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ABSTRACT 

Control is often implemented in IS projects to increase project success. A typical control relationship involves two 

parties: A controller, who is executing control and a controllee, who is being controlled. While there is no doubt that 

effective and efficient control can positively influence project success, previous research has mainly focused on the 

controller perspective. This primarily includes the managerial aspect of control choice, i.e. creating a set of control 

mechanisms for a project. However, it is arguable that also the controllees’ perception of control has a considerable 

impact on their behavior and the resulting control effectiveness and efficiency. To close the current gap in research and 

get a better understanding of the controllee perspective on IS project control, explorative interviews with experienced IS 

project team members in Austria were held. Our summarizing content analysis yields three main findings. First, the 

familiarity of the project team members with each other is a crucial factor determining the perceived appropriate amount 

of control. Second, controllees prefer control that focuses more on the outcome rather than on their way of working. 

Finally, control might have a better connotation than expected and could be even seen as an opportunity to make 

achievements visible to supervisors. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

One of the most important activities to promote value creation from information technology resources is the 

control of information systems (IS) projects. Existing literature has shown that both in case of internal and 

outsourced projects using different software development methodologies, control mechanisms can have 

positive effects on project outcomes (Gopal and Gosain, 2010; Kirsch, 1996, 1997; Tiwana and Keil, 2009). 

Experience has shown that IS projects, which are often lengthy and expensive, are more prone to failure 

compared to projects in other fields (Irani, 2010). Possible reasons for this could be the uncertain and 

changing business requirements (Whyte and Bytheway, 1996), complexity of information systems that often 

lead to unforeseen escalations (Mahring and Keil, 2008), intangibility of deliverables (Snow et al., 2007) and 

significantly different educational and professional experiences of participants (Tiwana and Keil, 2009). This 

high risk of project failure makes control in IS projects essentially important as it can help projects speed up 

and stay within budget (Heumann et al., 2015). 

In this paper we define control as “any attempt to motivate individuals to behave in a manner consistent 

with organizational objectives” (Kirsch, 2004) and IS project control as “the attempt to intentionally affect 

the behavior of another person or group as a means to achieve objectives related to designing, developing, 

operating, using and managing information systems” (Cram et al., 2016).  

There are various control modes, mechanisms and styles available to controllers; the amount and 

intentions behind control are also variables to consider. Over the past two decades, a number of studies have 

been carried out to advise controllers on how to control IS projects. Nevertheless, data in those studies were 



mainly based on controllers’ experiences (Wiener et al., 2016). This focus on the controller’s view on control 

is surprising because control is usually seen as a dyadic relationship consisting of both controllers and 

controllees (Kirsch, 2004). However, the controllees’ view on control has rarely been examined so far, which 

is problematic because a common understanding between controller and controllee can minimize control loss 

(Narayanaswamy et al., 2013). We assume that a number of factors influence the controllees’ perceptions and 

experiences of control. For example, company culture and size could affect the optimal amount of control, 

and, since control in IS projects is generally seen as a tool to fight agency problems such as appropriation and 

moral hazard (Eisenhardt, 1989), we presume that control mechanisms are necessarily undesirable for 

controllees. Therefore, this research paper is aimed at providing insights into the controllees’ perception of 

control. More precisely, we try to find answers to the following research questions: 

"How do controllees experience control in IS projects and which factors influence controllees' perception of 

control?" 

We believe that our study can shape the way of thinking about how controls should be applied in IS 

projects. It is relevant for research because it provides novel insights for gaining a better understanding of the 

perception of control. In addition, our research can guide practitioners (such as IT project managers) to fine-

tune their control portfolio that may have a positive impact on project performance. The remainder of this 

paper is structured as follows. First, we provide an overview of the research on IS project control and 

describe the main concepts relevant for this paper. After introducing the chosen research methodology, the 

results of our explorative interviews are presented. Subsequently, we elaborate on theoretical and practical 

implications. Finally, we reflect on contributions and limitations of the study. 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Controllers in IS projects play a crucial role in selecting and implementing control. Most previous research 

see control as a dyadic relationship between a controller and a controllee. Controllers are typically middle 

managers, an IS project manager for example, and controllees are members of his team. Controllers are 

individuals who exercise control in order to regulate the behavior of controllees. Although the analysis of this 

paper is at project level, it is important to note that other controller groups might also exist in an organization, 

for example senior IT executives exercise control over IS projects. (Wiener et al., 2017).  

Controllers can choose specific actions called control mechanisms that help to achieve organizational 

goals. Control mechanisms specify who will do what and when. (Cram et al., 2016). For instance, a control 

mechanism is when business representatives are asked to provide user stories at the beginning of a software 

development project in order to validate requirements.  

Control mechanisms can be categorized into different control modes. These control modes represent a 

unique collection of actors and techniques to achieve control. Table 1 shows an adapted version from 

literature (Cram et al., 2016; Kirsch, 1996; Wiener et al., 2016) to give an overview of the different control 

modes and to outline some corresponding control mechanisms. Control modes can be formal and informal. 

Formal controls are input, behavioral and outcome controls and they focus on enforcing previously defined 

plans and emphasize accountability. Informal controls are clan and self-control and they are used to create 

shared values and norms (Gregory and Keil, 2014). A controller can choose from a wide variety of control 

mechanisms when creating a project control portfolio.  

 

Table 1: Control modes and exemplary mechanisms 

Control modes - Control mechanism example  

Input control: Specifying and monitoring  

resource allocation (human, financial, material)  

- Recruitment 

- Training programs 

- Changes in allocation of funding F
o

rm
a

l 

Behavioral control: specifying and monitoring  

and rewarding actions of subordinates 

- Mandated software development methodology 

- Regular status meetings 

- Weekly progress reports 

Outcome/Output control: specifying and  

monitoring employees level of output  

- Defining project milestones 

- Functional specifications 



- Number of code lines to be submitted each week 

Clan Control: social mechanisms (norms, values)  

that motivate goal-oriented behavior  

- Ceremonies and rituals 

- Working overtime 

- Socialization (e.g. Team dinner) 

In
fo

rm
a

l 

Self-control: self-monitoring behavior based on 

intrinsic motivation, individual standards and 

objectives 

- Developing elegant code 

- Work autonomy 

- Self rewarding 

 

A diverse portfolio is important for example because input and behavioral control play a significant role 

in successfully enacting clan control (Eng et al., 2012). Another important characteristic of control is how 

much it is exercised. In other words, control amount refers to the extent the controller uses control 

mechanisms to exercise control over controllees. It reflects the collective influence of controller on controllee 

to affect what the latter does. In outsourced settings, Rustagi and his colleagues (2008) found that outsourced 

tasks, which are of higher uncertainty call for a larger amount of control. However, technical knowledge on 

the client side (controller) or when the client trusts the vendor (controllee) mitigates the necessary amount of 

control (Rustagi et al., 2008). 

While the configuration of the control portfolio is an important control activity, control consequences are 

also determined by control enactment. It describes the interaction between the controller and the controllee 

through which the controller implements formal control and promotes informal control. (Wiener et al., 2016). 

Control enactment can be conceptualized through control style and control congruence. Control style 

describes the interaction between the controller and the controllee. An authoritative control style can be used 

to ensure and enforce compliant controllee behavior. It is a top-down control style that emphasizes 

bureaucratic norms. Using this control style, the controllee typically has minimal influence over how the 

control is configured. In contrast, an enabling control style promotes collaboration and frequent interaction. It 

is important to mention that these two styles are conceptualized as end points on a scale and usually one of 

them is a dominant but not an absolute choice of style (Gregory et al., 2013). Control congruence is the 

degree of similarity between the controller and controllee perceptions of enacted controls. There are two 

types of congruence. First, communicational congruence refers to the shared understanding between the 

controllee and the controller about the enacted controls. Second, evaluational congruence is defined as the 

level of agreement between the controllee and the controller about the appropriateness of the enacted controls 

(Wiener et al., 2016).  

Finally, the concept of control purpose focuses on why controllers enact control. It is defined as intentions 

underlying the controller’s choice and implementation of specific control mechanisms. While the primary 

focus of control is the supervision and monitoring of controllees (i.e. appropriation oriented control), 

coordination is also an important aspect of control. Such aspect is present because of the complexity of IS 

projects and the difficulties associated with managing resource and task interdependencies. Thus, the goal of 

coordination oriented control is to maximize the value of project resources unlike in appropriation oriented 

control where the purpose is to minimize agency problems such as moral hazards (Remus et al., 2015). 

Understanding the differences between control purposes is important because if e.g. the selected control 

mechanisms are primarily targeted towards managing appropriation concerns, they can become ineffective as 

they ignore the need to coordinate with and among stakeholders. Furthermore, appropriation oriented 

controls can become counterproductive as they may diminish the feelings of autonomy and responsibility and 

can negatively affect satisfaction and performance of controllees (Donaldson, 2008). 

In summary, prior IS control literature conceptualizes control activities from a controller perspective and 

focuses on performance effects on a project level. To the best of our knowledge, only one study investigates 

control effects on controllees: a study from Remus and his colleagues (2016) focuses on how control modes 

and control styles relate to controllee task performance and job satisfaction. The authors found that both 

formal and informal controls increase job performance but only informal control has a positive effect on job 

satisfaction. While the controllee perspective is present in the control congruence concept, it does not 

investigate controllee behavior in case of low level of congruence (Remus et al., 2016). For example, 

possible detrimental behavior of controllees (e.g. keeping project information private or distorting 

information) is a largely neglected area even though it is arguable that it leads to decreased control efficiency 

and effectiveness. Therefore, our study concentrates on controllees’ perception of control and factors 

influencing their perception. We expect that control is generally undesirable and that controllees have 

preferred control modes. 



3. METHODOLOGY 

Due to the lack of previous research in the field, explorative interviews were held to better understand the 

controllees’ perspective on IS project control. In particular, semi-structured personal interviews were 

conducted with a judgment sample of three IS project team members. We chose interview partners who have 

been repeatedly working in projects with a clear connection to IS, such as programming or IS consulting 

projects. As we wanted to gain a better understanding of the common situation where a (potentially 

unexperienced) project team member is controlled by a supervisor, it was important that the interview 

partners have never held a leading role within a company or within a project team. This is because people 

who have already taken a leading role within the dyadic control relationship might have another view on 

control. Our judgment sample included interviewees with and without a university degree. Each interview 

was conducted individually and lasted between 50 minutes and one hour. 

To provide our interviewees with some orientation, we started our interviews with a brief introduction. 

This included a simplified description of the term ‘control’. For our interviewees, we defined control as any 

attempts by supervisors to ensure that employees act in a way that is beneficiary for the project. We chose 

this definition because it is easier to understand for practitioners without academic background but still close 

enough to the more precise definition given in the introduction of this paper. To keep the direction of the 

interview open for as long as possible and to avoid biases, we did not give any concrete examples of control 

mechanisms during the first half of the interview. Furthermore, we briefly explained the dyadic control 

relationship and the two parties (i.e. controller and controllee) involved. Afterwards, we wanted to investigate 

whether control awareness contributes to control congruence. This is arguable because low awareness would 

impede the acquirement of a shared understanding of control. The third thematic block was about personal 

perception and addressed the controllees’ perceived appropriateness of control. Towards the end of the 

interview, we wanted to check the relationship between congruence and the controllees’ attitude towards 

control, arguing that either low congruence leads to a negative attitude or vice versa. An overview of the 

contents is given in table 2. All interviews were recorded and notes were taken to capture observations like 

facial expressions or gestures, which might support the subsequent analysis. 

Table 2. Structure of the explorative interviews 

Thematic block Contents 

1: Introduction to and information  

about the interviewee 

- Clarification of roles and responsibilities within a project 

- Assessment of experience and competence 

- Getting an idea of the person and his/her character 

2: Control awareness and assessment  

of own concernment 

- How does the team ensure project success 

- Assessment of extent and importance of control in own environment 

- Assessment of own control involvement compared to colleagues 

3: General personal perception 

of control (regarding appropriateness) 

- Impairment due to control mechanisms 

- Impact of control on work (what makes control intrusive, disturbing) 

- Factors justifying more control 

4: Attitude towards control - How do employees generally see control 

- Preferred control characteristics 

- Observed impact of control on previous project success 

 

Qualitative research offers a wide range of methods for acquiring knowledge from data. Apart from 

hermeneutic approaches, qualitative and content analyzing approaches can be even further subdivided 

depending upon the applied techniques and procedures (Mayring, 1991). Considering the purpose of our 

research and the length restrictions for this paper, we decided to perform a summarizing content analysis. It 

aims to compactly outline the main findings of data (such as interviews) and gives a high level of flexibility. 

To avoid individual biases, three researchers were involved in the analysis. We also see it as the appropriate 

approach because we made small adaptions to the interview guideline based on learnings from the first run. 

We present the results of our interviews in the subsequent chapter, followed by a separate downstream 

discussion to clearly separate one from another. 



4. RESULTS 

Overall, the interview partners fulfilled the requirements of having project experience without ever having 

any leading role within the company. The answers to our introductory questions (e.g. work experience, 

education, operating role within company) let us believe that our interviewees represent a considerable part 

of typical IS project team members. 

Control awareness: When asked about control in their environment, all of our interviewees stated that 

they are well aware of being surrounded by control within their project setting. However, they had difficulties 

to name some exemplary control mechanisms. In general, the importance of control for successful project 

completion was acknowledged. The controllees stated that control is particularly important in their industry 

because IS projects are typically conducted at fixed prices. This means that their employer has to bear the 

costs for any delays or quality issues.  

Regarding own concernment, one interviewee observed that employees lower in the hierarchy are less 

affected by control mechanisms. He assumed that this is due to the lower hourly rates of younger 

professionals resulting in a lower financial impact in case of inefficiencies. Moreover, the interviewee 

observed greater acceptance of errors and room for deviations in case of unexperienced employees. For 

employees on the same hierarchical level within an IS project team, our interview partners did not experience 

any differences regarding control amount. 

Perception (regarding appropriateness): Overall, the interviewed controllees found that the control 

amount in their project environment is appropriate. Control mechanisms mainly consisted of regular status 

meetings or project milestone evaluation. When asked for an estimation, two interviewees stated that they 

spend approximately ten percent of their work time for activities that are related to control and coordination. 

Both of them observed that this workload related to control is two or three times higher for employees 

holding a leading role. 

When we asked them about circumstances which would justify the implementation of a larger control set 

within a project, they consistently determined the familiarity of the project team members with each other as 

the crucial factor. This is because employees who are familiar with each other know what they can expect 

from their colleagues and therefore less control and coordinating tasks are necessary. The project size per se 

was not seen as a decisive factor because they already experienced situations where “more control than 

necessary” was implemented in lager projects although the project team members knew each other very well. 

One of the interview partners criticized that some project managers assume that a larger project automatically 

requires more control. 

Attitude towards control: We found a rather neutral attitude towards control among the interviewed 

controllees. One of them even mentioned some positive aspects: according to him, control mechanisms can 

help to make own efforts and achievements visible to controllers, who are usually also supervisors. 

Moreover, he stated that control mechanisms can also give valuable feedback for personal development and 

further (intrinsically motivated) improvement. 

All interviewees stated that they prefer control mechanisms which focus on the outcome of their efforts 

because they appreciate a high degree of freedom and flexibility during work. For our interviewees, it was 

only important that the milestones are clear from the beginning. Automated control throughout the project 

(e.g. automated recording of working times) was seen very critically and manual but more time-consuming 

control mechanisms were preferred instead. Moreover, the interviewees indicated that they wish for control 

mechanisms that don’t make them feel small, even if the controller is superior within the project team. 

5. DISCUSSION 

Overall, we recognized a considerable level of awareness regarding control. To give an example, all 

interviewees acknowledged the importance of regular status meetings and other coordination tasks. However, 

already at the beginning of the interviews we saw how hard it was for our interview partners to think of other 

concrete control mechanisms. This indicates that existing control mechanisms are not very intrusive for the 

interviewed controllees. Another explanation could be that implemented control mechanisms are not too 



time-consuming for the controllees. As the employees are usually not directly affected by the negative 

consequences of failed projects, we were surprised by the controllees’ empathy for the controllers. One 

interviewee remarkably outlined the importance of control in his environment although he has never held a 

leading role. In case of employment contracts where overtime is compensated with a flat fee, the situation 

might be different and project issues could also have a direct negative impact on the controllees if they have 

to do more unpaid overtime. However, we had the impression that the controllers in that case have clearly 

justified the implementation of control mechanisms so that the employees understand the situation and 

behave as required. 

The first main finding we want to highlight is that from the viewpoint of the interviewed controllees, a 

higher budgeted project does not automatically justify a greater control amount. Intuitively, for a controller it 

might seem reasonable to determine the required control amount based on the size (i.e. budget) of a project. 

This is because in many cases, the budget of a project will correlate with the number of employees involved 

and also with the overall complexity of a project. Based on the insights we could gain from the interviews, it 

might be a good idea to focus more on the familiarity of the project team members instead of the mere 

headcount. When our interviewees talked about larger projects they recently participated in, they clearly 

indicated a level of annoyance whenever they did not agree with the implemented amount of control. To 

increase controllees’ willingness to behave in a way that promotes control efficiency and effectiveness, we 

thus suggest reducing the control amount in accordance with the familiarity of the project team members. 

Finally, whenever employees have to carry out fewer activities that are only related to control (without 

generating project value), additional cost savings might be achieved. This does not mean that there should 

never be an extensive control set implemented in an IS project. Instead, the project team members’ level of 

familiarity with each other should be considered as one of many factors potentially influencing the 

appropriate amount of control in a project. 

Second, our interviews have shown that controllees have a quite pronounced understanding regarding the 

necessity of control in IS projects. In general, they are willing to cooperate and conduct additional work steps 

that are necessary for the control mechanisms to be efficient and effective. Our results indicate that 

controllees only behave detrimentally if they find a control mechanism unnecessary or inappropriate. 

However, they prefer control mechanisms which focus on their results rather than on their way of working 

and this would suggest the implementation of outcome control. IT project management points out the 

importance of recognizing deviations as early as possible so that countermeasures can be taken at lower 

costs. We are aware that outcome control is usually located later in a project that might make the correction 

of deviations more costly. Also, in line with other research pointing out the importance of trust within a 

project setting (e.g. Sauer and Reich (2009)), it might be beneficial for project success to focus more on 

informal control. This is because control that gives the controllees more freedom and flexibility has the 

potential to increase intrinsic motivation and willingness to comply with control mechanisms. 

Third, we were surprised by the rather positive attitude towards control that our interviewees have shown. 

There might be a prevailing negative connotation of ‘control’ in practice. This is not surprising because 

implementation of control is often justified with the almost compelling existence of goal incompatibilities 

(Ouchi, 1979), information asymmetries (Dalton et al., 2007) or controllees’ moral hazard (Fama and Jensen, 

1983). Moreover, control is said to potentially have negative impacts on aspects such as trust (Mohr and 

Spekman, 1994). Contrary to those negative connotations, one of our interviewees even stated that he sees a 

big opportunity in control. He said that control is a good means for him to make his personal achievement 

visible to his supervisors. Because personal achievements serve as a crucial input for decisions on promotion 

within his organization, he rather saw control more as an opportunity than as a burden or harassment. 

Seeing control also as an opportunity for controllees comes up with two conflicting implications: on the 

one hand, by emphasizing this aspect a controller could increase the controllees’ motivation to behave in a 

way that is supporting control effectiveness and efficiency. To give an example, employees might be more 

willing to submit desired information regarding working hours or work package progress. On the other hand, 

the controller has to keep in mind that the information communicated by the controllee might be glossed over 

to gain a better impression of the own work. This could be counterproductive for the purpose of the 

implemented control, where objective information is crucial. For controllers to further increase control 

effectiveness and efficiency, it therefore might be valuable to consider this two-sided aspect. 



6. CONCLUSION 

The goal of this study was to get a better understanding of how controllees experience control in IS projects 

and which factors influence their perception of control. For this, we conducted three explorative interviews 

with IS project team members and performed a summarizing content analysis. First, we found that 

controllees are highly aware of control mechanisms. Second, we could observe the prevailing assumption that 

controllers tend to automatically implement a larger control set in higher budgeted projects. Furthermore, a 

key finding of our study is that there is a strong correlation between the level of familiarity amongst the 

project team members and the amount of control they find appropriate: our findings suggest that an informal 

relationship among controllees makes control more inappropriate. Finally, rather surprisingly our study has 

shown that controllees’ attitude towards control can be positive if it makes their efforts more visible. This 

finding implies that the agency view of control might be too narrow. 

This paper contributes to research by presenting individual level control experiences of controllees. Our 

results suggest that the hierarchical position in the organization and familiarity of the project team are key 

variables in shaping control experiences, control congruence and thus control performance. For practitioners 

these findings are important because they may explain ineffective control modes, mechanisms and reasons 

behind employee dissatisfaction and underperformance.  

As with any research, our work is subject to limitations. First, we only had one interviewee from each 

organization, which could result in a level of subjectivity and personal bias in our data. Second, it was 

difficult to investigate causality between some of our research phenomena. For example, it is not obvious that 

it is the hierarchical position that determines how much a controllee is affected by control mechanisms. Not 

all employees seek leadership opportunities and a specialist role can be attractive to a large set of experienced 

employees as well. Therefore, an alternative explanation could be that it is the amount of job experience that 

influences how much control mechanisms affect controllees, whereas young professionals may be more 

permissive with control mechanisms. Future studies that investigate control from controllees’ perspective 

should hence also include individual characteristics, which might influence control perception. For example, 

it would be interesting to examine how national culture, educational background or the amount of job 

experience shape the sense of control. For this, a longitudinal case study or action research would allow 

researchers to have in depth discussions with controllees and explore the dynamics of changes in control 

perception. 

We hope that our work contributes to the academic discourse and inspires further theoretical progress in 

the field of IS project control. 
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