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Abstract

This research introduces a novel, multi-dimensional framework for conceptualizing the alignment

between management control mechanisms (MCMs) and organizational performance, moving be-

yond traditional linear and contingency models. We argue that prevailing literature, which often

treats MCMs as discrete tools to be applied for predictable outcomes, fails to capture the complex,

emergent, and co-evolutionary nature of control-performance dynamics. Our study posits that align-

ment is not a static state to be achieved but a continuous process of dynamic fit, characterized by

reciprocal influence and adaptive learning between control systems and performance trajectories.

We develop and apply a ’Cybernetic-Interpretive’ methodology, an original hybrid approach that

integrates principles from organizational cybernetics with interpretive phenomenological analysis.

This allows for the simultaneous examination of the structural, procedural aspects of control (the

’hard’ cybernetic loop) and the lived, subjective experiences of organizational actors enacting and

being shaped by these controls (the ’soft’ interpretive loop). Through a longitudinal, multi-case

study of three organizations undergoing strategic transformation, we collected rich qualitative data

via iterative interviews, participatory observation, and archival analysis over an 18-month period.

Our findings reveal a previously under-theorized phenomenon: ’Performative Resonance.’ This oc-

curs when the symbolic and ritualistic aspects of MCMs (e.g., the narrative around a new budgeting

system) generate shared meaning and emotional energy among employees, which in turn amplifies

the technical efficacy of the controls and directly influences performance outcomes in non-linear

ways. We demonstrate that high alignment is less about selecting the ’right’ control mix and more

about fostering an organizational milieu where controls and performance metrics are in a state of

constructive dialogue, capable of mutual adaptation. The paper concludes by outlining the implica-

tions of this dynamic alignment model for theory, challenging the instrumentality of control, and for

practice, suggesting managers should focus on cultivating ’alignment capacities’ rather than imple-

menting optimal designs.
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1 Introduction

The perennial quest to understand how management control mechanisms (MCMs) influence organiza-

tional performance constitutes a central theme in management and organizational studies. Traditional

paradigms, rooted in cybernetic and economic theories, have largely conceptualized MCMs—such as

budgeting systems, performance measurement, and incentive structures—as instrumental levers that

managers pull to direct employee behavior toward the achievement of pre-defined strategic objectives

(Otley, 1999; Simons, 1995). Within this view, alignment is typically framed as a design problem: the

task is to configure control systems that match the organization’s strategy, structure, and environment to

produce superior performance. Contingency theory, in particular, has dominated this discourse, propos-

ing that the effectiveness of a control system is contingent upon factors like environmental uncertainty,

technology, and size (Chenhall, 2003).

However, this research argues that such perspectives, while valuable, offer a partial and often mech-

anistic understanding of the alignment phenomenon. They tend to reify control systems, treating them

as independent variables acting upon a dependent variable (performance), and they frequently overlook

the rich, subjective, and socially constructed processes through which controls are interpreted, enacted,

and sometimes subverted by organizational members. The lived experience of control—how it feels to

be measured, evaluated, and directed—is relegated to a black box. Consequently, the dynamic, itera-

tive, and meaning-laden process by which control mechanisms and organizational performance mutually

shape and redefine each other over time remains inadequately theorized.

This paper addresses this gap by proposing and empirically exploring a fundamentally different con-

ceptualization of alignment. We posit that alignment between MCMs and performance is not a state

of static congruence but a process of dynamic fit. It is an emergent property of the ongoing, recur-

sive interactions between the formal architecture of control, the informal practices and interpretations

of organizational actors, and the evolving stream of performance outcomes. In this view, controls do

not merely drive performance; performance feedback also reshapes the controls and the meanings at-

tached to them. This introduces a novel research question: How does the dynamic, co-evolutionary

interplay between the structural and symbolic dimensions of management control and the trajectory of

organizational performance generate, sustain, or disrupt alignment?

To investigate this question, we developed an original ’Cybernetic-Interpretive’ methodological

framework. This approach synthesizes the systemic, feedback-oriented logic of organizational cybernet-

ics (Beer, 1981) with the deep, meaning-focused inquiry of interpretive phenomenology (Van Manen,
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1990). It allows us to trace both the ’hard’ loops of information and correction (the cybernetic aspect) and

the ’soft’ loops of sense-making and identity work (the interpretive aspect) that together constitute the

alignment process. Through an intensive, longitudinal study of three organizations, we uncover a core

mechanism termed ’Performative Resonance,’ which explains how symbolic enactment energizes and

amplifies control systems, leading to unexpected performance pathways. Our findings challenge instru-

mental orthodoxy and offer a more nuanced, process-oriented theory of control-performance alignment.

2 Methodology

Given the complex, processual nature of our research question, a qualitative, longitudinal, multi-case

study design was deemed most appropriate (Eisenhardt, 1989). This design enables deep, contextually

rich exploration of the dynamic interactions we theorize, allowing us to capture the evolution of align-

ment over time. We selected three organizations (referred to as Alpha Corp, Beta Institute, and Gamma

Services) each undergoing a significant strategic reorientation, thereby creating a natural laboratory for

observing the (re)alignment of control mechanisms with new performance imperatives.

Our core methodological innovation is the ’Cybernetic-Interpretive’ (C-I) framework, which guided

every phase of data collection and analysis. The framework is built on two intertwined analytical pillars.

The first, the Cybernetic Pillar, draws from Stafford Beer’s Viable System Model (Beer, 1981). It directs

attention to the formal control architecture: the regulatory and performance measurement systems, the

feedback channels, the information flows, and the mechanisms for adaptation. Data relevant to this

pillar were gathered through document analysis (strategic plans, budget manuals, performance reports,

meeting minutes) and interviews focused on system design and formal procedures.

The second, the Interpretive Pillar, is grounded in phenomenological traditions (Van Manen, 1990).

It focuses on the lived experience of organizational actors—managers and employees—as they engage

with the control systems. This involves exploring how controls are perceived, the meanings attributed

to them, the emotions they evoke, and the narratives constructed around them. Data for this pillar

were collected primarily through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted in iterative waves, and

through participatory observation in meetings and operational settings. Each interview transcript and

observational note was analyzed for themes related to sense-making, identity, ritual, and symbolic action.

The power of the C-I framework lies in its integrative mandate. During analysis, we did not treat

the two pillars separately but constantly sought connections. For instance, we examined how a formal

budgetary variance report (cybernetic data) was discussed in a management meeting, paying attention
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not only to the corrective decisions made but also to the language, metaphors, and emotional tones used

(interpretive data). This allowed us to map how ’hard’ data flowed into ’soft’ sense-making processes

and vice-versa.

Data collection occurred over eighteen months, with site visits and interview waves spaced to cap-

ture developments. We employed a triangulation strategy, cross-verifying insights from documents,

interviews, and observations. Analysis was iterative, moving between the empirical data and emerging

theoretical concepts like ’Performative Resonance.’ We constructed detailed case narratives for each

organization and then performed a cross-case analysis to identify common patterns and distinctive vari-

ations in the alignment process.

3 Results

The application of the Cybernetic-Interpretive framework across the three case studies yielded rich in-

sights that transcend conventional explanations of control and performance. A dominant finding, consis-

tent across all cases but manifested differently, was the critical role of symbolic enactment and meaning

in mediating the relationship between formal control mechanisms and performance outcomes. We term

this core phenomenon ’Performative Resonance.’

At Alpha Corp, a manufacturing firm implementing a lean production strategy, the new performance

dashboard (a cybernetic tool) was initially met with skepticism. Technically, it measured the right things:

machine downtime, inventory turns, defect rates. However, our interpretive data revealed that employees

saw it merely as another layer of surveillance. The shift occurred not when the metrics were refined, but

when plant managers began hosting weekly ’dashboard dialogues.’ These were not just review meetings;

they were ritualized spaces where stories were told about a solved problem, where teams were celebrated

for small improvements visible on the dashboard, and where the numbers were explicitly linked to

narratives of craftsmanship and pride. The dashboard transformed from a monitoring device into a script

for a shared performance. This generated emotional energy and collective focus—a resonance—that

dramatically accelerated the technical improvements in efficiency, exceeding engineered forecasts. The

control mechanism and the performance trajectory entered a virtuous cycle, each reinforcing the other

through this symbolic layer.

In contrast, at Beta Institute, a research organization, the attempt to align controls with new commer-

cialization goals created dissonance. A new incentive system (cybernetic) tied funding to patent filings

and industry partnerships. Interpretively, researchers described this as an ’assault on their identity’ as
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curiosity-driven scientists. They complied minimally but also engaged in symbolic resistance—jokingly

referring to the new metrics as ’the philistine index’ and privately valuing traditional publication metrics

more highly. Here, the lack of symbolic alignment, the failure to create a resonant narrative that con-

nected the new controls to a valued professional self-concept, meant the cybernetic loop was starved of

genuine engagement. Performance on the new metrics was sluggish and begrudging, demonstrating a

state of persistent misalignment despite a logically contingent design.

Gamma Services presented a hybrid case. A new project management software suite (a cybernetic

control) was introduced to improve on-time delivery performance. Initially, it created confusion and

resentment. However, a middle manager began using the software’s Gantt charts not just for tracking,

but as a central prop in client meetings to visually narrate the team’s dedication and detailed planning.

Clients responded positively, and team members began to see the software not as a bureaucratic impo-

sition but as a tool for crafting a professional story. This reinterpretation—this infusion of symbolic

value—created resonance. Engagement with the software increased, data quality improved, which in

turn made the cybernetic feedback more accurate, leading to better project management and higher per-

formance. The control and the performance were co-adapting through a shared narrative.

These cases illustrate that alignment is dynamically constructed through these cycles of symbolic

interpretation and practical action. Performative Resonance acts as an amplifier or dampener on the

technical efficacy of the control system. It shows that the ’soft’ interpretive loop is not merely back-

ground noise but a constitutive part of the control circuit itself. Furthermore, we observed that periods

of high resonance often led to the informal modification of formal controls (e.g., teams at Alpha adding

custom metrics to their dashboard), demonstrating that performance outcomes can feedback to reshape

the control mechanisms, challenging the notion of a one-way causal arrow.

4 Conclusion

This study has ventured beyond the established paradigms of management control research to propose

and investigate a dynamic, process-oriented theory of alignment. By conceptualizing alignment as a con-

tinuous process of dynamic fit rather than a static design condition, and by introducing the Cybernetic-

Interpretive methodology to explore it, we have uncovered the pivotal mechanism of ’Performative Res-

onance.’ Our findings make several original contributions to theory and practice.

Theoretically, we challenge the instrumental core of much control literature. MCMs are not merely

technical tools for directing behavior toward goals; they are also symbolic artifacts that carry and convey
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meaning, evoke emotion, and shape identity. Their effectiveness in aligning performance is inextricably

linked to the social and symbolic processes they trigger. This bridges traditionally separate domains of

research: the structuralist study of control systems and the constructivist study of organizational mean-

ing. We contribute a framework that integrates these domains, offering a more holistic understanding of

how organizations function.

Secondly, we reframe the concept of alignment itself. It is not a matching exercise between two

separate entities (control and strategy/context) but an emergent property of a complex adaptive system

comprising formal structures, informal practices, individual sense-making, and performance feedback.

This view is more consistent with the messy, evolving reality of organizations than deterministic contin-

gency models.

For practitioners, our research offers a crucial shift in perspective. The managerial imperative moves

from ’designing the optimal control system’ to ’cultivating alignment capacities.’ Managers must be-

come architects not only of systems but of meaning. They need to attend to the narratives, rituals,

and symbolic dimensions that surround control mechanisms. Creating forums for dialogue, crafting

compelling stories that link controls to valued identities, and recognizing the emotional undertones of

measurement are not ’soft’ add-ons but essential leadership practices for achieving dynamic alignment.

Our cases show that when managers engage in this symbolic work, the technical systems achieve far

greater traction.

Limitations of this study include its focus on three specific organizations, which may limit general-

izability, and the intensive resource requirements of the C-I methodology. Future research could apply

this framework in different cultural or industrial contexts, or use it to investigate alignment failures in

greater depth. Quantitative studies could also seek to develop measures for constructs like ’resonance

intensity’ to complement qualitative insights.

In conclusion, by illuminating the dynamic, co-evolutionary dance between the cybernetic and inter-

pretive dimensions of organizational life, this research offers a fresh and more profound understanding

of how management control and organizational performance become, and remain, aligned. It suggests

that the most effective control is not that which imposes order from above, but that which resonates

with the lived experience of those within the system, creating a shared momentum toward collective

achievement.
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