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Abstract 

 

A fundamental question for management scholars, and many new managers, is “just what 

do managers do?”  In an effort to organize research in this area scholars have developed 

various models for defining and analyzing the activities of managers and these models 

break down the managerial process into stages or functions such as planning, 

organizing, commanding, coordinating, controlling, reporting and budgeting.  This 

report provides a brief introduction to the broad topic of modeling managerial activities. 

 

In order to be successful, organizations not only need great leaders they also need skilled 

and effective managers.  Like leadership, management has been intensely studies and 

over the last few decades hundreds of journals and periodicals devoted to management 

studies have been launched and management has gone ―mainstream‖ as books by authors 

such as Drucker and Peters have rocketed to the top of ―best seller‖ lists.  The rise of 

management education, both at universities and through commercial private sector 

initiatives, has been fertile ground for textbooks.
2
  Given that ―management‖ has been so 

widely studied and practiced for literally thousands of years, it is not surprising to find a 

wide array of possible definitions of the term.  Weihrich and Koontz, for example, began 
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with a basic definition of management as ―the process of designing and maintaining an 

environment in which individuals, working together in groups, accomplish efficiently 

selected aims‖.
3
  They then went on to expand this basic definition with the following 

observations:  

 

 Managers carry out certain universally recognized basic managerial functions, 

including planning, organizing, staffing, leading and controlling 

 Management applies to any kind of organization. 

 Management principles apply to managers at all levels of the organization, not just 

executives and senior managers positioned at the top of the organizational hierarchy. 

 The goal of all managers is the same: to create a ―surplus‖. 

 Managers are concerned with improving productivity, which implies both 

effectiveness and efficiency.
4
 

 

Elements mentioned by Weihrich and Koontz in the explanations and observations above 

have figured prominently in other definitions of management.  For example, Jones et al. 

referred to management as ―the process of using an organization’s resources to achieve 

specific goals through the functions of planning, organizing, leading and controlling‖.
5
   

 

Weihrich has discussed the interesting question of whether management is best seen as a 

―science‖ or as ―art‖ and has suggested that ―[m]anaging, like so many other 

disciplines—medicine, music composition, engineering, accountancy, or even baseball—

is in large measure an art but founded on a wealth of science.‖
6
  He went on to caution 

that ―[e]xecutives who attempt to manage without . . . management science must trust to 

luck, intuition, or to past experience‖ and that managers seeking to avoid the tedious and 

dangerous path of learning through ―trial and error‖ must be able to access the knowledge 
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that has been accumulated regarding the practice of management.
7
  Weihrich wrote that 

application of scientific methods to management, including determination of facts 

through observation followed by identification of causal relationships that can have value 

in predicting what might happen in similar circumstances, allows us to classify 

significant and pertinent management knowledge and derive certain principles that can be 

used as guidelines for managerial decisions and instructions.  For example, a manager in 

a growing organization will eventually be confronted with the need to begin delegating 

authority and Weihrich suggests that the manager can turn to various principles of 

management that are relevant such as ―the principle of delegating by results expected, the 

principle of equality of authority and responsibility, and the principle of unity of 

command‖.  Principles are merely predictive; they do not guarantee a particular result.  

However, they do provide a tested starting point for the manager.  Also important in the 

management field are ―techniques‖, which Weihrich defined as ―ways of doing things, 

methods for accomplishing a given result‖.
8
  Like principles, techniques are originally 

based in theory and are tested to validate their effectiveness.  Examples of management 

techniques listed by Weihrich include budgeting, cost accounting, networking planning 

and control techniques, managing-by-objectives and total quality management. 

 

As time has passed, management has come to be recognized as one of the core factors of 

production along with machines, materials, money, technology and people.  It is well-

known that productivity has become a leading indicator of organizational performance 

and Drucker has argued that ―[t]he greatest opportunity for increasing productivity is 

surely to be found in knowledge, work itself, and especially in management‖.
9
  Bloom et 

al. coordinated a survey and analysis of more than 4,000 medium-sized manufacturing 

operations in Europe, the US and Asia and their findings released in 2007 confirmed that 

―firms across the globe that apply accepted management practices well perform 

significantly better than those that do not‖.
10

  The US led the way with respect to the 

quality of management among firms included in the survey; however, companies from 

other countries were gaining ground quickly and, in fact, at that time over 15% of the 

Indian and Chinese firms included in the survey were characterized as ―better managed‖ 

than the average US firm.  Research results of this type place even more pressure on 

firms to take steps to improve their management practices in order to remain competitive 

                                                 
7
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8
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9
  P. Drucker, Management, Tasks, Responsibilities, Practices (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1973), 69. 
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 N. Bloom, S. Dorgan, J. Dowdy and J. Van Reenen, ―Management Practice & 
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productivity, sales growth and return on capital employed. 
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with peers operating from countries throughout the world.  In fact, the researchers also 

found that more intense competition was associated with better management practices.
11

 

 

A good deal of the management literature created since the 1950s has relied on what has 

become known as the ―functional approach‖ to management, which defines and analyzes 

the activities of managers and the managerial process by reference to functions such as 

planning and organizing as opposed to the traditional substantive functions such as 

manufacturing, sales and finance.
12

  Henri Fayol pioneered the notion of ―functions of 

management‖ in his 1916 book ―Administration Industrielle et Generale‖ in which he 

identified and described five functions of managers—planning, organizing, commanding, 

coordinating and controlling—that he believed were universal and required of all 

managers as they went about performing their day-to-day activities regardless of whether 

they were operating in the business environment or overseeing the activities of 

governmental, military, religious or philanthropic organizations.
13

   

 

Fayol’s work was not widely known outside of France until 1949 when his book was first 

published in English.
14

  Nonetheless, his ideas had already begun to appear in the 

emerging area of management studies.  For example, in 1937 Gulick and Urwick coined 

the acronym ―POSDCORB‖ to refer to their own collection of seven management 

activities that included the five suggested by Fayol as well as two additional items: 

reporting and budgeting.  These activities have been described as follows
15

: 

 

 Planning (P): working out the things that need to be done and the methods for doing 

them to accomplish the purpose set for the enterprise 
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 Organising (O): establishment of the formal structure of authority through which 

work sub-divisions are arranged, defined and coordinated for the defined objective 

 Staffing (S): the whole personnel function of bringing in and training the staff and 

maintaining favorable conditions of work 

 Directing (D): continuous task of making decisions and embodying them in specific 

and general orders and instructions, and serving as the leader of the enterprise 

 Coordinating (CO): The all important duty of inter-relating the various parts of the 

work 

 Reporting (R): keeping the executive informed as to what is going on, which thus 

includes keeping himself and his subordinates informed through records, research and 

inspection 

 Budgeting (B): all that goes with budgeting in the form of fiscal planning, accounting 

and control 

 

Other management theorists working and writing during the 1950s and 1960s also 

embraced what became known as the ―process school of management‖ based on the 

notion that management should be viewed as process that included an identifiable set of 

several interdependent functions.  Like Fayol, they believed that these managerial 

functions were universal and thus would be relevant and applicable to all managers 

regardless of the type of organization in which they worked or their level within a 

particular organizational structure.
16

  For example, Koontz et al. identified the following 

five activities as ―major management functions‖
 17

:  

 

 Planning: Predetermining a course of action for accomplishing organizational 

objectives 

 Organizing: Arranging the relationships among work units for accomplishment of 

objectives and the granting of responsibility and authority to obtain those objectives 

 Staffing: Selecting and training people for positions in the organization 

 Directing: Creating an atmosphere that will assist and motivate people to achieve 

desired end results (sometimes referred to as ―leading‖) 

 Controlling: Establishing, measuring, and evaluating performance of activities toward 

planned objectives 

 

The process school of management, and the accompanying functions described above, 

remained the dominant analytical framework into the early 1970s when critics began to 

argue that Fayol’s ―five functions‖ were too ―normative and functional‖ and failed to 

adequately capture the complexity of a manager’s daily activities and the significant 

amount of time that managers must devote to nurturing informal relationships with 

subordinates and other parties outside of the organization in order to motivate the 

workforce, communicate their goals and ideas and collect information about the 
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 See, e.g., H. Koontz and C. O’Donnell, Principles of Management: An Analysis of 

Managerial Functions (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1955). 
17

 H. Koontz, C. O’Donnell and H. Weihrich, Management (7
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organization’s external environment that can be used for planning.
18

  Perhaps the 

strongest opposition came from Mintzberg, who argued that the process school of 

management and its emphasis on tightly defined functional categories did not accurately 

reflect the complex and chaotic nature of the manager’s tasks.  Mintzberg suggested an 

alternative descriptive model of the ten core ―roles‖, or organized sets of behaviors, 

identified with a managerial position, which he divided up into three groups: 

interpersonal roles (i.e., figure-head, leader and liaison offer), informational roles (i.e., 

monitors, disseminators, spokespeople) and decisional roles (i.e., entrepreneurs, 

disturbance handlers, resource allocators and negotiators), and also generated a fair 

amount of debate regarding the validity of the process school of management.
19

  Several 

empirical studies were conducted to determine whether Fayol or Mintzberg had the most 

―accurate‖ model for managerial activities and the conclusion seemed to be that both 

approaches were useful and valid ways to describe and analyze the work of managers.
20
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[accessed July 27, 2011] 
19
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