trends and congruence with 21st

century needs are then presented for each surfaced
dimension. Types of outcome variables that have
been studied, trends in the usage of each type, and
how the three control dimensions align with each
type are presented next. The understanding of the
outcome variables studied in relation to key control
dimensions further enhances our ability to not only
see where we have been and what we know, but to
see where we need to go in the future. Broad evalu-
ations of existing research and advice for the future
follow.

BRIEF OVERVIEW OF APPROACH USED TO
IDENTIFY AND ASSESS EXTANT RESEARCH

Weuseda structuredapproach (Cropanzano, 2009;
Short, 2009) to systematically identify and assess the
body of knowledge related to organizational control
and outcomes. As part of this process, we chose to
focus our efforts predominantly on research in the
management and organizations area. This choice
servedour goal of emphasizing a coherent yet diverse
body of knowledge drawn from the field that has
produced much of the classic work, and that has
produced a high volume of work overall. The choice
also served our goal of influencing most directly fu-
ture research in the management and organizations
area. Other contributors of important literature ana-
lyses in our field have followed this same general
approach (e.g., Josefy, Kuban, Ireland, & Hitt, 2015;
Wilden, Devinney, & Dowling, 2016).

To gather control research for our assessment, we
first identified journals that publish empirical stud-
ies based onmanagement and organization theories,
and that publish high-quality studies. In specific
terms, we identified journals from the management
list in Thompson’s Web of Science that exceeded
a threshold of 4.00 for 5-year impact. This led us to
the following eleven outlets, all of which are very
familiar to readers: Academy of Management Jour-
nal, Administrative Science Quarterly, Journal of
Applied Psychology, Journal of International Busi-
ness Studies, Journal of Management, Journal of
Management Studies, Journal of Operations Man-
agement, Management Science, Management In-
formation Systems Quarterly,Organization Science,

2 Giglioni andBedeian (1974),Storey (1985), andMartinez
and Jarillo (1989) conducted the last reviewswe are aware of
on organizational control in the management literature. The
reviewbyMartinez and Jarillo (1989)was not exclusively on
organizational control but on coordinating mechanisms in
multinational corporations where several forms of control
mechanisms were considered coordination.
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and Strategic Management Journal. To identify
control–outcome studies across the entire history of
a given journal, we searched each article’s title, ab-
stract, and keywords for the terms “organizational
control,” “management control,” and “managerial
control.”Wealso searched for common related terms
that capture different types and aspects of control
(see the Appendix for additional details).

We manually screened the articles identified
through the process described earlier. Because our
interest centered on control–outcome relationships
andhow scholars had conducted empirical research,
as part of our screening process we eliminated 3 re-
view articles (Giglioni & Bedeian, 1974; Martinez &
Jarillo, 1989; Storey, 1985), 22 conceptual articles,
and 28 articles that focused solely on the antecedents
of control. Seventy-three empirical articles remained
in our set of articles to review. These articles were
based on various units of analysis, including indi-
vidual, team, department, unit, division, and orga-
nization, with macro units of analysis being most
prevalent. The 73 studies are noted in the reference
section through asterisks.3

After identifying relevant research, we surfaced
frameworks and underlying theories that had been
used in the various empirical studies. This was
a straightforward process involving identification of
past work that had been leveraged in a given study to
define control andbuild theory. For our next step,we
perused each framework derived from the empirical
studies and uncovered three key dimensions of
control, including formality (formal vs. informal),
coerciveness (coercive vs. enabling), and singularity
(singular vs. holistic). We then assessed each study
on these three control dimensions. As discussed at
a later point, these dimensions are important in dis-
tinguishing practices that seem more useful for
studying 21st century organizations.

AN HISTORICAL EXAMINATION OF
FRAMEWORKS USED IN CONTROL RESEARCH

In order to better understand empirical research on
organizational control, we first surfaced the over-
arching frameworks that have been used in past em-
pirical studies.For studentsofhistory, the frameworks
help provide perspective on 50 years of empirical ef-
forts to better understanding control and its effects on
different organizational outcomes. We uncovered
seven frameworks that capture extant empiricalwork,
and we present those frameworks in Figure 2.

For us, the seven frameworks are essential to our
later discussion of understanding key control di-
mensions, underlying theories, and historical in-
fluences on today’s research. We define a theory as
a plausible or general principle or body of principles
offered to explain phenomena. Our use here denotes
“grand theory” as discussed by Maxwell (2005). We
define a framework as a basic structure that can offer
a visual or written product (Strauss, 1995), one that
“explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the
main things to be studied—the key factors, concepts,
or variables—and the presumed relationships among
them” (Miles & Huberman, 1994: 18). A dimension is
a feature of a phenomenon or can be an element of
a typology or configuration (see Cardinal et al., 2010;
Doty & Glick, 1993).

The first frameworkoriginatedwithTannenbaum’s
early work (i.e., “Control Graph”) on total control and
distributionof control (e.g., Tannenbaum,1956, 1962;
Tannenbaum & Kahn, 1957). Emphasizing social
psychological issues and needs theory, Tannenbaum
highlighted concerns grounded in the human re-
lationsmovement that centered onpeople potentially
being harmed by control concentrated at the top of
organizations. His formal control definition followed
from these emphases as it highlighted worries related
to domination and servitude: “any process in which
a person (or group of persons or organization of per-
sons) determines or intentionally affectswhat another
person (or group or organization) will do” (Smith &
Tannenbaum, 1963: 299). Tannenbaum posited that
controls should enhance ego-involvement, identifi-
cation, motivation, and job satisfaction of members
because organizational membership is a significant
part of members’ social lives. A more neutrally toned
sociological thread also existed in his writings, how-
ever. This can be seen in the following more macro
commentary: “It is the function of control to see that
organizational requirements are properly met, and
the ultimate goals of the organization achieved”
(Tannenbaum & Kahn, 1957: 127). To characterize

3 Even though our focus lies with empirical articles
studying control-outcome relationships, we also reviewed
the conceptual articles that theorized about outcome im-
plications of control. Out of the 22 conceptual articles
published in the 11 outlets included in our review, 14
theorized about outcome implications of control. In addi-
tion, we extended our search to conceptual articles in the
Academy of Management Review and identified seven
additional articles on control–outcome relationships.
Thus, in total there are 21 conceptual articles focusing on
control–outcome relationships from 1965 to 2015. These
articles are noted in the reference section through a †

symbol and their frequency over time is displayed in
Figure 1 as the line “conceptual articles.”
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and visually highlight the pattern of control in for-
mal organizations, Tannenbaum created the control
graph. Each graph plots the control exercised at
various hierarchical levels, thereby capturing both
total amount of control in an organization as well as
the distribution of that control (e.g., McMahon &
Perritt, 1971). Tannenbaum’s (1962) control work is
very closely associated with these graphs, as well as
the general idea that control should be shared across
levels in the organization.

Tannenbaum’s social psychological and sociologi-
cal emphases resonated with a number of researchers,

resulting in an identifiable research stream based on
his ideas. Even so, his work never spread broadly
across the control field. It has seen, however, aminor
renaissance in the 21st century (see Table 1, under
Control Graph).

The next two frameworks are related and both
go back to Ouchi’s work. The first of these (i.e.,
“Behavior-Output”) is grounded in Ouchi’s initial
control research (Ouchi & Maguire, 1975; Ouchi,
1977), where he defined control as “an evaluation
process which is based on the monitoring and
evaluation of behavior or of outputs” (Ouchi, 1977:

FIGURE 2
Overview of Organizational Control–Outcome Research
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95). Ouchi focused his attention on behavior and
output control because they were, from his perspec-
tive at the time, the only relevant phenomena subject
to observation, monitoring, and counting.4 As is well
known, managers using behavior control watch and
otherwise guide those working for them. Managers
using output control pay attention to achievement
related to organizationally desired objectives. In his
conceptual work, Ouchi specified a clear normative
framework based on Weberian bureaucratic theory
(Weber, 1946) and means-ends contingency theory
fromThompson (1967):whenmanagerial knowledge
of work processes is strong, behavior control should
be used; when achievement related to objectives is
readilymeasured, thenoutput control shouldbeused;
when both of the preceding conditions are satisfied,
then either approach can be used. Overall, an em-
phasis on one type of control is suggested for con-
trolling people and work, with the choice of which
type being contingent on context. These straightfor-
ward ideas have been very popular, with their popu-
larity increasing substantially in recent years (see
Table 1, under Behavior-Output).

The next framework (i.e., “Control Systems”) origi-
nates also with research by Ouchi (1979, 1980), where
he defined control as a “focus on the problems of
achieving cooperation among individuals who hold
partiallydivergent objectives” (p. 845).Ouchi departed
from his initial behavior-output framework (i.e., our
second framework) by bringing together organizational

theories [e.g., bureaucratic theory by Weber (1946)]
with economic theories [e.g., transaction cost eco-
nomics by Williamson (1975) and agency theory
(Jensen & Meckling, 1976)]. Ouchi emphasized three
control systems—bureaucracies, markets, and clans.
Bureaucracies and markets are both formal in nature.
Bureaucracies stress the specification,monitoring, and
enforcement of rules, while markets are primarily
concerned with the evaluation of outcomes. Clan con-
trol systems rely heavily on input control mechanisms
that emphasize selection to screen for values and skills
and frequently utilize socialization to also instill the
desired values. Clans especially differ from bureau-
cracies and markets as they do not “require explicit
auditing and evaluation” (Ouchi, 1980: 137). Ouchi
considered these three systems to be ideal organiza-
tional arrangements whose use should be driven by
contextual factors (Williamson, 1975). Similar to the
preceding behavior-output framework by Ouchi,
knowledge of work processes and measurability of
outputs were the focal points—strong process knowl-
edge coupledwith weak output measurability calls for
bureaucratic control, whereas weak process knowl-
edge coupledwith strongoutputmeasurability calls for
market control.When both of the preceding contextual
factors are high, either bureaucratic or market control
can be used.When both are low, clan control might be
most useful. AlthoughOuchi had rejected the informal
as a means to control in his behavior-output control
framework, he now embraced it with the introduction
of the clan. Ouchi’s ideas diffused slowly but their in-
fluence has risen steadily over the years, and use of
these ideas is very frequent today (see Table 1, under

TABLE 1
Citations by Organizational Control Frameworks Over Time: Overall Count and Top 11 Management Journals Count

Years Control Frameworks

From To
Control
Graph

Behavior-
Output

Control
Systems

Macro
Controls

Levers of
Control

Formal
Control
Targets

Formal &
Informal
Control
Targets

1965 1974 41a 11 — — — — — — — — — — — —

1975 1984 15 2 37 16 15 5 — 5 — — — — — —

1985 1994 6 2 46 16 99 22 2 2 0 0 — — — —

1995 2004 6 2 42 10 171 40 32 20 23 3 10 1 — —

2005 2016 22 0 104 13 655 59 71 31 136 9 218 22 132 28
1965 2016 90a 17 229 55 940 126 105 53 159 12 228 23 132 28

Notes: The first column per framework presents overall citations in SSCI-listed journals; the second column presents citations in the top 11
empirical journals. A dash (“—”) in a citation-count cell indicates that the framework was not yet developed and consequently could not be
cited. “0” indicates that the framework was not cited during the time period.

a For the control graph framework, we track the citations to Tannenbaum (1962); the first column includes seven citations that appeared
between publication of the framework in 1962 and the start of our first tracking period (1965).

4 In Ouchi’s very early writings, he dismissed informal
and clan control.
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Control Systems). In fact, this framework is the most
highly cited of the seven, and by a substantial margin.
Together, the two closely related Ouchi frameworks
have dominated control research found in the man-
agement and organizations area. This dominationmay
have crowded out other frameworks, theoretical foun-
dations, and empirical emphases.

The fourth framework (i.e., “Macro Controls”) is
associated with Hoskisson, Hitt, and Hill’s (1993)
research.Theydefined control generically in termsof
the influence of evaluations and rewards on actions.
Using information processing theory (Galbraith,
1977), ideas that foreshadowed the attention-based
view (Ocasio, 1997), and ideas from agency theory,
Hoskisson et al. (1993) differentiated two forms
of control—strategic and financial. For the first of
these, individuals are evaluated “on the basis of how
strategically desirable their decisions were before
implementation (ex ante) and on the basis of the
financial performance of the firm after the decisions
were implemented (ex post)” (see Baysinger &
Hoskisson, 1990: 78). For the second, managers
are evaluated and rewarded primarily “on the basis
of their success (ex post) in meeting performance
criteria” (see Baysinger & Hoskisson, 1990: 78). Con-
ceptually, strategic rather than financial emphases
are associated with richer information capabil-
ities by those in control, and ultimately they lead
to enhanced exploration of business opportunities.
Although these ideas gained some traction in corpo-
rate governance research, they never enjoyed wide-
spread adoption in the core control research stream.
Overall, the framework has attracted some cites
but not a large number (see Table 1 under Macro
Controls).

The fifth framework (i.e., “Levers of Control”) is
derived from Simons (1991) work on formal levers
of control. Simons (1991) defines control in terms
of “formalized routines and procedures that use
information to maintain or alter patterns in organi-
zational activity” (p. 49). Grounded in theoretical
concepts from organizational learning, control is
seen as a process that managers can use to manage
three inherent tensions in organizations (Simons,
1994): unlimited opportunity versus limited atten-
tion; individual self-interest versus innate desires to
contribute to the organization; and intended versus
emergent strategy. Formal control systems are or-
ganized into four systems in service of handling
these tensions and facilitating change: belief sys-
tems (explicit sets of shared beliefs that define basic
values, purpose and direction), boundary systems
(formally stated limits and rules that must be

respected), diagnostic systems (output assessments
and corrections of negative deviations), and inter-
active systems (intensive top-management atten-
tion and involvement using and adapting one or
more of the previous control systems).

Clearly, the core systems found in Simons work
have substantial overlap with Ouchi’s clan, bureau-
cracy, and market systems, but Simons specifies
a blending of his systems (both within and across
time periods) to achieve organizational aims,
whereasOuchi specifies a contingency framework in
which a single system is suggested for a given con-
text. It is important to note, however, that Simons
and Ouchi were formulating their ideas for different
purposes, change versus ongoing management of
the firm. Sadly, Simons’ ideas have not had strong
impact in the management and organizations area,
although they have been used to some degree in
managerial accounting research. Overall, the cita-
tion record reveals substantially less overall impact
relative to Ouchi (see Table 1 under Levers of
Control).

Our sixth framework is associated with Cardinal’s
(2001) efforts. Cardinal defined control as “any pro-
cess by which managers direct attention, motivate,
and encourage organizational members to act in de-
sired ways to meet the firm’s objectives” (p. 22).
Grounding her work in organizational learning and
the evolving knowledge-based view, Cardinal high-
lights three formal control targets: input, behavior,
and output. For her, controls should be viewed from
the standpoint of their inherent temporal location in
a process. Input controls apply to the up-front work
of setting up a project or unit, as well as the resetting
of a project or unit at appropriate points of punctu-
ation. Behavior controls apply to the monitoring of
ongoing activities during the execution of work.
Output controls apply to assessments of goal attain-
ment at the end of a milestone period, end of a proj-
ect, or on a more routine basis for ongoing units. As
implied by these descriptions, the various targets of
control can all be strongly emphasized for a given
project or unit; alternatively, only one or two might
be emphasized (see Table 1 under Formal Control
Targets).

Our seventh and last framework (i.e., “Informal
and Formal Control Targets”) is associated with
Cardinal, Sitkin, and Long’s (2004) work. Similar to
most definitions of control, they emphasize organi-
zational goals in their explicit definition: control
pertains to “align[ing] employee capabilities, activ-
ities, and performance with the organization’s goals
and aspirations” (p. 411). Building on this definition
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and their theoretical grounding in organizational
learning and evolutionary theory, they extend the
earlier research by Cardinal (2001) to include both
formal and informal input, behavior, and output
controls. Most importantly, the specification of in-
formal aspects of behavior and output control, as
well as the formal aspect of input control, move past
Ouchi’s (1977, 1979) foci. The central point is that all
three control targets can be executed informally and
not just formally. That is, even though informal
control may not be explicitly stated or prespecified,
it still can be used intentionally and purposefully by
higher-level managers. Moreover, how the six as-
pects of control (e.g., informal input, formal output)
are balanced might play an important role in orga-
nizational change, learning, and performance. In
terms of impact, Cardinal et al.’s ideas have been
moderately popular, as seen in the pattern of cita-
tions (see Table 1 under Informal Control Targets).

DERIVING THE DIMENSIONS OF CONTROL
FROM THE CONTROL FRAMEWORKS

Wenow turn our attention to three keydimensions
of control and how they have been used over time in
the empirical research: 1) control formality, 2) con-
trol coerciveness, and 3) control singularity. As
noted earlier, these dimensions emerged from the
seven frameworks and their theoretical foundations
(see Table 2). Moreover, they provide insight into
traditional versus more modern empirical ap-
proaches to control, and thus are informative re-
garding what could be emphasized in 21st century
research. Unfortunately, what could be emphasized
and what is being emphasized often diverge.

Control Formality

The first dimension of control is formality (see
Table2, column4),whichpertains towhetheracontrol
mechanism is formal or informal. Formal control rep-
resents explicit and codified institutionalmechanisms
that are officially sanctioned such as written pro-
cedures and rules anddirectives (Cardinal et al., 2010).
Informal control embodies “unwritten, unofficial [. . .],
less objective, uncodified forms of control” (Cardinal
et al., 2004: 414).5 Visibility and explicitness are key
differentiators between formal and informal control
(e.g., Kreutzer, Cardinal, Walter, & Lechner, 2016).

Formal control is the classic point of emphasis and
dates back to early organization scholars such as
Anthony (1952), Barnard (1938), Blau and Scott
(1962), Child (1972) Fayol (1949), and Weber (1946),
who wrote about the bureaucratic system of control
with an emphasis on written rules, hierarchy, and
documentation. Moreover, formal control is featured
inall sevenof the frameworksdiscussedearlier, and it
is exclusively featured in five of seven. As a result, 70
out of the 73 empirical studies in our review have
included one or more formal control mechanisms,
with almost two-thirds exhibiting an exclusive em-
phasis on formal control. Only three studies empha-
sized informal control exclusively (Fortado, 1994;
Perrone, Zaheer, & McEvily, 2003; Wasserman &
Frenkel, 2011). The bottom line is that formal control
has dominated the empirical research. This domi-
nance can be seen visually in Figure 3a.

Turning to trends over time, there is only modest
good news for those who see informal mechanisms
as very important in the 21st century. The percentage
of studies including one or more formal aspects of
control has remained constant over time at 96,
whereas thepercentage of informal aspects of control
has increased from 28 in the first 30 years of the pe-
riod covered by our work (1965–1994) to only about
40 in the past 20 years (1995–2015) as shown in
Figure 3a. Although researchers are increasingly in-
cluding informal control in their empirical research,
acceleration of this trend would provide relevant
insights for future challenges of organizations.

Control Coerciveness

The second control dimension is coerciveness (see
Table 2, column5),whichpertains to coercive versus
enabling emphases in researchers’ conceptualiza-
tions and perspectives. Coercive aspects of control
can be seen in the historically tight linkage between
bureaucratization and control in American and Eu-
ropean thought. In Weberian bureaucracy (Weber,
1946), compliance, following rules, and hierarchical
supremacy are paramount. Weber’s conceptualiza-
tion of bureaucracy emphasizes an administrative
element that corrects and disciplines deviation,
and a rule of order element that is used to achieve
goals. Although less known, Weber’s focus on goal
achievement also introduced a “softer” side to bu-
reaucracy that discussed helping employees reach
goals and feeling accomplished (Adler & Borys,
1996). This softer andmore informal viewwas rarely
picked up in the subsequent literature. Conse-
quently, these compliance notions have resulted in

5 It is important to note thatwe did not consider research
with a sole focus on organizational culture or norms or
institutional legitimacy in our review.
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scholars viewing control in a coercive fashion, con-
sistent with the conceptual work underlyingOuchi’s
original behavior-output control framework (Ouchi
& Maguire, 1975; also see Ouchi, 1977).

Along similar lines, agency theory suggests that
individuals will not be inherently motivated to do
what is right for the organization (Eisenhardt, 1985;
Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Mahoney, 2004), and thus
it suggests a “heavy hand” for compliance rather
than a gentle and “invisible hand.” George and Qian
(2010) spoke to the issues: “An underlying assump-
tion of control is the divergence between the orga-
nization and the individual such that individuals are
likely to take care of their own interests ahead of
those of the organization” (p. 167). Overall, this view
highlights keeping employees in line and conformity
to organizational rules and directives, which is very
consistent with the conceptual work that underlies
Ouchi’s (1979) second framework (i.e., control sys-
tems) in which he refers, for example, to “coercive
organization” for cases where organizational mem-
bers are “subject to economic coercion to modify
their values” (p. 842). Because control is seen in
terms of avoiding and preventing problems in the
organization, it is regarded as constraining and

coercive. Although Ouchi’s initial writings on con-
trol for his behavior-output framework drew on
Weber’s conceptualization of bureaucracy, his sub-
sequent research introduced a different intellec-
tual lineage and built on transaction cost theory
and agency theory (Williamson, 1975) for his control
system framework. Overall, Ouchi consistently high-
lighted coercive control in his exceptionally
impactful work (see Ouchi and McGuire, 1975;
Ouchi, 1977, 1979). These legacy ideas about con-
formity have given control a poor reputation as a
managerial solution to 21st century problems and
organizations.

Adler and Borys (1996) presented a broader view
of bureaucracy and differentiated between two types,
coercive and enabling, a distinction “that helps rec-
oncile the contrasting assessments of bureaucracy
as alienating to employees or as enabling them to
perform their tasks better” (p. 61). The coercive view
suggests a bureaucratic form that “stifles creativity,
fosters dissatisfaction, and demotivates employees”
(Adler & Borys, 1996: 61). Control functions as a
means by which management attempts to coerce
employees’ effort and compliance, thereby limiting
ingenious and innovative possibilities. Coercive

TABLE 2
The Influence of Control Frameworks and Theoretical Foundations on Dimensions of Control

Control
Frameworks First Citation Theoretical Foundations

Control Dimensions

Control Formality
(Formal vs. Informal)

Control
Coerciveness
(Coercive vs.
Enabling)

Control Singularity
(Singular vs. Holistic)

Control graph Tannenbaum
(1962)

Human relations
perspective

Formal Enabling Singular

Needs theory
Behavior-output Ouchi and

Maguire (1975)
Means-ends contingency
theory

Formal Coercive Weak holistic

Weber bureaucracy
Control systems Ouchi (1979) Transaction cost theory Formal and Informal Coercive Weak holistic

Means-ends contingency
theory

Weber bureaucracy
Agency theory

Macro controls Hoskisson
et al. (1993)

Information processing
theory

Formal Coercive Weak holistic

Attention-based concepts
Agency theory

Levers of control Simons (1994) Organizational learning Formal Coercive and
Enabling

Strong holistic

Formal control
targets

Cardinal (2001) Organizational learning Formal Coercive and
Enabling

Weak holistic

Formal and informal
control targets

Cardinal
et al. (2004)

Organizational learning Formal and Informal Coercive and
Enabling

Strong holistic
Evolutionary theory
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FIGURE 3
The Distribution of Three Control Dimensions Studied Over Time in Empirical Research: (a) Control Formality

Dimension, (b) Control Coerciveness Dimension, and (c) Control Singularity Dimension
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control is constraining and uses force or threats
to achieve alignment of subordinates’ behavior
with organizational objectives. It is focused on
conformity, consistency, narrow division of labor,
and heavy-handed attributes. However, the en-
abling view suggests a formof control that “provides
needed guidance and clarifies responsibilities,
thereby easing role stress and helping individuals
be and feel more effective” (Adler & Borys, 1996:
61). In doing so, enabling control provides the
means to be productive or creative, has a positive
connotation, and functions so as to allowemployees
to better master their task environments and reach
their creative potential. Ahrens and Chapman
(2004) built on Adler and Borys (1996) to distin-
guish between coercive and enabling uses of man-
agement control systems. They saw coercive use as
the “stereotypical top-down control approach that
emphasizes centralization and preplanning” (p. 271)
and saw enabling use in terms of control that puts
organizational members in a situation permitting or
even assisting them in the handling of unforeseen
events at work.

Historically, the coercive dimension has been
prevalent in control research. Across the entire period
of our review, almost 90 percent of empirical studies
have presented a coercive perspective of control,
whereas only 48 percentage have presented an en-
abling perspective (37 percent have presented both
perspectives). See Figure 3b for the historical pattern.
Similarly, Cardinal (2001) incorporated some of the
ideas of Adler and Borys (1996) when she developed
her formal control framework to study the effects of
control on innovation.

The coercive perspective has surprisingly in-
creased from 84 percent in the first 30 years of
control research (i.e., 1965–1994) to 92 percent in
the second time span (i.e., 1995–2015), but the in-
crease in the enabling perspectivewasmuchmore
pronounced—from32 to 56percent. Studies combin-
ing both perspectives consequently increased as
well from 16 to 48 percent (the trend line can be seen
in Figure 3b), although 56 percent of the studies
taking an enabling perspective in the period from
1995 to 2015 is still somewhat low and amodest gain
from the prior time period. The overall trend is en-
couraging for those who see enabling control as key
for how human capital is managed in the 21st cen-
tury where innovation, learning, and flexibility are
needed to meet increasing uncertainty, complexity,
and dynamism in the environment.We seem poised
to let go of the legacy that organizational control
must be coercive to meet organizational goals.

Control Singularity

The third control dimension is singularity (see
Table 2, column 6). It relates to whether empirical
researchers take a singular or holistic approach. In
the traditionally used singular approach, a single
form of control has been emphasized over another as
a path to organizational effectiveness, for example,
output control over behavior control or a clan system
over a bureaucratic system. In other words, only one
control type is seen as useful in a given context, and
the work is approached accordingly. Singularity has
deep roots in the contingent (i.e., if-then and either-or)
theoretical foundations of control research (Cardinal
et al., 2010)—there is only one ideal and effective form
of control for a specific context.

The early behavior-output control framework
(Ouchi & Maguire, 1975) builds on Thompson’s
(1967) means-ends contingency theory where be-
havior control should be used when activities and
behaviors (i.e., means) are understood and output
control should be used when means are not well
understood, but outputs can bemeasured (i.e., ends).
“As means-ends relationships become less clear,
behavior control is expected to be less effective, and
as the reliability and validity of outcome measures
decrease, outcome control is deemed infeasible.”
(Kreutzer,Walter, & Cardinal, 2015: 1317). Likewise,
transaction cost theory and agency theory both treat
“alternative modes [of control] as mutual substi-
tutes” (Choudhury & Sabherwal 2003: 294). Ouchi
(1979) in his control systems framework uses
Williamson’s (1975)market failures from transaction
cost theory to describe how firms initially use a
market control system but as transaction costs rise,
a bureaucratic control system is adopted. However,
as task behaviors become overly complex and in-
formation becomes ambiguous, rules concerning
behaviors lose effectiveness causing bureaucracies
to fail. When neither prices nor rules are effective,
a clan is endorsed as the solution. The shift away
from very narrow singular examinations of control
phenomena seems quite useful for better under-
standing how organizations adapt to fluid, compli-
cated settings (De Jong,Bijlsma-Frankema,&Cardinal,
2014).

Sitkin et al. (2010) describe these underlying the-
ories of control as having a singular focus and regard
a singular focus as “artificial” (p. 4). They recom-
mend that researchers move beyond singular con-
ceptualizations of control by incorporating greater
control variety in their theories and empirical re-
search so as to better reflect actual organizations. The
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problem with singularity is that it imposes rationality
on our control frameworks and therefore our empirical
research designs and hypotheses. Dougherty (2016)
draws on Tsoukas (2005), Tsoukas and Knudsen
(2005), and Weick (2005) to explain the problems
of rationality in organizational theories. She dis-
cusses how rationality misleads us as it assumes
that 1) “action is driven by prior knowledge” (p. 39);
2) uncertainty, ambiguity, and any noise are to be
avoided; and 3) it strips away the details that are
needed to understand complexity. Organizations
face increasing complexity and ambiguity and are
messy with many varieties of controls coexisting in
all types of organizations.We have barely scratched
the surface on understanding how these controls
interact as complements or to dampen coercive ef-
fects with enabling effects across many organiza-
tional outcomes.

Cardinal and colleagues (Cardinal et al., 2004;
Kreutzer et al., 2015; Long et al., 2002; Long, Sitkin,
Cardinal, & Burton, 2015; Sitkin et al., 2010) differ-
entiate between singular andmore complex views of
control and treat control singularity as a binary di-
mension (i.e., singular vs. holistic). Holistic views of
control assume that organizational control is made
upof different control approaches and the focus is on
understanding how these approaches interact, con-
figure, and jointly influence outcome variables—in
essence the blending of control. This view is in
contrast to the historical singular views that are pre-
scriptive (i.e., “one best way”) or contingent (i.e., if-
then and either-or). Consistent with this binary
treatment of singularity, research by Simons (1991,
1994) and Cardinal et al. (2004) would be portrayed
as holistic and research byOuchi andMaguire (1975)
and Ouchi (1977, 1979, 1980) would be depicted as
singular, for example.

Wepartially diverge from the above viewanddeem
control singularity as more nuanced. We offer a more
fine-grained classification of the control singularity
dimension by putting forth three categories: 1) sin-
gular, 2) weak holistic, and 3) strong holistic. In-
teractions, configurations, or blends of different types
of control are classified as “strong holistic” control,
whereas they were previously represented as simply
holistic control. This refined classification—strong
holistic—is consistent with the original meaning of
holistic byCardinal and colleagues.However,wepart
ways with the previous classification of singular
control and separate it into two categories: “singular”
control and “weak holistic” control as the previous
classification of singular control is too broad. In our
review, singular control equates to a theoretical and

empirical focus on one type of control only. Weak
holistic control equates to multiple types of con-
trol being studied but where one is preferred
theoretically—the other control types are expected to
have negative or zeroweights in additivemodels. It is
important to note that there often is a normative
flavor—although not exclusively—to the theoretical
arguments associated with weak holistic control. As
an example, Morris, Zhong, and Makhija (2015) the-
orize that outcome-based incentives (i.e., outcome
control) are useful for broad knowledge search and
acquisitionwithinmultinational professional service
firms, but the use of process-based incentives
(i.e., behavior control) should be avoided because
they have negative effects. Thus, one type of control
waspreferredover another, and the twowere tested in
an additive model (i.e., the influence of behavior
control and output control on knowledge was tested
simultaneously in the samemodelwithoutexamining
the interactions between behavior control and output
control). Similarly, Cardinal (2001) proposes that
only input control is useful for radical innovation,
with behavior and output control being negative. She
then examined the predicted positive, negative, and
negative effects (respectively) in an additive model.

Applying our extended classification of control
singularity, we classify both Ouchi frameworks
(behavior-output and control systems) and the macro
controls framework by Hoskisson et al. (1993) as
weak holistic. The Simons’ (1994) levers of control
framework and theCardinal et al.’s (2004) formal and
informal control targets frameworkpreviously coded
as holistic control, now warrant the strong holistic
classification. Cardinal’s (2001) formal control tar-
gets framework is classified as weak holistic because
it is additive and not about blending.

Control scholars (e.g., Kreutzer et al., 2015; Simons,
1991, 1994) have turned increasing attention to strong
holistic views of control by examining how different
controls combine and complement each other rather
that serve as substitutes. For many, strong holistic
approaches are seen as superior for truly understand-
ing overall control dynamics (e.g., Cardinal et al.,
2010, 2014). Moreover, in 21st century organizations
where there is more complexity, ambiguity, and flu-
idity (e.g., Dougherty, 2016; McGrath, 2014), such
approaches could be particularly important for prop-
erly understanding the control–outcome landscape.

In our set of 73 studies, 52 percent exhibit sin-
gular approaches, where a single, narrow type of
control has been studied in isolation. Nineteen
percent exhibit weak holistic approaches, where
additive effects of different types of control have
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been examined. Finally, 29 percent of the studies
exhibit strong holistic approaches, where interac-
tions or blends of different control types have been
used (see Figure 3c).

Trends over time reveal both interesting and
hopeful patterns. In the older period, 80 percent of
studies were singular, none were weak holistic, and
only 20 percent were strongly holistic. In the more
recent time, these numbers changed substantially to,
38 percent singular, 29 percent weak holistic, and 33
percent strong holistic.6

CONTROL AND DIFFERENT TYPES OF
OUTCOMES

As discussed thus far, research on control and
outcomes has been rich and varied, but with several
noteworthy shortcomings. To better understand the
current state of control research, we now explore
trends, findings, and insights related to different
types of outcomes. The central question is this: Have
we generated greater insights for particular types of
outcomes, with other types being relatively neglec-
ted? As part of our analytical approach, we cycle
back to our three key dimensions of control in order
to examine how they have been applied in the study
of various outcome types. The results of this analysis
play a pivotal role in our overall interpretations and
advice.

Outcome Types

Before evaluating researchoncontrol anddifferent
types of outcomes, we needed to identify or create
a framework that would allow outcome variables to
be categorized in ameaningful way. To build on past
work in this area, we grounded our analysis in the
competing values approach popularized by Quinn
and Rohrbaugh (1983) and used, for example, as
the foundation for a popular culture assessment
(Cameron &Quinn, 2011) and recently as a reference
point in a comprehensive assessment of performance
concepts in the strategy field (Miller, Washburn, &
Glick, 2013). The competing values framework
builds on two primary dimensions: 1) the internal–
external dimension and 2) the stability–flexibility
dimension. An internal orientation puts the spotlight
on outcomes related to processes and people inside
the unit/organization, whereas an external orienta-
tion puts the spotlight on outcomes more closely
aligned with stakeholders in the outside environ-
ment. An emphasis on stability puts the spotlight on
routinized aspects of the unit/organization, whereas
an emphasis on flexibility puts the spotlight on ad-
aptation and change. By cross-classifying these two
dimensions, a matrix with four types of outcomes
results: 1) adaptability outcomes, 2) human relations
outcomes, 3) process outcomes, and 4) rational-goal
outcomes.7

For adaptability outcomes, the ability to survive
and prosper over the long run is the focus, with in-
novation, learning, and change being specific out-
come variables of interest. For human relations
outcomes, employee well-being and growth serve as
focal points, with satisfaction, morale, and good cit-
izenship being examples of specific outcome vari-
ables. For process outcomes, order is the focal point,
with smooth workflow processes, effective infor-
mation flows, and sound coordination being exam-
ples of specific outcome variables. Although the
focus has historically been on processes within the
organization’s boundary, a broader examination that
cuts across that boundary has been adopted in some
cases (e.g., information flows and coordination with
an alliance partner). In these cases, the focal organi-
zation and its needs remain central. For rational-goal
outcomes, efficiency and productivity, broadly de-
fined, are focalpoints,withprofitability, risk-adjusted

6 Our review of the conceptual articles dedicated to
control–outcome relationships offers an interesting com-
parison to the corresponding empirical set for control
frameworks and the control dimensions. First, Ouchi’s
frameworks (i.e., behavior-output control and control
systems) dominate this conceptual set even more than the
empirical studies. These authors, thus, do not sufficiently
tap the potential ideas of more recent control frameworks.
Second, whenwe examine the three dimensions of control
(formality, coerciveness, and singularity), we see that
theoretical research is not ahead of the empirical research
on control. All of the conceptual articles include formal
control, whereas roughly 40 percent include informal
control. Hence, when theorizing about control formality,
there still remains significant opportunity to theorize
about the interactions between formal control and informal
control. We find that over two-thirds of the conceptual
articles theorize about coercive control and only one-tenth
of the articles theorizes about enabling control, and over
one-third theorizes about both coercive and enabling
control. For control singularity, none of the conceptual
articles are devoted to strongholistic control. There is great
upside potential for movement toward strong holistic
frameworks such as that by Cardinal et al. (2004).

7 While the four types of outcomes are based on the
classification proposed by Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983),
we used Cameron and Quinn (2011) to support minor
judgment calls related to the adaptability outcome.
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returns, and other core business outcomes function-
ing as variables of interest. In essence, the theme is
attainment of near-term performance goals of imme-
diate interest to customers, shareholders, and other
outside stakeholders. Because of its importance to
outside stakeholders, product/service quality also
was positioned with rational-goal outcomes for our
work.8

Trends and Findings in the Study of Adaptability

Control researchers have included adaptability
outcomes in only 21 percent of the reviewed studies,
the lowest level of inclusion among the four types of
outcomes (see Figure 4). The inclusion rate remains
at 21 percent for the relatively recent period 1995 to
2015.Given the relevance of researchon adaptability
for turbulent and unpredictable settings, this is
troubling. Moreover, research in this area has been
predominantly oriented toward formal rather than
informal mechanisms, which might not be the best
focal point in the domain of innovation, learning,
and change. Formal control may create less flexibil-
ity in theapplicationofpolicies and in the generation
of suitable responses to unique situations, both of
which are problematic for nonuniform action. Sim-
ilarly, all adaptability studies have included the
traditional coercive perspective. In recent years,
however, the enabling perspective has gained mo-
mentum, which is positive, given the likely role of
enabling mechanisms in positioning organizations
for learning and innovation. Also positive, there has
been a shift away from singular studies toward ho-
listic ones. While 60 percent of published work was
singular in orientation in the earlier time, only 20
percent had this orientation in the later time (see
Table 3). Although much of the available work is
weakly holistic (50 percent) rather than strongly
holistic (30 percent), the shift away fromvery narrow
singular examinations of control phenomena seems
quite useful for better understanding how organiza-
tions adapt to fluid, complicated settings.

Two types of studies are responsible for the more
promising parts of the above profile. The first type

rests on qualitative research methods, which un-
derlie almost half of the studies of adaptability, and
exactly half in the more recent time. The vast ma-
jority of qualitative studies have included an en-
abling perspective and have been strongly holistic.
Schroeder, Linderman, Liedtke, and Choo (2008)
provide an example. They used a grounded theory
approach to study six sigma in two organizations,
focusing not only on adaptability outcomes but also
process and rational-goal outcomes. For them, con-
trols are seen as positive for facilitating action and
interaction. Moreover, the blending of social, be-
havioral, and output controlswas seen as important
for broad-based exploration and learning among
members of the organization, which in turn helped
with the achievement of extraordinary gains in six
sigma projects. Foss (2003) provides another ex-
ample, although a less positive one. In this case,
Oticon’s experiment with an internal market-
hierarchy hybrid was examined. The experiment
was useful across a number of years for both in-
ternal processes and innovation, but the hybrid
ultimately had to be deemphasized due to some
unresolved contradictions in the arrangement.
Managed differently, or perhaps used in a different
setting, the hybrid might have been useful for a
longer period.

The second typeof studies responsible for themore
positive parts of the profile for adaptability outcomes
rests on Simons’ levers of control framework with its
emphasis on enabling aspects of controlwith a strong
holistic orientation. Interestingly, all of the studies
based on Simons’ work investigate adaptability
outcomes (Koufteros, Verghese, & Lucianetti, 2014;
Marginson, 2002; Simons, 1991, 1994).

Turning to the overall empirical portfolio, adapt-
ability research has been focused on output-oriented
control variables to a greater degree than input-
or behavior-oriented variables, with a number of
frameworks being used to underpin specific variable
conceptualizations [e.g., output control from Ouchi
andMaguire (1975); financial control fromHoskisson
et al. (1993); diagnostic control from Simons (1994);
andoutput control fromCardinal (2001) andCardinal
et al. (2004)]. Importantly, reported findings suggest
that output-oriented control variables have positive
effects. Cardinal (2001), for example, found that for-
mal output control enhances both incremental and
radical innovation in pharmaceutical firms. Only
a few exceptions to this pattern of positive effects
exist, such as Ogbonna and Wilkinson’s (2003) find-
ing that a tight focus on output control harmed cul-
tural change initiatives. Some research suggests the

8 In the original Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983) frame-
work, quality was not assigned to a specific outcome type.
In addition, short-term sales growth was included with
rational-goal outcomes as it is generally considered to be
a fundamental indicator of near-term performance and
productivity (e.g., Miller & Cardinal, 1994; Palich et al.,
2000). Few control studies, however, actually included
this particular outcome variable.
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positive effects of output-oriented variables are
moderated, but this has not been a point of empha-
sis thus far. Similar to the positive effects of output
control, mostly positive effects have been found for
input-oriented variables. Cardinal (2001), for ex-
ample, found formal input control, proxied by R&D
scientists’ diversity and their professionalization,
to enhance both incremental and radical innova-
tion. In contrast, available findings suggest sub-
stantially inconsistent effects for behavior-oriented
control variables. For example, Goodale, Kuratko,
Hornsby, and Covin (2011) found formal behavior
control to be positive overall, whereas Ogbonna
and Wilkinson (2003) showed that behavior con-
trol was negative for cultural change initiatives.
Cardinal (2001) found her three proxies for formal
behavior control to have mixed influences on drug
innovation.

Trends and Findings in the Study of Human
Relations

Research focused on human relations has been
reasonably frequent (44 percent of the reviewed
studieswith that ratio remaining steady across time).
Nevertheless, it is somewhat surprising thatnotmore
attention has been put into this area, given the as-
cendency of strategic human resource management

as an important field of study and the need to better
understand causal factors that lead to committed,
motivated people who are prepared to adapt to
changing circumstances in turbulent contexts
(e.g., Keller & Price, 2011; McGrath, 2014). Also
surprising, research in the human relations area has
been predominantly focused on formal control mech-
anisms (see Table 3). Given the potential impact of
managers’ informal practices on people and relation-
ships (e.g.,Dean&Sharfman, 1996;Martin,Guillaume,
Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki, 2016; Schermuly &Meyer,
2016), informal control would seem to be a chief tar-
get for investigation in human relations research.
Evenmore surprising, the vastmajority of studies have
been based on a coercive perspective. While that ap-
proach is useful for understanding control tactics that
might harm people, it seems equally if not more im-
portant to adopt a set of lenses that directly bracket
what might uplift people. This is the position of
the positive organizational scholarship movement
(Cameron & Spreitzer, 2011), a movement that does
not yet have a strong presence in the control world.
Also worrisome, research based on a narrow sin-
gular orientation continues to play a strong role,
with 48 percent of studies in the recent time
exhibiting that approach, the strongest prevalence
among our four types of outcomes. Although this
type of work has seen a substantial decline over

FIGURE 4
The Distribution of Outcomes Studied Over Time for Control–Outcome Relationships
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time, it is still quite prevalent. To richly understand
drivers of committed, motivated people who are
prepared to adapt to changing circumstances,
a complex array of factors likely must be examined
together.

Similar to studies examining adaptability out-
comes, qualitative research has been a large part of
the human relations landscape, with 57 percent of
more recent studies falling into this category—44
percent for the overall time. Also similar to the ear-
lier type of outcome research, qualitative studies
have been primarily responsible for supporting
informal and holistic approaches, and they have
supported enabling perspectives to some degree.
Gregory, Beck, and Keil (2013) provide a notewor-
thy example. They used the case method to longitu-
dinally examine a complex IT project, with effects of
control onmultiple types of outcomes being tracked.
Building in part on Cardinal et al. (2004), they
developed new insights into how rich control con-
figurations can positively affect attitudes and com-
mitment, while showing that formal bureaucratic
control used alone can harm such attitudes. Similar
to Cardinal et al. (2004), they also found that changes
in control emphases over time are often instrumental
for progress. Specifically, they found that managers
in the financial services industry could enhance both
the progress of the information-system development
offshoring project and the relationship and under-
standing between client and vendor by deliberately
shifting controls over time.

With respect to the overall portfolio of human re-
lations work, most of the research has been focused
onbehavior-oriented control variables,which stands
in contrast to adaptability research. The two Ouchi
frameworks (Ouchi & Maguire, 1975; Ouchi, 1979)
have been heavily used to ground the behavior-
oriented variables. Reported findings for these
variables generally suggest benefits in keeping mis-
conduct to a minimum (keeping citizenship strong),
with some studies suggesting important mediation.
Bacharach, Bamberger, and Sonnenstuhl (2002), for
example, found that use of behavior control reduced
problem drinking through its effects on stress re-
duction. Some evidence also exists for contingent
positive effects. For example, Loughry and Tosi
(2008) found no direct link between formal behavior
control and the degree to which work units at a
U.S. theme park (composed of employees earning
just above minimum wage) were free of employee
behavior problems. However, they found that when
workers did not extensively notice their peers’ be-
havior and did not respond to it, behavior control

was helpful. In contrast to the above positive effects,
studies focused on behavior control have often pro-
duced negative effects for traditional human re-
source variables related to attitude and affect (e.g.,
satisfaction, trust, and perceived job security). For
example, in an experiment with a pre- and post-test
design, Piccoli and Ives (2003) found that behavior
control negatively affected trust in virtual teams.
Similarly, Kauppila (2014) found a negative re-
lationship between behavior control and trust.9

Output-oriented control work is quite sparse
overall and shows no consistent pattern.

Trends and Findings in the Study of Process
Outcomes

Control research focused on process outcomes has
been moderately frequent overall (36 percent), and
has increased in recent years (44 percent) (see
Figure 4). Understanding drivers of consistency and
strength in processes is useful for settings that pos-
sess order and regularity (Huber, 1984; Keller &
Price, 2011; McGrath, 2014), and such settings still
can be found today, at least to some degree. Impor-
tantly, this research has displayed a clear orientation
toward formal and coercive controlmechanisms (see
Table 3). Unlike adaptability outcomes, or even hu-
man relations outcomes, these focal points seem to
be at least moderately appropriate given the theo-
retical emphasis on consistency and strength in
existing practices and routines. Even so, trends do
show greater inclusion of informal and enabling
mechanisms over time, alongside the continued
emphasis on more traditional control tactics. Fur-
thermore, the exclusive singular orientationbetween
1965 and 1994 has seen a substantial drop to 28
percent in the more recent time, whereas the strong
holistic orientation has seen a substantial increase in
implementation, from 0 to 48 percent. Holistic work
is now almost as common in process research as it is
in adaptability research.

Qualitative research, which accounts for 57 per-
cent of process work in the recent time, is almost
entirely responsible for the increased attention on
informal control mechanisms and for the substantial
shift of attention toward strong holistic control. This

9 A study by Sitkin and George (2005) looked at formal
and informal control as a means to address distrust. Al-
though the study was not in our 11 journal set, the authors
corroborated the same findings. They found that trust de-
creased under situations of greater formal control when
informal control decreased.
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type of research also has contributed to the increased
attention on enabling aspects of control, but the
contribution is not as strong there.Use ofmore recent
frameworks, which should lend themselves to the
study of informal, enabling, and holistic control, do
not generally account for the changes in research
over time. In many cases, the most recent three
frameworks—levers of control (Simons, 1994), for-
mal control targets (Cardinal, 2001), and informal
control targets (Cardinal et al., 2004)—have been
used to support traditional emphases on process
outcomes, although some contribution to the rise of
strong holistic work has been seen.

Covaleski, Dirsmith, Heian, and Samuel (1998) pro-
vide a useful example from the qualitative set of stud-
ies. These authors studied large accounting firms (the
“Big Six” at the time) in order to better understand
forces of top-down control that support self-managed
and disciplined work processes. In stating their phi-
losophy at the outset, they expressed a belief in the
destructive power of adopting a singular orientation to
control research: “. . . a traditional, bifurcated in-
terpretationofcontrol . . . fails to recognize thepotential
interpenetration or mutual constitution of forms of
control in contemporary organizations” (p. 294). Fo-
cusingonamanagementbyobjectivesprogram (formal
outcome control) and mentoring (both formal and in-
formal behavior control), they found that seniors in the
firm relied on a blending of the control mechanisms to
achieve a level of conformity and self-identity that
would support self-management and a disciplined
approach to the work. In contrast to the holistic orien-
tation and the inclusion of informal mechanisms, the
authors did not emphasize enabling aspects of control.

Moving to the overall set of empirical findings,
studies examining process outcomes have been fo-
cused almost equally on output-oriented and
behavior-oriented control variables, with several
frameworks being drawn upon for conceptual un-
derpinnings [e.g., output and behavior control from
Ouchi and Maguire (1975); market and bureaucracy
from Ouchi (1979); and diagnostic and boundary
control from Simons (1994)]. Reported findings
suggest mostly positive effects for output-oriented
variables and generally positive effects for behavior-
oriented control variables. In a study of 372 U.S.
hospitals and their health-care quality programs,
Gowen, McFadden, Hoobler, and Tallon (2006)
found employee control initiatives, which include
output control in the form of incentive-based
rewards and pay-for-performance, to positively
influence the perceived qualitative program re-
sults (including the reduction of the frequency and

severity of errors). In their analysis of 205 industrial
Chinese state-owned firms, Lin and Germain (2003)
found formal behavior control, measured by the fre-
quency towhich comprehensive information systems,
cost centers, quality control of operation, and formal
appraisals of personnel are used, to positively influ-
ence customer product knowledge utilization. This
linkwas strengthenedby the extent of decentralization
in these organizations. The positive influence of be-
havior control is also supported in interorganizational
contexts. Li, Xie, Teo, and Peng (2010), for example,
studied 380 domestic and 200 international buyer–
supplier relationships in China and found formal
behavior control to positively influence the institu-
tionalization of cooperation in both relationship types.
With respect to input control, available findings also
suggest generally positive effects.

Trends and Findings in the Study of Rational-Goal
Outcomes

Research focused on rational-goal outcomes has
been most frequent across the four types of out-
comes, with almost 50 percent of the reviewed
studies including one or more outcome variables
from this domain. Furthermore, the strong attention
placed on this outcome domain has been constant
across the early and more recent periods (see
Figure 4). This is not surprising, given the inclusion
of core business outcomes for rational-goal outcomes
and their relevance for both stable and turbulent
contexts. Although these outcomes are linked to ex-
ploitation of current strategies and technologies,
which makes them relevant for stable contexts, they
also rise and fall based on an organization’s dynamic
capabilities and ability to incorporate exploration
into their action set (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000;
Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997).

Unfortunately, research in the area mostly has been
focusedon formal controlmechanisms (seeTable3). In
fact, all 35 available rational-goal studies have in-
cluded one or more formal control mechanisms,
whereas only 29 percent have included an informal
control mechanism. These numbers have remained
steady across our two periods, and represent the most
unbalanced profile. On the upside, enabling perspec-
tives have received substantial attention in recent
years, and a strong emphasis on singular research in
theearlyyearshasgivenway topredominantlyholistic
work. This is very positive, given the importance of
developing more nuanced and encompassing knowl-
edge of factors influencing rational-goal outcomes for
both turbulent and stable contexts.
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Unlike the other types of outcomes, qualitative
research has not been a strong part of rational-goal
empirical work, representing only 30 percent of
available studies in the recent time. Importantly, and
similar to the other types of outcomes, the qualitative
studies supply a disproportionate number of the at-
tributes that we have identified as quite useful in 21st

century research on control and outcomes. In the
recent time, 71 percent of these studies have in-
cluded an informal component, 71 percent have
exhibited an enabling perspective, and 71 percent
have exhibited a strong holistic orientation. Foss
(2003), Gregory et al. (2013), and Schroeder et al.
(2008) are excellent examples. Eachwasdescribed in
our discussions of earlier outcome types. Cardinal
et al. (2004) also serve as a meaningful example.
These control researchers surfaced dynamic config-
urations of input, behavior, and output control that
helped a start-up moving company to grow. They
discovered important leveraging of both informal
and formal aspects of control, aswell as leveraging of
both enabling and coercive aspects.

Turning to specifics in the overall portfolio of em-
piricalwork,most studieshave includedsomeformof
behavior control and/or some form of output control,
with the former being studiedmost often. Once again,
input control has been relatively neglected. In con-
trast to the other outcome types, contingent, moder-
ated, and mediated effects have appeared very
frequently. Tiwana (2008), for example, examined
the effects of behavior and outcome control as mod-
erated by the extent to whichmodularity (subsystem
independence) characterized the focal project. He
found that behavior and outcome controls were both
positive for performance, but behavior control hav-
ing weaker effects when modularity was high. Bajaj,
Kekre, and Srinivasan (2004) examined complex
ideas that suggested 1) behavior control negatively
affects proximate efficiency in product development
but positively affects downstream efficiency, with
customer interactions playing a moderating role in
the upstream linkage; and 2) input control positively
affects proximate efficiency but negatively affects
downstream efficiency, with customer interactions
playing a moderating role in the upstream linkage.
Eleven of 14 hypotheses were supported.

Overall, there is no clear pattern for the effects of
behavior control. Snell and Youndt (1995) found
behavior control’s positive effects on firm perfor-
mance increasedwhen topmanagers understood the
transformation process and “the extent to which the
relationship between actions and outcomes could be
predicted and observed” (p. 719). In a lab experiment

with computer-monitored tasks by Douthitt and
Aiello (2001), behavior control was negatively re-
lated to task performance in the form of the number of
correct answers on a test. Slater and Olson (2000),
however, found harmful effects and also beneficial
effects for behavior control, contingent on which
Miles and Snow (1978) strategy type (prospector, de-
fender, analyzer, or reactor) was being emphasized. A
substantial number of negligible effects alsohavebeen
reported. Mjoen and Tallman (1997), for example,
found no significant link between behavior control
and joint venture performance in a sample of Norwe-
gian firms involved in international joint ventures.

Output control typically has been found to bemore
positive thannegative, but there are only a few studies
showing unmoderated main effects. Liu (2015), for
example, found that output control positively in-
fluences information-system project performance in
Chinese firms, with the effects being much more im-
portant at higher levels of complexity risk (Liu, 2015).
Kreutzer et al. (2015) found positive effects of output
control in a cross-industry study of strategic growth
initiatives, but only when behavior control was
strong. Moreover, they found the interaction between
output and behavior control to be even more pro-
nounced when strategic initiatives were character-
ized by high levels of managerial politics.

Input control has only been included in a few stud-
ies, but available evidencedoes lean somewhat toward
positive or positive moderated effects. Kreutzer et al.
(2015) found input control, operationalized as specific
actions taken by managers to secure human inputs
before an initiative is set up, to positively influence
strategic initiative team performance. A moderated
positive link was supported by Snell and Youndt
(1995) who found input control to lead to stronger
performance when standards of desirability were am-
biguous. Liu (2015) found clan control to positively
influence information-system project performance,
more so at higher levels of complexity risk.10

10 The conceptual articles move in a different direction
from the overall outcome trends for control–outcome re-
lationships. First, over half of the conceptual articles in-
clude an adaptability outcomevariable; somore than twice
that of the empirical research. Second, one-third, fewer
conceptual articles than empirical articles include human
relations variables in theorizing about control–outcome
relationships. Third, two-thirds of the conceptual articles
include one outcome variable that classifies as a process
outcome—so double that of the empirical studies. Last,
rational-goal outcomes are less frequently examined in
conceptual work (about one-third of all conceptual arti-
cles) than in the empirical studies.
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POSSIBLE PUBLICATION BIAS

Publication bias is a growing concern for quantita-
tive research in the broad field of organizations and
strategy (Bettis, 2012; Miller & Bamberger, 2016).
Such bias, which relates to published evidence not
being representative of all existing evidence, can be
generated by author decisions regarding what to
submit to journals and also by editor/reviewer de-
cisions regarding what to publish (Schmidt & Oh,
2016). In both cases, these decisions typically turn on
empirical support for novel hypotheses (Barley,
2016; Bettis, 2012; Davis, 2015; Miller & Bamberger,
2016; Starbuck, 2016; Tsui, 2013).

Because publication bias can distort extant
knowledge in any subfield, including research on
control, we assessed quantitative studies in the
control–outcome stream to investigate this issue.
Three observations from our examination provide
a basis for concern. The first observation is that
virtually no studies have reported exclusively null
results for tests of control–outcome relationships.
In fact, only one study has offered an exclusively
null report, and in that case, there was only one
predicted outcome relationship amid multiple
predictions regarding antecedents of control, with
antecedents being the focus of the study (see Ecker,
van Triest, & Williams, 2013). A second related
observation is that few studies report empirical
support for less than half of their control–outcome
hypotheses. Only 5 of the 54 quantitative studies
(9 percent) fall into this category (e.g., Ply, Moore,
Williams, & Thatcher, 2012). To put this another
way, 49 studies (91 percent) report supportive
evidence for at least half of their hypotheses, with
30 (56 percent) reporting support for every single
hypothesis. In the aggregate, support has been
provided for 197 of 244 hypotheses (81 percent).
This is quite astounding. An uninformed cynic
might well ask: How have we worked our way
through novel explorations in order to be correct
the vast majority of the time, particularly given the
low statistical power that has accompanied exam-
inations of many interaction terms?

A third observation is that no direct replication
studies exist (where a different researcher attempts
to replicate a study as precisely as possible), and
only a handful of close replications exist [where a
different researcher purposely alters one or two
key features of the original study in order to gauge
generalizability or otherwise very incrementally
extend the original work; e.g., Farris and Butterfield
(1972)]. Based on this pattern of limited replication,

a number of control–outcome findings might not be
meaningful (Bettis, Ethiraj, Gambardella, Helfat, &
Mitchell, 2016; Miller & Bamberger, 2016). These
findings could have been the result of sampling error,
but the risk of misleading results seems particularly
strong for several moderator/contingency effects that
have been examined in just one or a few studies.

At this point, we wish to be very clear that, to the
extent problems exist in the quantitative control–
outcome research stream, we strongly believe those
problems have been driven by systemic publica-
tion norms and biases. A given author may have
attempted to publish null results, replications, and
so on, butwas unable to do so, instead being forced to
put those studies in the proverbial “file drawer,”
given what is and what is not acceptable for publi-
cation at a given journal.

We, however, hasten to add that our assessments
of the formal–informal, coercive–enabling, and
singular–holistic dimensions remainmeaningful for
the quantitative studies. For the first two dimen-
sions, there is no reason to suspect that bias toward
significant novel findings would influence the per-
centage of published work that is formal versus
informal or coercive versus enabling. Although
directions of effects might be different, and insights
into how to promote positive outcomes versus how
not to harm them certainly would be different, both
formal and informal emphases andbothcoercive and
enabling orientations present opportunities for sig-
nificant effects and creative theorizing. For the sin-
gular versus holistic dimension, there is some
concern that publication bias could be playing a role
in the percentages that we report because narrow
singular approaches might have lower chances of
significance and novelty. Singular approaches,
however, actually have been emphasized in pub-
lished research. For us, this suggests that such ap-
proaches have dominated in an extreme way the
research that has been done (published and un-
published), creating enough singular studies with
significant findings and hints of novelty to fill our
journals. Many more singular studies with in-
significant findings and/or lack of novelty might be
residing in the “file drawer.”

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

The End of a Journey or the Beginning of a New
Journey

As organizational control scholars, we started this
research endeavor with some preconceived ideas
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concerning the state of the organizational control
literature. We were concerned that control research
was not keeping up with changes in the competitive
landscape and thus would not play a vital role in
informing managers, employees, teams, entrepre-
neurs, and IT professionals about the knowledge
economy and organizations of the future. We had
a “hunch” based on our collective years conducting
research in this domain that control research had
been left behind in a very significant way. We,
however, hoped it had not been. We also realized as
we began our journey that hunches and hopes were
not enough, that we needed to take a deep dive into
extant empirical research and become better in-
formed. After the journey, we can say that we have
both good news and bad news. The good news is
better than we anticipated and the bad news is more
troubling than we imagined. Together, there is un-
limited opportunity for new research,11 but also
a sense of urgency related to reducing the chances
that organizational control scholars become less
relevant for managers and organizational life.

Some might question why anyone would want to
examine a classic, long-standing, long-tenured re-
search stream. Such a stream could be considered
mature with important questions having been an-
swered. We, however, can now definitively say that
the control–outcome research stream does not meet
the test of “maturity” in the context of today’s orga-
nizations. “A research stream is best considered ma-
ture when 1) a substantial number of empirical
studies have been conducted; 2) those studies have
generated reasonably consistent and interpretable
findings; and 3) the research has led to a general
consensus concerning the nature of key relation-
ships” (Palich, Cardinal, & Miller, 2000: 155). Al-
though the research stream at hand appears to meet
the first criteria, it does not fully do sowhenwe focus
on any one of the four control–outcome relationships.

Moreover, organizational control research does not
meet criteria two and three.

To shed further light, we will next discuss 1) lim-
itations in classic frameworks and theories, 2) alter-
native theoretical foundations for new control
research, and 3) future roles for qualitative and
quantitative studies.

The Limits of Classic Control Frameworks
and Theories

The overall dominance of Ouchi’s two control
frameworks is significant, as can be seen in the cita-
tion patterns associated with the frameworks (see
Table 1 under Behavior-Output and Control Sys-
tems). The theoretical foundations (i.e., means-ends
contingency theory, Weberian bureaucracy, trans-
action cost theory, and agency theory) have kept our
attention and energy on formality, coerciveness, and
approaches that are not strongly holistic. In addition,
Ouchi’s influence and the influenceof his theoretical
foundations have been growing at an increasing rate.
Use of alternative frameworks and theories, how-
ever, becomes salient when we consider the impor-
tance of understanding a broader array of control
mechanisms as well as a broader array of outcome
variables that relate to organizational well-being,
innovation and knowledge creation, new capability
development, attraction of high caliber employees,
and effective handling of the increasing informal
economy with more work being conducted outside
traditional organization boundaries.

Turning to outcome variables, the lack of empiri-
cal research for adaptability outcomes (see Figure 4
under Adaptability) is simultaneously puzzling,
given the changing nature of environmental con-
texts, and understandable, given the lack of promi-
nence of the relevant outcome variables in the
Ouchi tradition. In an external environment with
hyper competition, unrelenting change, fleeting
competitive advantage, and environmental shocks,
we would expect scholars to be more focused on
understanding the links between control and out-
comes associated with innovation, learning, and
flexibility. Related to the above, it is surprising that
half of the reviewed studies for adaptability out-
comes do not include any informal control mecha-
nisms in the empirics, whereas 30 percent do not
include an enabling orientation (see Table 3 under
Adaptability for the Outcome Type). Several factors
could account for these attributes. With six of seven
of the frameworks influenced completely or partially
by compliance and coercive perspectives of control

11 Four creative conceptual articles stand out from the
stream of research on control–outcome relationships.
First, Sitkin, Sutcliffe, and Schroeder (1994) develop
a fresh perspective comparing total quality control to total
quality learning. Second, Sharma (1997) extends agency
theory to client (principal)—professional service firms
(agent) relationships and theorizes about the role of control
in reducing opportunistic behavior in a knowledge-
intensive context. Third, Makhija and Ganesh (1997) and
Turner andMakhija (2006) theorize about the link between
control and learning and knowledge by drawing on the
knowledge based view and information processing
theories.

580 JuneAcademy of Management Annals



and with the sheer overall dominance of the formal
view of control, scholars most likely do not view
organizational control as either uplifting or condu-
cive to innovation, learning, or flexibility and thus
not relevant for the study of adaptability outcomes.
We see tremendous opportunity for research on
adaptability outcomes, not only with respect to in-
formal and enabling aspects of control but also with
strong holistic orientations, which have been sub-
stantially lacking.

The somewhat sparse research onhuman relations
outcomes (see Figure 4 under Human Relations) also
presents a puzzle. Scholars have called for increased
attention to human capital as this is important for
work–life balance in organizations and competitive
advantage, and more generally for the changing na-
ture of work. Yet, human relations outcomes remain
neglected to somedegree.Moreover, nowhere are the
limitations of traditional views more visible—
available research has been centered on formal, co-
ercive, and less holistic control. Control singularity
is the one dimension beginning to shift, but progress
has been slow. We see great potential for scholars
interested in 21st century organizations and human
relations outcomes to explore informal, enabling,
and strong holistic control.

Turning to control targets, we have learned that
input control or ex ante control has mostly been ig-
nored in quantitative research, as either a stand-alone
focus or as part of a configuration of multiple types of
control. Most research has focused on behavior and
output control stemming again from the early control
frameworks and theoretical foundations emphasizing
how employees conduct work andwhat they actually
createorproduce.These frameworks and foundations
generally omit input control, and they also promote
a weak holistic or even singular view which contrib-
utes to something being left out. Ouchi’s first frame-
work (i.e., behavior-output control) is a key to the
pattern, with Ouchi reaching back to Weber’s bu-
reaucratic organization theory to characterize the
nature of work. Overall, we need more research on
types and outcomes of ex ante control. This seems
particularly true for human relations outcomes,
which are all about people, but also true for adapt-
ability outcomes where diverse inputs might be use-
ful, if blended with other aspects of control.

Helping Green Shoots Grow in Organizational
Control Research

The historical evolution of control research with
its emphasis on regulatory and hierarchical control

has contributed to a negative view. Past researchhas
viewed control as a regulatory or corrective func-
tion, which connects to formal and coercive as-
pects. Control has been viewed as part of the
“bureaucratic machine” and all that is implied by
that label. As such, control is often thought of as
restricting or hampering creative and innovative
endeavors. These negative connotations highlight
control as inflexible, overly stable, regulatory, for-
mal, and coercive. In addition, singular or weak
holistic approaches have dominated. As we look to
bring control research into the 21st century, it is
important to theorize about the less formal and en-
abling aspects of control, and in a strong holistic
way, as the narrow regulatory and coercive views of
control are not fully adequate for organizations and
processes in the 21st century.

We turn our attention to theoretical foundations
that provide alternative perspectives having the po-
tential to change the trajectory of organizational
control research, particularly quantitative research.
Configuration theory provides one such alternative:
using configuration theory (Meyer, Tsui, & Hinings,
1993), ideal control configurations could be theo-
rized12 and tested that include the extent to which
each controlmechanism is ideally enforced and how
they interact. Existing control research only con-
siders a limited selection of control mechanisms and
has historically ignored any interactions between/
among them. The models used in this research are
underspecified and do not realistically display con-
trol types’ coexistence in configurations. Which
control configurations are more commonly found
in organizations and what are their implications?
Which capabilities are necessary to design these
configurations and to adapt them over time?

Stewardship theory provides a second alternative.
Agency theory, and its sidekick transaction cost
theory, has been the most commonly used theory in
control work. But are its assumptions still realistic
today, where professionals adhere to professional
norms and are—as argued by some authors (e.g.,
Davis, Schoorman, & Donaldson, 1997; Lange,
2008)—acting more as stewards of organizations
than as opportunistic agents (Sharma, 1997)?What
do these fundamental assumptions about human
nature imply for control types under investiga-
tion? Is the core definition of control, as a means of
aligning individual with organizational goals, still a
valid one?

12 For an example of a configurational theoretical model
see Kreutzer and Lechner (2010).
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The resource-based view (RBV) of the firm
(Barney, 1991) is a third alternative thatmight help to
explain performance differences between control
configurations. Along with physical resources, the
RBV suggests two main types of resources that rep-
resent forms of control: on the organization capital
side, RBV is concerned with planning, controlling,
and coordinating systems; on the human capital
side, RBV is concerned with training, socialization,
and experience. Therefore, at the heart of RBV are
bundles of resources that represent forms of control.
As we consider configurations that take into account
holistic forms with formal and informal controls,
enabling and coercive controls, how these configu-
rations contribute to competitive advantage of firms
is an important endeavor to pursue. Are well-
balanced control combinations a dynamic capabil-
ity that provides competitive advantage? How does
their interplay prevent immediate replication?

Institutional legitimacy theory is a fourth alterna-
tive that takes the viewpoint of leader choices.
Scholars that discuss legalistic responses to threats to
legitimacy (e.g., Sitkin & Bies, 1993; Roth, Sitkin, &
House, 1994) study the use of legalistic, formalized
procedures and controls by managers and show that
increased use of these remedies often comes at the
expense of decreased trust in organizations. Long
(2010) applies an institutional legitimacy view to un-
derstand the full range of responses by leaders onhow
they decide what controls to use. He discusses how
leaders preserve, protect, and promote managerial
legitimacy and authority. When do managers chose
enabling controls over coercive controls, informal
controls over formal controls, and holistic control so-
lutions over singular control solutions? How effective
are their control choices? Are leaders who pursue
holistic control solutions more effective leaders than
leaders who pursue singular control solutions across
a range of organizational outcomes (i.e., adaptability
outcomes, human relations outcomes, process out-
comes, and rational-goal outcomes)?

Complexity theory is another alternative. The ba-
sic premise of complexity theory is that behavior is
nonlinear and is typified by unpredictable out-
comes, so the focus should be on adaptation rather
than static forms of organizations (Van de Ven,
Ganco, & Hinings, 2013). The root cause of non-
linearity is lower-level agents interacting and creat-
ing new feedback loops, which in turn create more
interactions and unpredictability. How do controls
function and interact in complex environments? Can
informal and enabling mechanisms truly cohere to
enhance organizational effectiveness?

Complementarity theory provides the final alter-
native foundation that is highlighted here. Using
complementarity theory permits theorizing about
control combinations holistically, and it could help
us to better understand how control combinations
can be greater than the sum of single control mech-
anisms (Bendersky, 2003; De Jong et al., 2014;
Kreutzer et al., 2016). When do controls complement
each other? When do they mitigate each other’s limi-
tations and when do they build on each other’s limi-
tations? How do they combine to jointly influence
control outcomes? What are the joint effects of dif-
ferent combinations of formal versus informal
control or enabling versus coercive controls?

Embracing Knowledge from Qualitative Studies
while Moving on to Quantitative Studies

To the extent that positive trendshave been seen in
some situations with regard to how our three key
control dimensions are used, the rise of qualitative
research has played a very large role. Qualitative
research in recent decades has offered a pathway for
conducting research that is reflective of real organi-
zations with all of their complexities. When organi-
zations are examined in depth through qualitative
work, it becomes apparent that they have it all: for-
mal and informal controls, coercive and enabling
controls, and holistic blends of types of control—the
myriad of control mechanisms are all present. Going
forward, it is hard to put the genie back in the bottle
and say we no longer should examine all of the
phenomena together when we conduct quantitative
work. Sitkin et al. (2010) favor “configurational ap-
proaches over single control elements studied in
isolation, because the latter approach is seen as ar-
tificial in the light of sensemaking as a phenomenon”
(p. 4).

The cost of these gains in organizational control
research is that qualitative research perhaps now
plays too large a role for three of four outcome types,
with rational-goal outcomes being the exception.
With 50 percent or greater qualitative work in the
past 20 years on three of four outcome types, more
quantitative testing is needed to create comparable,
generalizable bases of knowledge. Although the
foundational theories underlying control frame-
works may be long standing with empirical research
commencing in the 1960s and 1970s, the focal area of
inquiry is not yet mature. This research, however,
also is no longer nascent, suggesting that the research
is more in line with intermediate theory. Thus, the
existing qualitativework should now spur follow-up
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quantitative research or perhaps mixed methods re-
search (Turner, Cardinal, & Burton, 2017)13 if we are
tohaveacumulative evidence-based field. Edmondson
and McManus (2007) discuss the need for methodo-
logical fit with the stage of relevant theory—ranging
from mature to nascent when conducting field re-
search. Such fit does not seem to be in place for
control work, at least not in our premier manage-
ment journals. This is an enormous missed oppor-
tunity as the rich qualitative work suggests many
configurational andother types of holisticmodels to
examine, as well as other nuances to study more
systematically. Perhaps, we need to catch our
breath and allow quantitative research time to
catch up.

In addition to examining more configurational
models and nuanced questions in quantitative re-
search, simple replication work is certainly needed
to enhance the validity and reliability of existing
quantitative findings. We must ask: Do previously
observed quantitative effects really hold, net of pub-
licationbias?Tobeopen toall possible answers to this
question, we need editors and reviewers who will
accept replication work and negligible findings, for
studies that are properly powered. We also must ask:
Do existing quantitative findings about the nature of
key relationships hold in different contexts? To an-
swer this question,weneed to study already observed
effects of organizational control in diverse research
settings with large sample sizes in order to better un-
derstand generalizability and relevance in modern
types of work. Different settings might also introduce
new moderators as we could explore the boundary
conditions to better see where results are consistent
and valid.

Beyond testing existing findings in industrieswith
different characteristics or in firms with different
strategies, a somewhat new setting that seems useful
for future work involves small organizations. Most
existing organizational control research has been
conducted in mid- to especially large-established
organizations. Do existing results hold for small or-
ganizations? Does the ideal blend between formal
and informal controls differ in small organizations
versus large ones?Another new setting encompasses
emerging organizations. To counter the focus on estab-
lished organizations when studying organizational

control, one might ask: How do controls emerge and
develop in start-up firms? Do control mechanisms
influence firmoutcomes differentially inhigh-growth
versus low-growth firms? Although we do have some
researchon theseparticularquestions,wedonothave
enough. A third new setting involves professional
service firms (Morris et al., 2015). Existing research
has mainly focused on manufacturing, pharmaceuti-
cal, technological, and service organizations. What
controls are used in professional service firms? How
do high knowledge intensity, client centricity, and
customization influence the use and effect of con-
trols? How are freelancers controlled? What are the
implications of employees belonging to generation Y
on the acceptance or impact of different types of
controls?

A fourth new setting involves different organiza-
tional forms. Outside of research on joint ventures,
research has focused predominately on firm-centric
traditional organizations whereby economic activ-
ity is firm centric (Hagel et al., 2010). What are the
effects of control on cross-boundary, dispersed, and
temporary forms of work (e.g., virtual teams, peer-
based groups, alliances, consortia, communities
of practice, and relational networks)? What types
of controls are effective in these new forms? How
might these new forms change our theories of
control?

A fifth new context involves the role of technology
in tracking everything we do. Technology is pro-
foundly altering how we are observed and observe
others (Bernstein, 2017) and thus impacting trans-
parency and privacy. Bernstein (2017) suggests that
more research is needed on the relationship between
hierarchy and transparency to see if transparency is
a new form of coercive control. What forms of elec-
tronic monitoring and feedback are coercive and
what forms are enabling? We have all seen our
friends take awalk in the evening if theyhavenotmet
their physical activity tracker goals (i.e., number of
steps taken) for the 24-hour period. How does elec-
tronic monitoring interact with other forms of formal
control and informal control? When does electronic
monitoring serve as a complement or as a substitute to
other forms of control? How are configurations of
control (i.e., formal and informal, enabling and co-
ercive, input, behavior, and output) altered by elec-
tronicmonitoring?Howdo these configurations affect
organizational outcomes (i.e., adaptability, human
relations, process, and rational-goal outcomes)? How
do technology forms of control affect managers’ abil-
ity to create holistically appealing experiences for
workers and customers?

13 Turner et al. (2017) see mixed methods as an oppor-
tunity to look for not only convergence, but divergence, as
going beyond quantitative and qualitative research as the
only form ofmixedmethods research [see Burton andObel
(2011) for example].
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A final new setting encompasses regions of the
world other than the United States and western
Europe. Current research has mainly focused on the
developed world with a heavy focus on the United
States and to a lesser degree western Europe. What
role does national culture play in determining the
use and effects of control? What are the effects of
control on organizations in emerging countries?

Beyond replication and generalizability work,
a different body of studies perhaps could be based on
abduction, which has been missing from past quan-
titative research. Abduction, in the form that we are
emphasizing here, is a process through which phe-
nomena take precedence over grand theories, where
puzzles or anomalies drive efforts to diagnose phe-
nomena, andwhere plausible rather than presumed-
to-be-valid findings and explanations are entered
into the record for others to carry forward. Abduc-
tively oriented studies hold great promise in a world
filled with complexities and constantly shifting
problems, as well as a steady stream of organiza-
tional innovations for managing those problems.
The discovery-oriented nature of abduction (Mantere
&Ketokivi, 2013) seemswell suited to an increasingly
difficult-to-understand domain. Traditional theoriz-
ing and deductive researchmay not be fully up to the
task (Van de Ven et al., 2013).

IN CLOSING

Although organizational control research spans
decades, and is no longer conceptualized as being
only coercive, executed formally, and directed to-
ward output through the use of reward and punish-
ment levers, it is more important than ever to further
open up the study of control. It is our hope that the
ideas, discussion, and research issues set forth in this
review will stimulate interest and future work in the
control area by researchers and will subsequently
spur research that not only reflects genuine modern
organizations but generates a cumulative, valid, and
replicable body of scholarship that then can inform
practicing managers.
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METHODS APPENDIX

As noted in themain text, we searched candidate articles for the terms “organizational control,” “management control,” and
“managerial control.”We also searched for common related terms, including “input control,” “personnel control,” “behavior
control,” “process control,” “output control,” “outcome control,” “results control,” “formal control,” “informal control,”
“culture control,” “cultural control,” “diagnostic control,” “interactive control,” “belief system,” “boundary system,” “market
control,” “bureaucratic control,” “clan control,” “clan,” “integrative control,” “control system,” “control-systems,” “control
mechanism,” “control target,” “control theory,” “theory of control,” “strategic control,” and “financial control.”We excluded,
however, the following terms from our search and analysis: “peer control,” “self-control,” and “governance control.” We
avoided studies of individuals controlling one another (i.e., peer control) because our focus was control designed/delivered
from the top and managers. We avoided studies focused on control activity in which the controller is at the same time the
controlee (i.e., self-control) because our focuswas organizational control rather thanpersonality. Finally,we avoided studies of
board control (i.e., corporate governance structures) becauseour focuswas control designedby seniormanagers inside the firm.

As discussed in the main text, we focused our attention on research that builds on and seeks to contribute directly to the
ongoing organizational-control conversation. In some studies, narrow practices that could be construed as control (e.g., direct
supervision) have been conceptualized, discussed, and studied in isolation. These studies exist outside the control conver-
sation, and are focused on practices that by themselves do not constitute organizational control. In the field of management,
entire research streams are devoted tonarrowmanagerial practices (e.g., performance appraisal andmerit pay) but eachof these
practices is only onecomponent of a control system.Although somestudies in the core control research steamaremore singular
than holistic in orientation (as discussed in our section on singularity), they typically include multiple foci/practices within
their somewhat narrow profiles (e.g., multiple aspects of behavior control).

As part of our reviewprocess and study analysis, we proceeded through five steps. In Step 1,we read the empirical studies to
refresh our own knowledge concerning the state of the research stream. Then, in Step 2, we reviewed the articles in order to
surface the frameworks and theories that had informed empirical studies on control–outcome relationships. In Step 3, we
identified key control dimensions that emerged from the control frameworks. While we had our own preconceived ideas as to
the dimensions that would emerge, we were cognizant of the possibility of dimensions we had not considered. In Step 4, we
moved past surfacing frameworks and identifying dimensions at the level of the research stream in order to code each
individual study according to the key framework onwhich it was based and the attributes it exhibitedwith respect to the three
key control dimensions that emerged from the empirical research, namely formality, coerciveness, and singularity. As our
analysis advanced, we compared emerging and changing patterns across the empirical studies. The team discussed these
patterns and developed preliminary insights. In our last step, Step 5,wemade formal cross-article comparisonswith a focus on
the three control dimensions. As the analysis advanced, we compared patterns across the summarized control dimensions to
develop a more macro view.
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