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1 Introduction 

Organisational control systems are a central phenomenon that has been viewed through 

multiple theoretical lenses (Barley and Kunda, 1992; Ouchi, 1979; Tannenbaum, 1968). 

Control systems are made up of a number of norms, uses, and practices that convey the 

way individuals at multiple levels within an organisation must behave to achieve the 

organisation’s objectives and give a satisfactory performance. A control system is a 
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complex construct that may include a range of bureaucratic mechanisms including 

managerial and other human resource practices (Snell, 1992); formal regulating 

technology and information (Luhmann, 1995); and social, cultural and other informal 

means of control (Kunda, 1992; Ouchi, 1980). Underpinning the concept of an 

organisational control system are various perspectives about control norms and practices 

in the workplace. Frequently, the central focus in management and human resources 

theories is on individual performance and on the mechanisms available to management 

such that they can frame individual work objectives and align them with the expectations 

of the organisation (Bourne et al., 2003; Scott, 1995). 

Questions remain about the manner in which individual task performance responds to 

organisational needs (Lilley et al., 2009). Some authors argue the need for more inclusive 

control systems that overcome the limits on individual task performance in the pursuit of 

higher-end, strategic goals and encourage individual participation in the business 

(Heckscher, 2007; Sabel, 2006). This seems more plausible in the context of knowledge 

work where individual goal attainment is less pervasive (Cardinal et al., 2004). In 

knowledge firms work occurs within the sphere of teamwork, where short-term, 

pragmatic collaborations with peers are necessary to cope with complexity, variability, 

and ambiguity in work output (Martin-Rios, 2014; Martin-Rios and Heckscher, 2014). 

These novel aspects of work need to be acknowledged in control systems, which poses 

challenges for the traditional notion of task performance dominant in more hierarchical, 

bureaucratic firms (Erhardt et al., 2009; Josserand et al., 2006). 

However, despite the significance and theoretical richness of organisational control 

systems, the research agenda is limited, particularly in management and human resources 

literature (Sitkin et al., 2010). It has been shaped significantly by a top-down,  

command-and-control approach and by contingent models of goal-directed behaviour 

(Ouchi, 1977; Turner and Makhija, 2006) that view control systems as unilaterally 

directive configurations based on alternative paradigms, namely either that of rational 

control, which looks at the measurement of work outcomes (outcome control) and direct 

personal surveillance (behaviour control) or that of normative control, which emphasises 

power and moral authority (control of thoughts and emotions) by means of the 

organisational culture. This, in turn, has led to research dominated by a focus on 

management responsibility and hierarchical decision-making as the primary or even the 

only theoretical explanation for organisational control (Fisher, 1995; Holloway, 2001). 

Although this approach has yielded powerful insights, it has also constrained discourse. 

In contrast, consideration of alternative theoretical views will likely draw attention to 

different conceptions of control, and to organisations and environments where the logic 

of managerial control is less pervasive. 

The purpose of this paper is to provide a deeper understanding of control systems in 

knowledge-intensive settings. The paper aims to offer theoretical insight into the 

individual level of analysis (Flamholtz et al., 1985). Although significant research has 

already been conducted within this framework, the present study seeks to expand this 

developing perspective by building additional conceptual bridges between human 

resource management research and the large, existing literature on organisation theory. In 

this essay, we suggest that knowledge-intensive firms place strong emphasis on aligning 

the traditional interests of individual performance with the need to build collaborative 

work relationships and shared decision-making as they seek to thrive. Organisational 

control stemming from the notion of individual contribution to the attainment of 

collective goals is proposed to better cope with increasing complexity in  
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knowledge-intensive firms. We address these issues by introducing the notion of 

accountability. Accountability deals with the production of norms for self-regulation and 

the controls required to assess fulfilment of organisational requirements. Accountability 

makes self-regulation and social control possible. Self-regulation, in turn, helps 

individuals monitor and control their own behaviour, whereas social control forces 

individuals to be answerable in the fulfilment of their duties and obligations. In this way, 

we suggest that accountability is a multi-level construct that considers answerability to 

patterns of work group interaction as one of the components through which individual 

contribution is achieved. In this regard, it involves a sense of responsibility in several 

directions, namely towards superiors, peers, tasks, outcomes, and oneself. Here, the 

emphasis on accountability allows us to introduce a new, alternative perspective on 

organisational control systems. We propose that organisational control systems in 

knowledge-intensive firms rest primarily on the recognition of accountability by 

embracing the view that such accountability better addresses employee contribution. 

This essay contributes to opening a discussion about various aspects of control in 

organisations by suggesting how accountability can promote a multi-level view of 

organisational control. By challenging the view that organisational control is either 

rational or normative, and always management-driven, we expand the theoretical debate 

on control systems in organisations. The article is structured as follows: first, past 

organisational control research is reviewed briefly. This is followed by an analysis of the 

limits of control systems in knowledge work. Next, we examine the notion of 

accountability in the context of organisational control systems, which is followed by a 

discussion of the implications. Our suggestions for future research conclude the paper. 

2 The antecedents of organisational control 

There are several theoretical approaches to control in organisations. Frequently, research 

on control proposes two alternative views of the modes of control: the bureaucratic or 

legal-rational mode and the normative or social mode of control (Barker, 1993; Barley 

and Kunda, 1992; Ouchi, 1979). From the rational-bureaucratic perspective, control 

systems are configurations of social and administrative mechanisms (both processes and 

techniques) associated to performance control. These mechanisms or modes of control are 

available to management so that they can frame individuals’ work expectations and align 

them with the objectives of the organisation (Hellqvist, 2011; Martin-Rios and Erhardt, 

2008). This perspective often views control systems as unidirectional directive 

configurations based either on measurement of outcomes (outcome control), direct 

personal surveillance (behaviour control), or on cultural and informal channels (clan 

control) (Ouchi, 1977). 

A second approach views control systems as reflecting the symbolic basis of the 

organisational control discourse. It therefore discusses the uses of control systems by 

management rather than the actual practices. Effective control is attempted by several 

alternative forces – cognitive, normative and regulatory – and levels – corporate, 

management and operational – that help to delineate the range of individual or group 

responsibilities (Scott, 1995). Studies of normative control (Etzioni, 1964), coercive 

control (Sewell, 1998), or concertive control (Barker, 1993) try to account for the effect 

that the various forms of control can exert on the work process and on work relations 
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(Ukko et al., 2008). Elements conducive to effective work management such as agency, 

culture, power, and ideology are relevant to this research. Specifically, recent 

developments in the literature on team dynamics, communities of practice, and 

professionals have advanced our knowledge regarding the normative and coercive aspects 

of organisational control in knowledge environments (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; 

Ezzamel and Willmott, 1998; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2004; Styhre, 2008). Most of 

these studies focus on the informal, social side of control, leaving aside the formal aspect, 

which is often regarded as an essentially hierarchical form of control. 

2.1 Management of control systems 

Research on formal control tends to rely on cybernetic control (Aldrich, 1999; Turner and 

Makhija, 2006), defined as a model of behaviour production. Cybernetic control relies on 

three assumptions: first, there is a standard that corresponds to effective and efficient 

accomplishment of the organisation’s objectives; second, actual accomplishment can be 

measured; and, finally, the standard can be compared against the measurement and 

variance information fed back to eliminate unwanted differences between measurement 

and standard in the future (Hofstede, 1978). The traditional cybernetic control cycle does 

not explicitly define the mechanisms of a control system, but rather defines the formal 

control process, such as performance measures and incentive compensation systems. A 

great deal of work on formal control in organisations reflects such a perspective from the 

cybernetic tradition. Specifically, one of its main uses is management by objectives 

(MBO) (Bradach and Eccles, 1989). This prospective control system is forward-looking 

in that it offers incentives for organisational actors to meet predetermined goals. 

Basically, the idea is to set measurable work objectives for individuals (the key unit of 

performance) based on the principles of predictability, homogeneity, and compliance 

with the rule (Locke and Latham, 1990). This form of control assumes that work 

processes and outputs are readily visible to those in authority. 

When processes are unknown and outputs indeterminate, some note that management 

utilises informal, ritualised or social control (Eisenhardt, 1985). It is represented in a set 

of unwritten norms and values and exercised by management without explicitly stating 

these norms. Importantly, studies in management control find it difficult to reconcile the 

hierarchical system with the informal or social system, so the latter is often detached and 

dropped from formal control systems. Instead, the accepted focus is on a hierarchical 

system where the objective of efficient goal attainment (Blau and Scott, 1963) seems 

more plausible. In that regard, MBO-infused control systems exemplify the manner in 

which price and authority are efficient means of assessing and rewarding work outcomes 

and behaviour modifications in organisations (Drucker, 1954). To date, much research on 

management control systems is by and large committed to the study of control under 

rational logic control associated at hierarchical, bureaucratic firms. 

3 The limits of control system theory 

Knowledge plays an increasingly central role in organisations. There is a broad consensus 

that modern firms are becoming increasingly knowledge-intensive (Bell, 1973; Castells, 

1996; Heckscher and Adler, 2006). There is also a growing view that knowledge work 

requires an alternative organisational form to traditional hierarchy (Heckscher, 2007). In 
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general, these studies present a picture of knowledge-intensive organisations as 

horizontally designed work arrangements operating in uncertain and competitive contexts 

in pursuit of innovation and coordination of complex products or services (Blackler 1995; 

Erhardt et al., 2009; Parga et al., 2013). These organisations require knowledge work, 

defined as the “creation, coordination, integration and management of knowledge and 

information within a firm and its extended value network” (Conner and Prahalad, 1996). 

In this section, we highlight three main limitations to the above arguments on control 

theory concerning the organisational attributes of knowledge work: the question of 

contribution, the social elements of control, and the notion of collaboration. 

3.1 Individual contribution 

In the literature of organisations, individual performance frequently means results in the 

form of achievement of some predetermined goals or objectives. Because results can take 

several forms (e.g., output, quality or customer satisfaction), individual performance 

becomes a buzzword enclosing a variety of meanings around the notion of 

accomplishment. The definition of performance or accomplishment is the centrepiece of 

any organisational control system. For a system to succeed, it is essential that the 

definition of accomplishment be in consonance with control norms and practices. Task 

performance, the classic definition of accomplishment in bureaucracy, is often seen as a 

limited and inadequate measure of individual achievement in certain knowledge-intensive 

firms (Alvesson, 1995; Styhre, 2008). Authors such as Heckscher and Adler (2006, p.40) 

claim that in the knowledge firm organisational control must direct individuals toward the 

higher goal of contribution that “legitimizes attention to factors other than the immediate 

goal or task”. 

Contribution represents an alternative paradigm to task performance and constitutes 

an essential norm of accountability in knowledge settings (Heckscher, 2007). Individuals 

are accountable not only for accomplishing particular tasks and fulfilling performance 

requirements – the traditional outcome of employees in organisations – but also for 

contributing to strategic goals beyond their particular job. This requirement comes in the 

form of long-term and dynamic mission-driven objectives that are shared with peers and 

are attainable only through value-generating activities in some form of collaboration 

(Heckscher and Martin-Rios, 2013). Individual contribution emerges as the key 

coordinating value, as a consequence of the shift in focus from employee compliance to 

responsiveness and innovation (Heckscher and Adler, 2006), which calls for a 

redefinition of the traditional roles, tasks and obligations of individuals in the workplace. 

From this perspective, organisational control in knowledge work could then connect 

individual contribution to the broader success of the organisation. 

3.2 The social side of control 

The second limitation to hierarchical control is its inadequate attention to the social side 

of control systems. The relationship between formal and informal control mechanisms 

has not been explored thoroughly (Fisher, 1995). We have seen that informal relations 

between employees rooted in informal friendship or acquaintance are crucial to the 

stability of traditional hierarchical systems, where formal systems are just “the tip of the 

iceberg” (Heckscher and Donellon, 1994). However, management scholars have 
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frequently been reluctant to include social or informal relations in their research on 

control. For example, Eisenhardt (1985) suggested differences between organisational 

and economic theory in recognising the ‘people’ or social strategy for control, but she 

intentionally excluded social control from her agency theory-based system of control. 

Snell (1992), when testing the control systems from a human resource perspective, used 

‘informal’ or ‘social control’ to refer to direct supervision and feedback. He found that 

social control, even in this limited sense, was ambiguous from the human resource point 

of view because it was rooted in culture and informal exchanges rather than objective 

behaviours and outputs. 

The conditions for knowledge work raise issues regarding the emphasis on formal 

control systems (Cardinal et al., 2004). We underline several theoretical issues with 

respect to social control dimensions. First, in traditional control theory ‘social’ is equated 

with ‘informal’ and thus seen as inherently unmanageable. It suggests that social control 

works only when interpersonal relations among employees are rooted in informal ties of 

friendship or acquaintance; but this logic prevents people from formalising collaborative 

relationships with peers. In contrast, in knowledge settings, dynamic social processes and 

relations are central to the success of these firms (Erhardt et al., 2014; Gardner et al., 

2011). It is through collaboration and promotion of social relations that knowledge 

creation and sharing flourish (Erhardt, 2011). Thus, the trend is toward the 

acknowledgement and increasing formalisation of previously informal work relations and 

practices (Heckscher, 2007). In these settings, the boundaries between formal and 

informal spheres of work are, in a way, disappearing and greater recognition of this 

pattern will facilitate the fuller development and use of organisational control systems. 

These fundamental alterations of social relations in the workplace bring new practices 

and symbols of control into everyday use. 

3.3 Collaboration 

In knowledge-intensive firms, work occurs within the sphere of teamwork, where  

short-term, pragmatic collaborations with peers are necessary to cope with complexity, 

variability, and ambiguity in work output. Collaboration emerges as a way of attaining 

ill-defined, complex goals while stressing the need for working together across formal 

boundaries (Heckscher, 1994; Mohrman et al., 1995). Collaboration means that 

individuals do not work in isolation and are not motivated to do so: it promotes 

interdependence over independence. To effectively contribute to the organisation’s 

strategy, multiple commitments rather than an ordered hierarchy of commitments are 

needed. These novel aspects of work need to be acknowledged in the control system. If 

their perceptions of the control system are positive, individuals will be more predisposed 

to collaborate and share their knowledge with others, whereas if their perceptions of the 

system are negative, they will tend to avoid collaborating with others. 

Collaboration implies bringing together a diverse pool of skills and working toward 

one common mission by means of pragmatic reciprocity. Heterogeneous teams are 

commonplace as they incorporate membership diversity (in terms of skills, interests and 

backgrounds) which is conducive to innovation and problem solving (Erhardt, 2011; 

Erhardt et al., 2009). The principle of diversity overcomes that of homogeneity in 

bureaucracy. The creation of a group identity over longstanding, informal bonds of 

loyalty and shared norms and objectives that are common in bureaucratic organisations is 
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defied in knowledge work by more short-term project-driven relationships. However, 

such diversity challenges not only autonomy and consensus-seeking relationships among 

equals but also forms of authority based on hierarchical relationships, all of which 

constitute a challenge to hierarchical control systems because they make it harder to 

conform and to defer to hierarchy. To be effective, control systems require reciprocity – 

the willingness to give and take. Otherwise membership diversity, a key ingredient in 

achieving learning and collaboration, constitutes an element of tension in the control 

system (‘how does somebody from outside my group come and challenge what I am 

doing and tell me what to do?’) 

Contributing to higher-order strategic objectives seems difficult to reconcile with the 

requirements of hierarchical, objective based control systems. In knowledge work, 

organisational control stemming from the notion of individual contribution to the 

attainment of collective goals is proposed to better cope with increasing complexity  

in an organisational setting. This implies that decentralised decision-making, 

collaborative mechanisms, and formal control principles should be built through shared 

consensus. As Adler and Heckscher (2006, p.43) point out, “there is not one boss to 

please, but an entire network of collaborating partners”. In the absence of concrete 

measures to limit disputes, the organisation’s strategic goals and operational targets 

become increasingly challenging. Therefore, the more knowledge-driven the 

organisation, the more challenging we would expect the usefulness of the hierarchical 

system to be. 

4 The nature of accountability in knowledge work 

The argument we advance here extends existing perspectives on the study of  

control systems in organisations by examining the significance of new forms of 

governance associated with the notion of accountability. Since organisations are 

changing, we assume that some concepts that were useful in the past now need to be 

generalised and abstracted. Two distinct yet interrelated conceptualisations of 

organisational control phenomena are central to the discussion. The broadest of these 

constructs is contribution, which, as explained in the previous section, we define as the 

notion that indicates to individuals the expectations surrounding their participation  

in the work process. The other construct is accountability, which, is both an  

integral component of the organisational control system and one of its key representations 

in organisations. Hierarchical systems are one form of organisational control system,  

the latter concept being more general. Hierarchical control is increasingly at odds  

with the needs of knowledge work. Yet no uniform conceptualisation of an alternative 

system to hierarchical control has been offered to date. We will argue that, based on the 

logic of contribution, organisational control in knowledge settings requires accountability 

to be emphasised. 

4.1 Conceptualising accountability 

Accountability can be defined on two dimensions. One relates to the individual nature of 

answerability. Individuals respond to demands to effectively engage in constructive 
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outcomes (Tetlock, 1998). In everyday life they are held accountable for a myriad of 

duties and responsibilities, including family, friends, and community. The workplace is 

no exception (for a survey of general issues in the analysis of individual accountability in 

organisations, see Frink and Klimoski, 2004). Here, accountability is parallel to the 

concept of answerability (Frink and Klimoski, 1998). The other aspect refers to the 

organisational level at which individual accountabilities are to be found. Such a system 

provides a sense of direction and makes individuals conform to the requirements of 

execution and accomplishment (Roberts, 1991). 

Although the notion of accountability has been used in management and sociological 

literature (Heckscher, 2007; Simons, 2005), it still lacks a formal, commonly accepted 

definition. We propose that in organisations, accountability function as an ‘operating 

system’ that coordinates the needs and requirements of multiple constituencies 

(supervisors, peers, subordinates, and oneself) to trigger the desired behaviour and work 

achievement. In the accountability system, significant emphasis is placed on meeting the 

following three demands for improving organisational performance (for what to be held 

to account?) by connecting human behaviour (whom to hold to account?) with the norms, 

mechanisms, and practices (how and when to be held to account?) underpinning strategic 

success. 

To effectively manage accountability, control systems in knowledge organisations 

should encompass both instrumental and ethical dimensions. Whereas the first deals with 

the controls required to assess whether organisational requirements have been fulfilled, 

the ethical dimension focuses on the production of norms for self-regulation. In this 

regard, as Giddens (1984, p.30) points out, “to be accountable for one’s activities is both 

to explicate the reasons for them and to supply normative grounds whereby they may be 

justified”. In this way, we argue that control systems that promote accountability become 

more ambitious and comprehensive in their scope and are framed so as to involve a sense 

of responsibility in several directions: toward superiors, the task, the outcome, and 

oneself (Munro and Mouritsen, 1996). 

Accountability makes self-regulation and social control possible (Schlenker and 

Weigold, 1989). Self-regulation helps individuals monitor and control their own 

behaviour, whereas social control forces individuals to be answerable in fulfilling duties 

and obligations (Frink and Klimoski, 2004). Answerability varies according to the degree 

of individual involvement in the fulfilment of duties and obligations. Thus, we suggest 

that accountability can represent an organisational response to the need to provide 

individuals with a set of norms and mechanisms that assess, reward, punish, and 

recognise the accomplishment of duties and responsibilities as well as their participation 

in work processes and work outcomes. The distinction between organisational control 

systems that take accountability into consideration is important. Sabel (2006, p.123) 

suggests that accountability involves a subjective form of control, especially in 

knowledge work; he defines the social rules operating there as “systems where the 

external and internal web of accountabilities live together”. In contrast, traditional 

organisational control systems rest primarily on management responsibility and 

hierarchical decision-making as a primary source of organisational control. Table 1 below 

illustrates these elements. The use of this typology helps to frame the discussion of 

accountability and place boundaries on the dimensions (why, who, how) within which the 

control system is operating. The following sections elucidate the core elements of each of 

these dimensions. 
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Table 1 Two logics of control 

 
For what Who How and when 

Be held to account 

Bureaucracy Performance: 
(efficient goal 
attainment) 

 Individual (attribution 
and compliance) 

 Self and superior 

 MBO: top-down 

 Tied to task 
performance 

 Prospective 

Knowledge 
work 

Contribution  Individual (reflexivity 
and interdependence) 

 Shared (multiple 
views) 

 Multisource 

 Tied to strategy 

 Retrospective 

4.2 Multiple views at different levels 

In knowledge work, accountability occurs at all levels of the organisation. Individuals are 

usually accountable to all those with whom they interact (interdependence) rather than to 

a single hierarchical superior (dependence), which implies the formalisation of shared 

accountability – active participation of all incumbents in the work process (supervisors, 

peers, subordinates, and customers). A control system based on accountability is dynamic 

rather than static, requiring individual responsiveness to the process rather than 

compliance with a unilaterally imposed set of regulatory practices. Indeed, this view adds 

new elements of reflexivity to accountability norms. This includes self-control or 

retrospective accountability (Bandura, 1997). Self-regulation forces accountable 

individuals to monitor and control their own behaviour and accomplishments in order to 

understand how their contribution is achieved and to develop strategies for collaborating 

based on individual capabilities and limitations. 

Together with self- and top-down supervision, it is essential to focus on the group 

elements of accountability (Simons, 1995). In knowledge work, individuals need each 

other’s knowledge and capabilities to succeed in their work. At the group level, 

accountability can be ensured through interaction or peer pressure (Antonioni, 1994). 

Frequently through membership allegiance, individuals in the same group sanction each 

others’ conduct (Lazega, 2000). The sanctioning process may use accountability as a 

medium or an outcome resulting in either inclusion or exclusion (Barker, 1993; Sewell, 

1998). Individuals have to determine whether their decisions are actually contributing 

positively not just to their own success but also to that of their peers and to the broader 

organisational performance. For instance, Sabel (2006) summarises the social component 

of accountability: 

“Accountable behaviour in this setting no longer entails compliance in the 
sense of rule following, but rather provision of a compelling explanation for 
choosing, in the light of fresh knowledge, one way of achieving the common 
(sub) goal over others. At the limit, principal–agent accountability gives way to 
peer review, in which decision makers learn from and correct each other even 
as they set goals and performance standards for the organization.” (p.144) 
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4.3 Foundations of accountability mechanisms 

The accountability problem emphasises disconnection between organisational 

requirements and existing formal mechanisms of control. In most of the extant literature 

on human resources, control practices are analysed in isolation, without taking into 

account their connection with the larger organisation control system, its norms and 

values. A common consequence is excessive attention to individual performance isolated 

from the long-term, organisational objectives. This drives organisations to leave aside 

aspects of contribution and to focus instead on a set of narrow practices for framing and 

rewarding task objectives (Duckett and Langford, 2013). Addressing the quest for 

contribution requires a broad revision of the role of individuals in organisational success 

and the way it is incorporated into the control mechanisms. To help illustrate this point, 

we consider the two sets of control mechanisms, i.e., assessment and sanction. 

Assessment practices are critical elements of control systems because they convey the 

message about actual work expectations, set the technical procedure to appraise 

accomplishment, and provide arguments for sanctioning (reward or punishment). They 

must be selected in accordance with the actual control norms. Control systems centred on 

the notion of accountability necessitate tools that judge whether individuals have made a 

contribution to the larger organisation. Assessment mechanisms proposed in this work 

must address both aspects of contribution: 

1 the associative, multi-source foundation of employee work outcomes 

2 the level of contribution to the organisation’s mission and strategy. 

Determining the drivers of individual work outcomes turns into a multi-faceted exercise 

when the notion of contribution is considered. Multi-source, 360 degree, or multi-rater 

appraisal tools embody a departure from the more restricted supervisor-subordinate 

interaction and engage multiple constituencies in the review process. Not only is the 

stress of these tools shifting from observable measures of performance to more 

developmental concerns, but they also make explicit the role that peers have on 

individual work roles and outcomes (Peiperl, 2001). A key assumption underlying multi-

source appraisal is that individuals benefit from knowing how others evaluate their 

performance (London et al., 1997). This is especially relevant in knowledge settings 

where tools that reflect the ways in which employee contribution, responsibilities, and 

work outcomes are exposed to multiple constituencies (Testa, 2002), not just superiors, 

peers, and subordinates within the organisation, are an essential element of the 

organisational control system. 

The second requirement may be achieved through tools that focus on strategy, such as 

‘strategic scorecards’. Strategic scorecards provide a framework for translating the 

mission and strategy into a set of objectives and quantifiable measures that collectively 

capture the requirements most critical to the continued success of the organisation 

(Kaplan and Norton, 1996). Although there has been extensive research on the uses of 

strategic scorecards, much of this research has focused on organisational performance 

measurement as the main purpose of the tool (Kaplan and Norton, 2001). When 

indicators are designed to help monitor individual progress towards achieving business 

objectives, the instrument may be suitable to accountability. In this way, strategic 

scorecards make it possible to drive strategic awareness throughout the system, 

connecting assessments, rewards and sanctions to these requirements. 
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In addition to assessment, accountability requires a system of sanctions (Covaleski  

et al., 1998). These can be both positive sanctions (including incentives, praise, and 

promotion) and negative sanctions (i.e., criticism, shame, demotion, and firing) 

(Tenbrunsel and Messick, 1999). Sanctioning mechanisms contain all of these practices 

and give them direction and a sense of unity. Overall, sanctioning mechanisms are a 

powerful motivational tool driving decisions and actions that are consistent with the 

espoused strategy. Control theory examines a few key sanctioning practices, particularly 

compensation, benefits, and career advancement. An accountability perspective includes 

these practices, but also adds awareness of informal sanctions arising from peer approval 

and other group dynamics, and tries to align these informal sanctions more deliberately 

with the goals of the organisation. In this sense, reputation emerges as a powerful 

instrument to reward contribution (Kilduff and Krackhardt, 1994). In hierarchical control 

systems, reputation usually operates informally through word-of-mouth and is 

disconnected from the formal process; its connection to organisation goals is uncertain. In 

knowledge settings, reputation is increasingly determined by the degree to which 

individuals are effective at meeting the expectations of each of their peers, subordinates 

and superiors. In this sense, the inclusion of reputation in the control system represents a 

form of formal social recognition of employee contribution. In turn, it becomes a critical 

sanction; people shape their behaviour to enhance their reputation (Jones et al., 1997). An 

initial proposition connecting individual and performance reputation is presented by 

Kilduff and Krackhardt (1994, p.88), when they assert: “The higher an individual’s 

reputation, the more valuable he or she becomes in the internal labour market”. 

In essence, given the reliance on collaborative arrangements that exists in knowledge 

work, assessing and sanctioning an individual’s contribution to higher-order outcomes 

entails active involvement of all participants in the work process (supervisors, peers, 

subordinates, and customers). Supervisors alone might not hold all the necessary 

information to assess and sanction individual contribution. Hence, knowledge 

environments provided conditions amenable to shared (collaborative) accountability 

approaches but detrimental to hierarchical forms. 

5 Conclusions 

The purpose of this article has been to contribute to research on organisational control. 

We have proposed that by viewing organisational control through the lens of 

accountability, we can better understand how and why governance works in  

knowledge-intensive settings. Research suggests that control systems include 

bureaucratic, normative, and a combination of formal and informal components 

developed to measure and secure compliance with control norms, to reward and reinforce 

desired behaviours and outputs and to punish and discourage undesired behaviours 

(Turner and Makhija, 2006). The thesis of this article is that organisations in complex, 

knowledge-intensive environments are required to implement control systems that 

replace directive, hierarchy-driven control systems. It argues that although such systems 

are beneficial for organisations in stable contexts, they are fundamentally inconsistent 

with all but incremental demand for contribution as required in the new organisational 

paradigm. A hierarchical system often means centralised decision-making (Drucker, 

1954), a standard practice likely to collide in knowledge work where so many 
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organisational requirements concur at any given time (Martin-Rios et al., 2014). 

Centralised decision-making concentrates knowledge about the control model, its norms 

and mechanisms, and its implementation and outcomes outside non-managerial 

organisational members. However, in knowledge work, firm success rests on the ability 

of these groups to engage in collaborative decision-making (Heckscher and Adler, 2006). 

The exclusion of employees from decision-making regarding accountability issues has 

negative consequences for the legitimacy of the entire control system. Furthermore, an 

excessive focus on individual performance leads to difficulties in collaborative 

environments, and is even more problematic when managed by the logic of control by 

objectives. In knowledge settings, organisational control needs to connect individual 

contribution with the broader success of the organisation. Objective based systems and 

clear operating rules may restrain the individual’s ability to act in a collaborative and 

contribution-driven manner, which results in overemphasis on quantitative individual 

objectives at the expense of contribution to the team and to the organisation at large. 

Whereas the other theories view control merely from the management point of view, 

none of them consider patterns of work group interaction as one of the components 

leading to contribution. We propose that individual and group elements of shared 

accountability become essential elements of control systems in complex, knowledge 

work. In this way, we suggest that a greater focus on individual (self) and group elements 

of accountability may help ensure the success of organisational control systems. 

Accountability sets transparency, which is the first step in enabling everyone – at every 

level of the organisation – to explore their own contribution in search of actionable 

insights. Similarly, we argue that knowledge firms hesitant to introduce mechanisms that 

specifically address accountability in their control systems may provoke tension among 

individuals as a result of the discrepancy between organisational needs and the control 

system in place, thereby diminishing the attainment of organisational objectives and, 

ultimately, the effectiveness of the organisation. 

Further research on accountability in knowledge work could focus on current 

governance and control mechanisms put in place by firms to determine the issues for 

which people are held accountable. More work is needed to uncover the way in which 

these firms establish formal practices and mechanisms of accountability built around the 

notion of contribution. The examination of alternative theoretical views of organisational 

control will likely draw attention to different conceptions of social control. Also, such 

approaches may lead to novel understandings of organisation-individual relations in 

knowledge environments and new theories of organisational behaviour. 

The proposed approach to organisational control has a number of implications for 

practitioners. First, it highlights the importance of broadening the scope of responsibility. 

Prior research has found that a multi-level perspective on governance is crucial for 

organisational control in complex knowledge work. However, organisational control 

focused on accountability is a concept that organisations are only just beginning to come 

to grips with. Frequently, the difficulty in establishing new systems and the absence of 

immediate and pervasive outcomes may persuade firms to retain practices designed to 

obtain outcomes other than contribution and to adjust their systems by making only 

minor modifications to existing practices. We suggest that organisational control rooted 

in the notion of accountability increases the perceived overall effectiveness of the system. 
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