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Abstract 
It is argued that service firms’ control systems need to change throughout the life cycle stages to meet the 
varying needs of management. The challenge to most service organizations is to address their unique 
characteristics which had been identified to cause difficulties in controlling quality, measuring performance and 
controlling costs. Despite this challenge, a review of the literature suggests that the organizational life cycle 
variable is more researched in organizational studies, compared to Management Control Systems (MCS) studies. 
To fill in the gap, this study is undertaken to gain understanding of the MCS in mature and growing service firms. 
A survey methodology was employed. Questionnaires were administered to financial controllers of service 
organizations operating in Australia. Using t tests and multiple regression analysis, the results indicate that, mass 
service and mature firms place greater emphasis on more bureaucratic form of MCS as compared to professional 
service and growing firms.  
Keywords: Organizational life cycle, Management Control Systems 
1. Introduction 
The life cycle literature suggests that consistent patterns of development occur in organizations over time, even 
across a diverse sample of firms in which organizational activities and structures differ (Miller & Friesen, 1980b; 
Quinn & Cameron, 1983; Hanks, Watson, Jansen & Chandler, 1994). Accordingly, organizational characteristics 
vary across life-cycle stages to respond to the turbulence of continual environmental changes (Auzair & 
Langfield-Smith, 2005; Moores & Yuen, 2001). Nevertheless, prior studies suggests, organizations are prone to 
pursue strategies that proved effective in past but may become inappropriate and ineffective when new stages of 
development occur (Greiner, 1972).  
Brignall (1997) argued that service control systems might need to change throughout the life cycle to fit in with 
changes in the competitive environment, business mission and generic strategy. Failure to account for the stages 
of the life cycle in budgetary policies has been found to result in inefficiencies of resource allocation (Czysewski 
& Hull, 1991). Therefore, it is a challenge to management accountant to supply relevant, accurate and timely 
information adaptable to varying management needs across life cycle stages. This is especially a tough task for 
management accountant working in service organizations as unique characteristics possessed by services makes 
service organizations 'just-in-time' organizations with short-term inter-organizational relationships between them 
and their clients (Homburg and Stebel, 2009) These characteristics cause difficult problems for service managers 
to schedule operations, control quality, measure performance and trace and control costs (Brignall, Fitzgerald, 
Johnston, & Silvestro 1991; Brignall, 1997).  
Nevertheless, a review of the literature suggests that the organizational life cycle variable is more researched in 
organizational studies, compared to Management Control Systems (MCS) studies. Among those few published 
empirical work in the MCS area includes Moores and Yuen (2001), Auzair and Langfield-Smith (2005) and 
recently Kallunki and Silvola (2008). The purpose of this paper is to add to the limited body of knowledge in this 
area. Specifically, the association between the design of MCS and the organizational life cycle stage in 
professional and mass service firms will be investigated. 
The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. First, the conceptual framework that forms the focus for this 
study is presented, followed by formulation of testable hypotheses. In the following section, the research method 
is outlined detailing the sample and measurement of variables. The results of the study are then provided. The 
findings of the study are then reviewed while major themes are discussed. In the final section, the limitations of 
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the study are presented and areas for future research are suggested. 
2. Theoretical Framework 
The study of Management Control Systems has widely adopted the contingency approach developed within 
organizational theory to understand the relationships between contextual factors and its design (Covaleski, 
Dirsmith, & Samuel, 1996). While criticized as presenting ‘a deterministic, historical view of organizations that 
provides limited insights as to the mediating processes of organizations’ (Covaleski, Dirsmith & Samuel, 1996, p. 
4), it is has also been argued that this critique stems from a misinterpretation of the basic contingency argument 
that may have been reinforced by the deceptiveness of terminology and the methodology underpinning much 
contingency research (Modell, 1998).  
The contingency approach is adopted to understand the relationship between MCS design and organizational life 
cycle stage. A firm’s stage of growth represents a contingency or driving force to which appropriate 
organizational responses must be matched (Miller & Friesen, 1984). Moores (1990) developed conceptual 
arguments for different characteristics of management control systems across the organizational life cycle and 
maintained that there are points in the life of a company where too much control can stifle creativity and hinder 
its development. In service organizations, management control style is also found to differ between different 
service process types (Fitzgerald et al., 1991). It has been suggested that the professional service firms 
emphasized a less bureaucratic style of control, while mass service firms emphasized a more bureaucratic style 
of control.  
In this study, the relationship between both organizational life cycle stage and service process type and MCS 
design will be studied. Prior studies in MCS have considered both variables in a piecemeal manner, probably for 
ease of tracking research findings. However, in this study, both variables will be studied in a single model. The 
framework for the study is presented in Figure 1. 
PLACE FIGURE 1 HERE 
The model stems from the recognition that the type of the service process and the organizational life cycle 
simultaneously influence the choice of control design within an organization to form an effective system. As an 
organization strives to achieve effectiveness, it will seek to attain ‘fit’ between the contingent variables and the 
MCS, thereby creating relationships between these variables and the MCS.  
3. Conceptualizing MCS 
Concerns have been voiced on the limited number of contingency-based MCS studies examining broader 
elements of control (Chenhall, 2003). MCS do not operate in isolation, thus studying MCS as a package is an 
important research agenda (Malmi and Brown, 2008). Amigoni (1978) suggested that some distinctive features 
of MCS should be identified when proposing a conceptual framework useful in designing and implementing 
MCS in any specific organization.  
Accordingly, several distinctive features of the MCS were identified from prior studies to characterize MCS 
(Ouchi, 1979; Modell, 1995; Merchant, 1998; Whitley, 1999; Chenhall, 2003). They include Action/Results 
Controls, Formal/Informal Controls, Tight/Loose Controls, Restricted/Flexible Controls and 
Impersonal/Interpersonal Controls. Including these dimensions in a MCS framework is expected to provide a 
broad perspective of the system. Organizations are expected to exercise control along a continuum for each of 
the MCS dimensions. It is suggested that on one end of the control continuum is the more bureaucratic - action, 
formal, tight, restricted, and impersonal controls. Accordingly, the other end of the continuum is the less 
bureaucratic - results, informal, loose, flexible, and interpersonal controls. 
4. Hypothesis Formulation 
As the six individual MCS dimensions selected for the study will form a composite measure of MCS design, the 
relationship to be proposed would therefore, mainly, be concerned with how the organizational life cycle stage 
and service process types relate to the degree of bureaucracy of the overall MCS design. Relationships with the 
aggregated MCS (all MCS dimensions) are expected to exist, and will be based on the similar more and less 
bureaucratic character shared by these dimensions.   
Miller & Friesen (1984) found that firms in the maturity stage would place more emphasis on formal cost 
controls and budgets. Moores & Yuen (2001) utilized Miller & Friesen’s organizational configuration concept to 
study MAS in the clothing and footwear industry. Contrary to most life cycle literature Moores & Yuen (2001) 
expected that MAS formality would be highest at growth stage, and relax at maturity. Their results supported 
their hypothesis. However, Miller & Friesen (1984) found that generally, firms at the growth stage are associated 
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with a bold, innovative and organic orientation. Mature firms, which are stable and larger organizations, 
demonstrate conservative practices, encroaching on bureaucracy. Belak and Mulej (2009) also found that firms 
move towards a more bureaucratic style of functioning as they become more mature. In summary, this implies 
that growth firms are more likely to adopt less bureaucratic controls compared to mature firms. 
With regard to the service organisations’ process type, it is expected that mass service firms such as 
transportation are more likely to face less uncertainty, while professional service firms such as legal firms are 
more likely to face high uncertainty. This is based on the understanding that, mass service firms are faced with 
less contact with customers that represent a major factor to task uncertainty, as compared to professional service 
firms. When tasks are easy to define, tightening the controls may provide a means for ensuring that people are 
acting as the organization wishes. On the other hand, when tasks are highly uncertain, these controls may 
prohibit creativity and could result in dysfunctional behaviour. Thus, some controls have to be loose to 
accommodate uncertain work demands if the firm is to operate efficiently. Prior study has also found that when 
‘task’ is uncertain, results control is more likely (Eisenhardt, 1985). According to Eisenhardt (1985), the ‘task’, 
which refers to selling task in retail services, is found to be a principal determinant of whether commissions (a 
form of results control) or salaries (a form of action control) are used.  Similarly, Homburg and Stebel (2009) 
found that when services is characterized with verifiable service provider behavior, action control is more likely, 
while in the condition where output of the services is verifiable, results control will dominate. 
In case studies undertaken in several service organizations by Fitzgerald, Johnston, Brignall & Silvestro (1991), 
it was found that service quality measurements in mass service firms are structured and formal, while 
unstructured and informal measurements are found in professional service firms.  Fitzgerald et al. (1991) also 
found that professional service firms appeared to have higher degree of flexibility than the mass service firms. 
This indicates that an MCS that allows quick responses is more critical in professional service firms, if they are 
to operate efficiently. Professional services need flexible job scheduling systems to support the negotiation of 
delivery dates with customers, and the high degree of customisation offers greater specification flexibility.  
Otley & Pierce (1995) suggested that the working environment uncertainties made a highly considerate style 
more helpful than a structured style. The auditor is exposed to boundary-spanning activities to a greater degree 
than many other professionals, giving rise to additional layers of uncertainty. A structured leadership style may 
offer little or no role clarification, while a considerate style promotes a supportive work environment in which 
the uncertainties can be addressed effectively. As the considerate leadership style closely resembles the 
interpersonal emphasis and a structured style could be perceived as more impersonal style of the MCS design, it 
could be inferred from this study that professional services (of which public accounting firms are an example) 
would be more likely to emphasize an interpersonal form of control than mass service firms that relatively face 
less task uncertainty.  
In summary, the findings of these studies suggest that professional service firms, are more likely to emphasize 
results, informal, loose, flexible, and interpersonal controls (which represents a less bureaucratic form of MCS). 
Accordingly, as mass service firms are positioned at the other end of the continuum, a more bureaucratic control 
is expected to be more suitable.  
The preceding discussion demonstrated that both organisational lifecycle and service process types may 
influence the degree of management control bureaucracy. In summary they indicate that a more bureaucratic 
MCS is more likely to be adopted by mass service firms at the mature life cycle stage. On the other hand, a less 
bureaucratic MCS is more likely to be adopted in professional service firms at the growth life cycle stage. 
Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed. 

H1: Mass and mature service organizations will be more likely to adopt a more bureaucratic form 
of MCS as compared to professional and growing service organizations. 

5. Methodology 
5.1 Sample and survey procedure 
Survey questionnaires were administered to financial controllers of service organizations from diverse service 
industries operating in Australia including retail and wholesale, health services, education, hospitality, 
transportation, finance and insurance, professional services, communications, business services, leisure and 
advertising. Financial controllers were targeted as the respondents as they were expected to have the best 
knowledge of the various aspects of their organizations, but in particular knowledge of the MCS. 
A total of 155 responses were received of which 149 were usable. A data screening procedure was undertaken to 
analyze missing responses and outliers. This step further reduced the sample to 121 responses. Most firms 
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surveyed (87.6 per cent) were over ten years old. Over fifty per cent (50.4 per cent) had less than a hundred 
equivalent full-time employees.  
5.2 Measurement of Variables 
A four-page questionnaire was constructed as part of a larger study. The questionnaire was refined based on the 
feedback of a pre-test with 20 service company managers and 10 academic staff representing peer reviews. After 
minor modification, the final instrument was developed. 
MCS. A brief explanation of the nature of the controls for each MCS dimension was provided in a series of 
semantic differential scales. Wherever possible, questions were adopted from prior survey instruments and 
modified for use within the current study. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which the two 
anchored statements best described the type of MCS emphasized in their organizations by on a Likert-type scale 
ranging from one to seven.  
Data from the questionnaire were factor analysed to test for unidimensionality (de Vaus, 1995; Hair et al., 1995). 
Principal components analysis (PCA) was selected as the extraction method. The Bartlett test and the KMO 
measure of sampling adequacy indicate suitability for factor analysis. All items load well in excess of 0.32 (as 
recommended by Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001) and therefore were retained in the analysis. The reliability of the 
scale was .62, just above the lower limits of acceptability for exploratory research, generally considered to be 
around 0.50 to 0.60 (Nunnally, 1978). The variance explained by the scale was 40.39 per cent. Table 1 
summarizes the results of the analysis. 
PLACE TABLE 1 HERE 
Organizational life cycle. In spite of the number of stage-based models of organization growth, which have been 
proposed over the years, there has been remarkably little attention paid to the basic construct of a life cycle stage 
(Hanks, Watson, Jansen, & Chandler, 1994).  
Kazanjian & Drazin (1990) developed a self-categorization questionnaire, where items correspond to the theory 
of life cycle stages. The items were unlabelled and CEOs were asked to choose the one most closely describing 
their venture. Their model relied on defining stages in terms of a sequence of underlying problems that 
technologically-based new ventures must face and resolve. The variable was compared with the dominant 
problem variable to ascertain reliability. These results indicated a strong relationship between stage and the 
problems expected to be dominant at each stage.  
Kazanjian & Drazin’s approach was seen as the most appropriate since the current study is adopting a 
contingency perspective, and the life cycle stages would be utilized as a contingent variable. However, some 
modifications had to be made as the instrument was developed for technology-based new ventures. The 
description offered at each stage of the life cycle by Kazanjian & Drazin was compared with the Quinn & 
Cameron (1983) summary of nine life cycle stage models. Quinn & Cameron’s summary offers an extensive 
review of life cycle stages as it integrates nine life cycle models from various areas. The description is also more 
comprehensive. Consequently, three stages of organizational life cycle were measured, namely the formation, 
growth and mature stage. This study excluded the decline stage although with this exclusion, the organizational 
life cycle would be incomplete. This notion is undertaken for two reasons; first, the stages from birth to maturity 
may be the only predictable ones (Quinn & Cameron, 1983), and second, the decline stage would not fit into the 
overall research purpose to predict organizational variables that could enhance organizational effectiveness. The 
resulting descriptions of the stages that were used as items in the questionnaire are summarized in Figure 2. 
PLACE FIGURE 2 HERE 
Stage 1 indicates formation, stage 2 is growth, and stage 3 is maturity. Respondents were asked to choose one 
box only that described their stage of development. 
A low number of firms self-classified as stage 1 (5 firms) led to the combining of stage 1 and stage 2 firms into 
the one category, grouped under the growth stage. Thus, only two stages were analysed in the subsequent 
analysis, the growth and mature stages. The two stages now resemble the dichotomous distinction previously 
used by Dodge, Fullerton & Robbins (1994). An ANOVA was conducted for two contextual variables namely, 
organization age and size (number of equivalent employee) to provide some reliability for this measure. Prior 
studies of life cycle stages have used age and size as common life cycle stage measures (Kazanjian, 1988; Hanks 
et al., 1994; Moores & Yuen, 2001). As evidenced in those studies, it was also expected that the age and size of 
the growth firms in this study would be lower than the mature firms. The result indicates significant differences 
between the size (F=2.074, p<.10, one-tailed) and the age (F=2.603, p<.05, one-tailed) with the mean age and 
size of growth firms being lower than the mature firms (see Table 2). As the results support the expectations, this 
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provides some confidence for using the developed self-categorization measure. 
PLACE TABLE 2 HERE 
Service Process Type. As firms from diverse service industries were included in this study, a means to group 
these firms was adopted. According to Unvala & Donaldson (1988), approaches to the nature of services can be 
divided into two types: a) classification by industry and b) classification by characteristics of the process. The 
classification by industry offers diversity and a wide spread of service activities, and in certain cases, may appear 
identical to other sectors or overlap. Therefore, the classification by process characteristics was used in this study 
to group the service organizations.  
Items to measure the service process type variable were developed based on the typology suggested by Silvestro 
et al. (1992). Respondents were asked to indicate statements that best described their organization on a 
‘semantic’ differential scale, ranging from 1 to 7.  
To test for unidimensionality, the items were factor analysed. Items retained for further analysis load above 0.32 
(as suggested by Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). The analysis indicates that the variance explained was 44.21 per 
cent and Cronbach’s Alpha was estimated at 0.57. Items retained for further analysis load above 0.32. These four 
items namely, short/long customer contact time, low/high service customisation, low/high discretion given to 
customer-contact staff and product/process focus of service delivery, were summated into a composite variable. 
6. Findings 
Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and correlation matrix for all variables. The correlation matrix indicates 
no correlations greater than 0.70 between the variables. Thus, multicollinearity is unlikely to be a problem. 

PLACE TABLE 3 HERE 
Multiple regression analysis was used to test the hypothesis. The hypothesis proposed that mass and mature 
service organizations will be more likely to adopt a more bureaucratic form of MCS as compared to professional 
and growing service organizations. The format of the equation to test this hypothesis is estimated as: 
Y = a1 + b1X1+ b2X2 + e1  
Where, 
Y = MCS  
X1 = Service process type 
X2 = Organizational life cycle (Growth stage=0, Mature stage =1)  
A significant positive coefficient for b1 and a significant negative coefficient for b2 would indicate support for the 
hypothesis. The results of the regression is presented in Table 4. 

PLACE TABLE 4 HERE 
As shown in Table 4, the standardized coefficient b1 (service process type) is positive and significant 
(p�0.01)while the standardized coefficient b2 (organizational life cycle) is negative and significant (p�0.05). The 
regression model explains only 12.9 percent (adjusted R2) of the variance in the contingent variables. However, 
the F statistics for the whole model is highly significant, with a probability level of �.000. Hence the data 
support the hypothesis. It appears that mass service firms such as transportation in their mature stage tend to 
control their employees actions through formal, tight, restricted and more impersonal controls. In contrast, 
professional service firms such as consultancy firms in their growth stage will be more result oriented, focusing 
more on less formal, loose, flexible and more interpersonal style of controls.  
7. Discussion and Conclusion 
The aim of this study is to gain an understanding of the management control systems practice in mature and 
growing service firms. The study was motivated by the lack of research undertaken in the area although evidence 
suggests the importance of the organizational life cycle stage and service process type variables to the design of 
MCS (e.g., Brignall, 1997; Moores & Yuen, 2001). As the issue has never been addressed in a manner proposed 
by this study, all the variables tested in the analysis had to be developed. Statistical tests undertaken nevertheless 
indicate suitability for further tests.   
The results obtained from testing the relationship between MCS and organizational life cycle stage and service 
process type generally support the proposed hypotheses. It confirms earlier studies which suggest that firms in 
different stages of life cycle and service process types emphasize different MCS design (Miller & Friesen, 1984; 
Silvestro et al., 1992). Organizational life cycle stage and service process type were found to influence MCS 
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individually and in combination in the same direction. In summary, the results suggested that mass service firms 
in the mature stage of their life cycle place a greater emphasis on a more bureaucratic MCS than professional 
service firms in the growth stage of their life cycle stage. The findings extend earlier studies to support the idea 
for the need to consider organizational life cycle stage in designing control systems in both mass and 
professional service organizations. This further demonstrates the ability to extend generalization to service 
organizations from diverse industries based on similar characteristics of their service processes. Previously, 
service organizations have been viewed as unique and prior studies have attempted to study them in isolation 
from other service industries. 
Despite that the findings support the hypothesis proposed, certain limitations must be acknowledged in 
interpreting them. This study assumes that firms can be classified into discrete stages of life cycle and service 
process types. The cross-sectional nature of the data has prevented any tests for causality. Therefore, an in-depth 
qualitative study might supplement this type of research. The trade-off offered by the broad framework adopted 
in this study, is less depth compared to a study focusing on specific MCS dimensions or single service industry. 
As this study includes variables that have not been considered in such a manner by prior studies, it remains 
exploratory and ideas presented do warrant further investigation. Future research may modify or extend this 
study by refining the measurements for MCS, service process type and organizational life cycle stage. Including 
an outcome variable may provide enrichment to the framework suggested in this study. There is concern that 
more complex relationships are unable to be captured in the proposed direct relationships.  
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Table 1. Summary Results - MCS 

Items Loadings 
Action/results .601 
Formal/informal .778 
Tight/loose .706 
Restricted/flexible .442 
Impersonal/interpersonal .599 
Variance explained 40.39 per cent 
Cronbach’s Alpha .62 

Table 2. Means For Age and Size in Growth and Mature Stages 

LIFE CYCLE STAGE MEAN FOR AGE MEAN FOR SIZE 
Growth (N=32) 3.47 1.81 
Mature (N=83) 3.81 2.36 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrixa 

Variables Mean Median S.D. 1 2 
1. MCS  4.08 4.00 0.92   
2. Service process type 
3. Organization life cycle stage# 

4.57 
0.72 

4.75 
1.00 

1.20 
0.45 

.299** 
-.232* 

 
-.114 

aN = 118 
*p<.05 (2-tailed) 
**p<.01 (2-tailed) 
#Organization life cycle is a categorical variable 
Table 4. Result for Multiple Regression Analysis with MCS as Dependent Variable  

Contingent Variables 
 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t value 

Service process type (b1) .276** 3.155 
Organizational life cycle (b2) -.201* -2.291 
F 8.537***  
Adj R2 12.9  

* p�.05 (one-tailed) 
**p�.01(one-tailed) 
*** p�.000 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical Framework 

 

Contingent Variables 
 
� Service Process Type 
� Organizational Life Cycle Stage

Management 
Control 
Systems 
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� Stage 1 Within this company, the primary focus is on developing a range of services, 
securing adequate financial resources and developing a market. A ‘niche’ is 
being formed. Formal systems and procedures are almost non-existent in this 
firm, but the CEO/chairman is central to all functions and communications. 

� Stage 2 Services offered perform well and meet the needs in the market place. The 
company is characterized by high growth rates (in sales and number of 
employees). Internal structure and communication is becoming more formal, 
and increasingly individuals are assuming specialist roles. 

� Stage 3 The firm has a formal organization structure, rules and procedures. A top 
management group composed of individuals with broad industry experience is 
in place, or is being built. The emphasis is on efficiency and monitoring 
growth and profits. 

Figure 2. Descriptions used to Measure Organizational Life Cycle 
 

 


