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The Evolution of Management Control Combinations in the Transformation Toward Hybridity: A Case Study
Abstract
This paper investigates how management control (MC) practices evolve in nature and interrelationship as control problems develop in a dynamic environment. Drawing on coupling theory, it examines how three MC practices—cultural control, budgeting control, and performance measurement—are (re)coupled across two distinct periods in a Chinese state-owned company. During the organizational transition from a government-oriented model to a more complex hybrid-business model, the findings indicate that control problems increase in both scope and complexity. Correspondingly, the combination of MC practices shifts from more informal culture control loosely coupled with budgeting, towards a more rigid and comprehensive budgeting and performance measurement system, supported by more formal culture control in a tightly coupled combination. The study illustrates how MC combinations evolve from loose to tight coupling through simultaneous adjustments in individual practices themselves and in their responsiveness and distinctiveness when combined. This suggests that flexibility in control may lie in an organization’s capability to adapt—by revitalising existing MC practices, introducing new ones, and reshaping their combinations—rather than in the fixed nature of any single practice or type of coupling. The findings contribute to the literature on MC combination in general, and on MC in hybrid organizations in particular, while offering important practical insights into enhancing the effectiveness of MC in organizations. 
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1. Introduction
Management control (MC) is increasingly recognized as an important management practice, designed and used to guide and direct employees’ behaviour to serve organizational objectives (Malmi & Brown, 2008). Given that multiple MC practices often exist in one organization, MC combination research has attracted increasing attention from scholars in recent years (Bedford et al., 2016; Bedford, 2020; Deore et al., 2023; Dodd et al., 2023; Gerdin, 2020; Speklé et al., 2022). Such studies show how multiple MC practices coexist in dealing with control problems (Caglio & Ditillo, 2021).
However, continuous change in the complex internal and external organizational environment forces organizations to adapt by changing their strategies and objectives (Toldbod & van der Kolk, 2022; Tsamenyi et al., 2008), which may entail changes to MC practices (Dirks & Wouters, 2025; van der Kolk et al., 2020). While existing literature has revolved around changes in individual MC practices, such as budgeting (Becker et al., 2016) and performance measurements (Jansen, 2011), the benefits brought by internal consistency in MC practices are under-studied (Grabner & Moers, 2013; Strauss et al., 2024). Although recent research, like that of Tolbold and van der Kolk (2022), discuss changes in the extent of coherence among MC practices, highlighting changes in the relationships among them, we know little about the dynamics of such practices and their interrelationships in addressing control problems (Carr & Jooss, 2023). 
It has been suggested that MC practices may combine differently in different periods (Mouritsen et al., 2022; Strauss et al., 2024), as ‘a coordinated change of all interdependent practices simultaneously’ may be the most effective way of adapting to a change in the organizational context (Bedford, 2020, p. 5). Thus, an understanding of MC in an organizational context may be advanced by exploring changes in ‘higher-level variables’, such as MC combinations, rather than only focusing on the details of specific controls (Merchant & Otley, 2020, p. 3). Moreover, Bedford (2020) and Sridharan (2021) suggest that the functionality and effectiveness of MC and their combinations originate from whether and how control problem(s) are addressed. 
However, the study of MC combinations in addressing control problems has been scarce (Tucker et al., 2024). Even rarer are such studies in dynamic contexts. Little is known about how control problems specifically arise and evolve, nor about the changes triggered in MC and how they combine in addressing them. Thus, to enhance our understanding of MC combinations, this paper aims to explore their dynamics. We address the question of how MC practices change in their nature and relationships in response to control problems evolving in a dynamic environment. 
Our research question harbours concern about (a) how control problems evolve following shifts of organizational contexts, and (b) how individual MC practices and their combinations may evolve accordingly, to address the changed control problems. To answer the questions, we conduct an in-depth case study on a Chinese state-owned enterprise (SOE) to investigate the evolution of its MC combinations. Drawing on coupling theory (Orton & Weick, 1990) to highlight the characteristics of the MC combinations, this paper shows how evolving control problems, following changes in organizational context, drive change in individual MC practices and their coupling relationships. 
The study makes three main contributions to the scholarship on MC combination. First, it presents the specific case of an MC combination evolving from loose coupling to tight coupling while the case company adapted to its more complex context, offering novel insights into the dynamic nature of MC practices and their combinations (Bedford, 2020; Carr & Jooss, 2023; Strauss et al., 2024). Second, rich insights from the specific ‘evolved-into’ hybrid serve to advance our understanding of MC in such organizations. Such hybridity tends to emerge from external stakeholders’ demands, rather than proactive, strategic choices by organizational founders (Smith & Besharov, 2019). Third, employing a coupling theory lens, the study contributes to the MC literature by linking the examination of responsiveness and distinctiveness to how MC practices address control problems (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Gerdin, 2020; Speklé et al., 2022; Tucker et al., 2024). Our findings offer important practical implications for enhancing the effectiveness of MC in organizations, calling for managers to recognize the specific control problems and their dynamic nature, as well as the need for ongoing attention to the interplay among MC practices. 
In the next section, we critically review the relevant literature on the dynamics of MC combination and propose our theoretical framework. The case selection rationale, data collection and analysis methods are presented in Section 3. The empirical findings are elaborated in Section 4, followed by a discussion of these in Section 5. Finally, a conclusion is drawn in Section 6.
2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework
2.1 Control Problems, MC Combinations and their Dynamics 
MC is viewed as a series of organizational practices that enable managers to monitor and direct the behaviour of organizational members (Malmi & Brown, 2008; Toldbod & van der Kolk, 2022). Earlier studies have focused on the use of individual MC practices, such as the effect of budgeting control on organizational performance, which may result in overlooking the roles of other MCs, such as culture control (Malmi & Brown, 2008; Malmi et al., 2020). Studying individual MC practices in isolation from other MC practices may cause ‘serious model under-specification’ and reported ‘spurious findings’ (Chenhall, 2003, p. 131). More recently, MC combination has increasingly become central to research in the MC field (Bedford et al., 2016; Bedford, 2020; Merchant & Otley, 2020). It is recognized that integrating multiple MC practices in research may offer greater benefits than focusing on individual MC practices alone (Bedford, 2020; Dirks & Wouters, 2025; Grabner & Mores, 2013; Malmi & Brown, 2008). This holds true both in terms of the impact on organizational performance (e.g. Demartini & Otley, 2020) and the adaptation of these combinations to fit specific organizational contexts (e.g. Evans & Tucker, 2015). For example, Barretta and Noto (2022) demonstrate how combining culture, planning, cybernetics, reward and compensation, and administrative control can effectively foster interorganizational collaboration. Similarly, Sandelin (2008) examined a comparable set of MCs and illustrated how they can be combined both interdependently and independently to adapt effectively to a company’s specific context. 
The core function of MC practices and MC combinations is to address control problems (Dodd et al., 2023; Gerdin et al., 2019; Tucker et al., 2024). Bedford (2020) advocates further research on how such problems may be addressed through MC combinations, as generalizing the functionality of MC combination on addressing control problems is the main path of theorizing MC research (Bedford, 2020) or of contributing to the ‘domain theory’ of the MC field (Sridharan, 2021). A few recent studies explore the link between MC combination and control problems (e.g. Dodd et al., 2023; Gerdin, 2020; Speklé et al., 2022; Tucker et al., 2024) yet this remains an under-explored topic in MC combination research (Gerdin, 2020).
To investigate how MC combination addresses control problems, we first need to understand what a control problem is (Bedford, 2020), but there is no commonly accepted definition (Tucker et al., 2024). On the one hand, they can be seen as any incompatibilities and incapacities within organizations that MC practices are able to address. On the other hand, they may be caricatured as a set of dysfunctional employee behaviours, such as deviation in employee effort direction (Speklé et al., 2022), their being overly self-interested (Dodd et al., 2023), or their being lazy and lacking in work concentration (Tucker et al., 2024). Based on these, certain literature highlights the functionality of MC combination in addressing behaviour deficiencies. For example, Speklé et al. (2022) found that the operational, incentive-oriented, and exploratory uses of performance measures can be combined in a complementary manner to mitigate the control problem of ineffectiveness in directing employee effort, thereby reducing wasted time and resources﻿. Similarly, Dodd et al. (2023) suggest that the control problems of employees’ self-interested behaviours and the risk of modern slavery can be effectively mitigated through the combination of result, action, and cultural and personnel controls. Tucker et al. (2024) indicates that a combination of formal and informal control practices can reduce a series of dysfunctional behaviours, such as bullying, blaming, and misogyny. However, control problems may also include a series of non-behaviour issues (Bedford et al., 2016; Gerdin, 2020). In Gerdin’s case study (2020) of a university’s MC system, tight resource constraints emerged as a control problem as external funders increasingly emphasized competition. In response, social and technical MC practices were combined to optimize resource allocation to address the issue. Nevertheless, it is possible that both behavioural and non-behavioural issues need to be addressed through MC within an organization. For instance, in Gerdin’s study (2020), the coexistence of individual work freedoms and innovation issues and an issue around centralized coordination and prioritization of research was identified. 
Furthermore, control problems are not static; they can change with shifts in organizational context, affecting the dynamics of MC practices and their combination (Carr & Jooss, 2023). However, few studies explicitly address dynamic change, though several imply that MC combinations are designed and re-designed in response to changing control problems. For example, Mouritsen et al.’s case study (2022) found that during a stable period, risk control and performance measurement could be used relatively independently to address a supplier’s productivity and cost issues. However, when the supplier faced a financial crisis, the control problem shifted towards ensuring stability, necessitating closer integration of both practices to address the issue. Similarly, Toldbod and van der Kolk (2022) examine how MC combination changed in response to shifts in organizational context in their case company. It found that during the 2008 financial crisis, two MC practices—operational planning and the Supply Chain Council approach—were developed and integrated to address internal coordination issues. While this MC combination initially addressed the problem, it created an incompatibility issue with the performance measurement system, leading to issues with employees’ work. The incompatibility ultimately compelled the company to first adjust the third MC and then reconsider the overall integration of these MC practices. These empirical studies imply that when organizational context changes, individual MC practices and their combination may dynamically evolve to address shifting control problems. Moreover, organizations may simultaneously encounter multiple control problems, complicating the dynamic relationship between MC combinations and the control problems.
Overall, despite the emergent research on the dynamics of MC combinations in relation to changing control problems, studies on either remain limited. What is even rarer is research on how MC combinations may directly address multiple control problems in a dynamic environment. For example, while Gerdin (2020) notably demonstrates how MC combinations operate to address control problems, he paid no attention to possible change occurring in the control problems. Thus, we have limited understanding of how multiple control problems emerge together, whether they arise from shifts in existing control problems, the introduction of new ones, or a combination of both. Additionally, it remains unclear how changes in organizational context influence the evolution of control problems and, in turn, affect the dynamic adjustments in individual MC practices and their combinations. Insights into these concerns may advance our understanding of the path dependence of MC design, the nature of relationships, and the dynamic characteristics of MC practices, thereby contributing to both the theory and practice of management control. 
2.2 Coupling Theory Approach
Recent research on MC combination highlights its complexity (Cooper et al., 2020; Merchant & Otley, 2020;). Rather than focusing exclusively on whether MC combinations function as a system or a package (Bedford, 2020; Grabner & Moers, 2013), it may be more beneficial to explore alternative configurations, such as loose coupling (Demartini & Otley, 2020), to gain a more comprehensive understanding. To address our research question on how MC practices in an organization change in their nature and relationships following the evolution of control problems in a dynamic environment, we employ coupling theory, which emphasizes the complex and dynamic nature of combining elements. 
Coupling theory, commonly used in organizational studies, examines the relationships among different organizational elements (Weick, 1976). It suggests that while coupled events are responsive to one another, each retains its own identity and some degree of physical or logical separateness (Weick, 1976). By focusing on the nature and strength of these relationships rather than merely determining whether variables are coupled or linked, coupling theory approach allows for a more in-depth exploration of MC combinations and their dynamics. 
Orton and Weick (1990) propose two characteristics of coupling: responsiveness and distinctiveness. Responsiveness captures the coordination and linkage between elements, while distinctiveness captures the independence and spontaneous changes of elements, underlining the autonomous behaviours of practices essentially separate from each other (Demartini & Otley, 2020). In other words, distinctiveness focuses on MC practices operating independently without relying on the support of other MC practices. Based on these two contrasting characteristics, four types of coupling are proposed by Orton and Weick (1990): tightly coupled where practices act responsively but not distinctively; decoupled where practices are distinctive from each other without responsiveness; loosely coupled where practices are responsive to each other but simultaneously distinctive; non-coupled where practices show neither responsiveness nor distinctiveness. Applying a coupling theory approach, the combination of MC practices can be viewed as a continuum ranging from total integration tightly coupled, to total incoordination non-coupled, with the potential to shift from one form of coupling to another. This approach goes beyond the traditional ‘system versus package’ debate by highlighting the varying relationships among MC practices, which is also supported by Cooper et al. (2019), who argue that practices may be diversely connected and connected intermittently. A coupling theory approach is also appropriate for exploring dynamic change due to this emphasis on different MC practice combinations and therein appreciating any changes in them (Bedford, 2020; Merchant & Otley, 2020). 
Linking coupling concepts to control problems, we note that responsiveness in an MC combination is demonstrated when MC practices support and influence each other in addressing control problems; meanwhile, distinctiveness of MC is demonstrated when MC practices operate independently in addressing specific control problems without the intervention of other MC practices. Therefore, changes in the responsiveness and distinctiveness of MC practices reflect the dynamics of MC combinations (couplings). We propose a conceptual framework to guide our research, as illustrated in Figure 1. While this framework suggests that organizational context shapes control problems, which in turn drives the use and combination of MC practices to address them, the focus of our study is on the building blocks rather than the causal relationships. 
--- Insert Figure 1 about here ---
3. Methodology
This paper uses a single case study approach to study the dynamic change of MC combination over time. Focusing on a Chinese SOE, we analyse the use and combination of MC practices across different periods and examine how these practices address control problems in response to changes in the organizational context.
[bookmark: _Toc122965863][bookmark: _Toc122966383]3.1 Case Selection Rationale
The case company, referred to here as ET (a pseudonym), was corporatized as an SOE from a government railway engineering bureau in 2001. As a large Chinese SOE with 30,000 employees and fixed assets worth GBP 400 million, ET operates across 21 departments and eleven railway engineering and transportation units, with two main businesses: construction (such as railway construction) and rail transportation (such as freight and railway maintenance). It has undertaken more than 40 national projects and constructed more than 4,000 kilometres of railways since its establishment.
We selected this case for three reasons. First was its suitability for addressing our research questions in the dynamics of MC combination, which requires examining the use of multiple MC practices in a complex institutional environment. As a large sized SOE, ET has been greatly influenced by several dynamic forces, including the demands of government, market and self-development, and it has employed multiple MC practices. Second was its fitting exemplification of the paper’s theoretical relationships. The advice of Merchant and Otley (2020, p. 5) is that researchers ‘endeavour to find and study organizations with superior practices and performance, the so-called ‘exemplars’’. ET has experienced a series of reforms, seen from both an enterprise and state perspective, as the railway industry has significant impact on China’s economic development. ET has been active in designing and optimising its MC practices following these reforms. These factors make ET a representative case. The third reason for selecting ET was its data accessibility, given the established close contact with the company through our business networks. This helps ensure the richness and validity of research data.
3.2 Data Collection 
The data for this study were collected from semi-structured interviews and archive documents (Sridharan, 2021), with multiple data sources to triangulate and verify them. 
First, we conducted 39 recorded and fully transcribed interviews[footnoteRef:1], including 34 face-to-face interviews averaging about 50 mins long, and five agreed follow-up telephone interviews. These straddled different roles to ensure richness of data, including CEO, heads and deputy heads of departments and other employees. Please refer to Appendix 1 for detailed information on interviews and interviewees. The questions were divided into two themes. The first focused on identifying the type and use of MC practices, covering work content and procedures that reflect the use of MC practices and their relationships. The second focused on dynamics of the MC practices. The researchers paid attention to the historical management reforms at both company- and state-level that were related to MC practices. Appendix 2 details these two batches of questions. [1:  The interview has been approved by the University’s Ethics and Research Governance Online, with approval number 63841.] 

Second, archive documents were collected and analysed as they are important for enhancing data richness and validating the accuracy of interview data (Sridharan, 2021). We obtained a total exceeding 354 pages of documents, including government policies, work procedures, enterprise policy and regulation, enterprise planning and strategy and some internal presentations. Additionally, we obtained and examined the 10 ET-compiled ‘Yearbooks’ (2009-2019) that summarize the company’s annual developments. Appendix 3 presents a description and summary of these documents. 
3.3 Data Analysis
The collected data were analysed by a combination of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and a temporal bracketing data process strategy (Langley, 1999). The data analysis followed three steps using NVivo (12) software. First, open coding was applied to extract sentences and phrases from interviewees’ utterances and the collected documents. Guided by the building blocks of our proposed conceptual framework (Figure 1), these open codes were then grouped into the first-order concepts: features of organizational context, control problems, and MC practices. For example, the open codes state policies, Five-Year Plan and state assets were categorised under organizational context; work based on a standard process and avoid being slack under control problems; and budgeting procedure and monitoring function in budgeting under budgeting control. 
Second, following Langley’s temporal bracketing data process strategy,  two distinct periods were identified based on differences in organizational context and control problems: a government-orientation stage and a hybrid business-like stage. For each period, we first examined the association of the control problems and the organizational context, and then analysed the corresponding  features of MC practices and their coupling relationships. For each practice, we identified distinctiveness when the MC practice could be employed independently to address control problems without relying on other MC practices. For the relationships between MC practices, we identified responsiveness when an MC practice could be linked to another to address control problems. The findings are reported in Subsection 4.1 & 4.2.
Third, we compared the findings of these two periods to highlight the dynamics of the organizational context, control problems, MC practices and their combinations. The findings are reported in Subsection 4.3. 
Although the steps are presented separately above for clarity, it is important to note that the data analysis was an ongoing process that overlapped with data collection, allowing for  continuous validation. The findings identified in step 2 and 3 were crossed-checked and verified by referring back to the open codes, the original data, and the conceptual framework. Informants were also contacted by phone or email to verify or supplement the data whenever ambiguity arose in the analysis process.
4. Findings
In line with our conceptual framework, this section presents our findings on the dynamics of control problems and MC combinations. For each identified period, ‘government-orientation’ and ‘hybrid business-like’, we present our findings first on the emergence of control problems within its organizational context and then on the use of MC practices and their coupling. The last sub-section presents the findings on the dynamic nature of the constructs under study. The findings are summarized in Table 1.
--- Insert Table 1 about here --- 
4.1 Government-Orientation Period (2001-2012) 
4.1.1 Organizational Context and the Emergence of the Control Problem: Employee Inefficiency 
In China, the railways are a state asset, being completely under the control of the government’s Railway Construction Bureau prior to 2001. Following the development of the Chinese socialist market economy in the 1990s, ‘corporatization’, or the Modern Enterprise System (MES) reform, was initiated to separate government control from enterprise management, for example through ownership restructure (Ezzamel & Xiao, 2015). The government deemed that separation would reduce interruption from the administrative functions of government, removing ambiguity around the responsibility between enterprise operations and government supervision, thereby improving the efficiency and accountability of this state asset operation (Li & Tang, 2009; Xu & Uddin, 2008). At the end of 2001, ET, a railway construction and transportation service bureau, was corporatized to become a modern SOE. Following corporatization, it gained more autonomy in bidding for and conducting projects. 
However, in real terms, ET remained largely under the control of the Chinese government. First, although ET had the right to bid for different projects, its strategy and business development planning were heavily regulated and constrained by the Chinese Railway Ministry, the highest authority in the industry, responsible for setting development targets, strategies and guidelines for the railways, such as growth rates and development priorities. This is through the Chinese Five-Year Plan, which outlines a series of social and economic policies and initiatives for SOEs, including ET. As the CEO of ET described:
‘We mainly looked at the policies and targets issued by the Railway Ministry. The Railway Ministry, for an example, requires [us] to develop the south-western area within next three years. We will then bid [for] railway projects of the south-western area.’
Second, the ownership structure of ET still allowed significant government control. The State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission of the State Council (SASAC), a Chinese government bureau, was ET’s only shareholder when it was corporatized in 2001. Although their share was reduced to 73.25% when ET was listed in 2007 and to 56.2% in 2013, the State clearly remained an absolute controlling shareholder; the rest of the shares were held by individual investors. 
The practical reality of this government control has profoundly influenced ET’s focus, prioritizing the achievement of government expectations and targets, such as the scale and pace of railway development, as profitability was guaranteed by government support through capital supply and favourable policies. Initially, ET was in a suppliers’ market for railway projects due to the burgeoning construction demands and ET’s privileged SOE position. For example, in 2000, the government issued a ‘Large-scale Development of the Western Region’ target, which requested SOEs to undertake a large number of projects in the subsequent 10 years. From 2001 to 2010, rail mileage increased by 2.8 times (China National Development and Reform Commission, 2010). To ensure the achievement of this target, the government invested significant capital in SOEs, including ET, to ensure their financial health. Second, the government protected ET’s profitability through project price adjustments. Given that a railway construction project typically spans two to three years, there is a risk of cost increase over time. To help mitigate this, the government as the funder issued a ‘difference adjustment’ policy allowing railway SOEs to adjust contract prices if the original price no longer reflected the cost level at the end of a project. As a result, ET simply needed to focus on meeting the government’s expected scale and pace of expansion, with little concern for profitability. As the Head of Finance described, 
‘We were not worried about our profit [during that period]’. 
The Head of Strategic Planning for ET explained the focus of the period:
‘As an SOE, we must prioritize the state’s targets. Government has provided us with these benefits related to our profit, aiming to make us focus on achieving railway development, such as completing railway construction on time and meeting quantity targets.’
Meanwhile, as an SOE with SASAC as its largest shareholder, ET’s employees enjoyed job security much like in government, with dismissals rare. ET’s protected profitability as explained also served to assure high salary stability. Consequently, employees’ inefficiency emerged as a control problem. 
ET became increasingly aware that employees were not always efficient in completing tasks. The inefficiency manifested in two ways: employees being negligent and lazy while working, and their having a poor understanding of work standards. In terms of the former, the Head of Transportation Management highlighted the following:
‘Our employees were sometimes slack. I asked my subordinate to do some jobs, but it usually took days before I could receive an update. For example, I remembered that I asked a subordinate to do a project summary table. It just needed 1-2 days, but I received it in one week… I can tolerate my employee to be occasionally slack in some non-urgent tasks, but this table was related to our project. It was important.’
The reported slackness and laziness were issues for the whole period, as mentioned in the 2009 ET Yearbook:
‘We should face up to our own shortcomings…Some line managers and other employees of some units undervalue their work, are not proactive in action and are even passive, go through the motions, engage in formalities, say one thing and do another…Some senior managers adopt an attitude of muddling through their work, and their work lacks engagement…These shortcomings have caused some safety quality problems…such as railway construction projects collapsing last year. This must cause in us deep reflection and constant vigilance!’
These quotations suggest that, during this period, employees exhibited slackness and laziness. This has raised concerns among managers, having adversely impacted safety and quality. Inefficiency was also shown by employees lacking a clear understanding of work standards. The Head of Transportation Management also mentioned the following:
‘…The project summary table was not only delayed in submitting but also was inappropriate and unstandardized in design…I had to ask the employee to redo it…wasting time and delaying our projects…these things often occurred…’
Similarly, the 2009 ET Yearbook describes the problem:
‘…Some managers and other employees do not make decisions according to our standards, do not follow our procedures. They lack a correct understanding of their work…[thus, causing] their poor execution…’
These quotations indicate a lack of clear understanding of work standards and procedures being prevalent at ET, resulting in poor adherence to them. Consequently, second-rate execution and project delays occurred. The CEO of ET described the inefficiency at this stage, which further confirms the control problem:
‘We worried about the efficiency of employees. This could decide whether we could achieve our tasks on time. Thus, we had to figure out how to improve it and let them put their heart and spirits in one place.’
Similarly, the 2009 ET Yearbook of ET describes:
‘As an SOE, it is necessary we improve the employees’ awareness of the importance of completing enterprise tasks and vigorously improving the work efficiency becoming the main focus of enterprise development.’
4.1.2 The Use and Coupling of MC Practices 
To address this employee inefficiency problem, ET’s top management focused on the use of culture control and budgeting control during this period. As our analysis reveals in Table 1, both MC practices are used distinctively and responsively at the same time, to address the control problem, which demonstrates a loose coupling pattern.
Culture and cultural control        
Culture control was viewed as a crucial MC by ET’s top management team for distinctively alleviating employee inefficiency. As is stated in two important documents, ‘ET Enterprise Culture Development Strategy’ and ‘Culture Enhancing Enterprise Plan (2008)’: 
‘[we need to] focus on changing employees’ work styles and attitude, motivating enthusiasm for their work and improving employee morale.’ 
The two documents indicate that ET recognized the existence of the control problem of employee inefficiency and regarded culture control as an effective means to address it. The Head of the Labour Union Department explained:
‘The CEO organized a meeting with us [top managers] [in November of 2006]. The CEO emphasized an issue back and force, [which was that] we must change employees’ work attitudes, making them realize the importance of their work. We needed to recognize the power of culture. We needed to shape a clean, upright and vibrant work environment. So, [in that meeting], we deemed 2007-2009 as ‘culture construction years’ for mitigating these problems.’
The corporate culture that senior management was trying to establish was a sense of common purpose among employees, namely that the whole ET workforce would take full ownership of the achievement of national targets. This became known as a ‘sense of national mission’ culture. 
To promote this acculturation among employees and thus ameliorate the employee inefficiency problem, ET’s top management used four main mechanisms for cultural control: culture slogan, preambles, regular meetings and CPC (Communist Party of China) membership. The four were each distinctly used without other MC practices as support. Distinctiveness was thus reflected.
In China, it is well known that the government frequently uses slogans to capture employees’ attention and help them understand its policies and goals (Zhu et al., 2021). In the same vein, the slogan designed by ET’s culture department, ‘Maintain a firm political stance and dedicate oneself to the country and society’, was repeatedly displayed on a large electronic screen at the entrance, in the lobby and on their website. It inferred a sense of professionalism (Malmi & Brown, 2008) through resonating with the culture of a national mission, encouraging employees to recognize the significance of their workplace contribution, therein mitigating against lethargy or apathy. The Head of the Culture Department described the display thus:
‘Everyone entering our company or logging into our website can see our culture slogan. We wanted to continuously remind our employees who and what we work for.’
Displaying the slogan had a distinctly positive effect on improving employees’ work attitude. An employee from Human Resources reported:
‘…These slogans must have influenced us…some slogans were even attached on our office walls…We could feel senior managements’ dissatisfaction with our work…I also felt that some colleagues were intentionally correcting their slack attitudes.’ 
Preambles that link every task to serving the State were designed by the top management and used in ET’s documentation to provide ‘ideological support’ that would distinctively address the control problem. For example, a project plan in 2010 began with the preamble:
‘Since the 17th CPC Congress, ET has earnestly implemented and complied the crucial ‘Go Out’, a strategic arrangement of our State. To implement the spirit of the 17th CPC Congress and profoundly digest and convey the speech content of General Secretary Hu Jingtao [Former President of China, 2003-2013], more importantly, to actively respond to [the national] ‘Eleventh Five-year Plan’, ET arranges…’
[bookmark: OLE_LINK9]The preambles aimed to offer ‘atmospheric guidance and statements’ through which ET could elevate its actions and employees’ work output to a ‘state level’ and thus reduce any slackness in it. The Head of the Admission Office noted the importance of preambles:
‘We link our actions with state directives. It is not only a formality but tells our employees that our projects support national goals.’ 
One employee explained the distinctive effect of such preambles on improving employees’ efficiency in their work: 
‘We know that our work is for the State. It is a serious national task. Who dares to be slack? For example, if there was any safety accident on railway projects caused by our slackness at work, no one could afford the price.’
Regular meetings were also adopted by ET’s top management to distinctively address the control problem. These included early-year mobilization meetings, year-end summary meetings and routine departmental meetings. These were not only for coordinating work tasks and clarifying work procedures but also for designating responsibilities and making expectations clear to employees. For example, in routine departmental meetings, an important agenda item was to emphasize the importance of employees’ work meeting governmental expectations. The Head of Human Resources described this as follows:
‘[In that period] everyone knew that their jobs were secure. However, I’ve usually told my subordinates that your jobs are stable only if you do not commit ‘political mistakes’. But our tasks [themselves] are political tasks. If our tasks are not completed due to your work, it is a political mistake. You may be dismissed.’
This quote affirms that ET’s top management intentionally exposed employees to the threat of job loss by highlighting the risk of not meeting expectations. An employee from the Engineering Management Department said:
‘Although we knew that a big railway construction project is unlikely to fail due to personal problems, nobody wants to give someone an excuse [to criticize our performance]…we had to try our best to finish our own work.’
Finally, ET utilized CPC membership to improve employees’ efficiency, distinctively. The CPC is the only authorised representative body in China to project socialist values (Ezzamel & Xiao, 2015). However, membership is exclusive. In 2021, the total number of members was 95 million, only 6.7% of the total population of around 1.4 billion[footnoteRef:2]. This has been the result of the strict enrolment criteria. CPC membership is only awarded to those who are high-performing, hard-working and loyal to the CPC. It is a recognition carrying a sense of honour. ET had 7800 CPC members, only 26% of their total 30,000-person workforce, but was able to provide up to 15 CPC memberships to high-performing employees every year. However, as to the effect of CPC membership on promotion, the Head of Strategic Planning made an interesting comment: [2:  The statistic was from a news website approved by the CPC: http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2021-06/30/c_1127611673.htm] 

‘For promotion, we mainly focus on employees’ work performance. CPC membership is not a rigid requirement.’
Nevertheless, while the requirement of CPC membership for promotion was verbally denied, most managers and departmental heads at ET were CPC members, implying that the appointment of managerial positions was indeed closely related to CPC membership, and that CPC membership was a potential benefit in securing promotion. This would motivate employees and boost their enthusiasm in the workplace. As one employee explained: 
‘Enrolling with CPC is definitely a good thing. I guess no one can refuse a CPC membership. It means we have high performance, which may benefit our future promotion.’
In the context of job and salary security, such culture control distinctively reduced employee slackness and laziness and improved their understanding of their work as reflected by top management’s comments, such as this statement in the 2012 ET Yearbook: 
‘We’ve observed a significant improvement in our employees’ work attitudes, enthusiasm, and initiative, which forms the foundation of our progress. As a result, our asset management processes are running smoothly and efficiently, with no major risks or unresolved issues arising during project execution. Senior managers also noted in recent meetings that employees’ efficiency in handling complex tasks has greatly increased.’
Budgeting Control          
In 2004, a project budgeting system was implemented in ET with the focus on the use of labour and materials. The Head of Engineering Finance explained the implementation:
‘This [project budget] was implemented very early. One the one hand, we wanted to make our project process smoother…On the other hand, we wanted our line managers and other employees to know how to effectively plan and construct our projects…’
The project budget served two main budgeting control functions: establishing standards and goals and ensuring the smooth running of projects. Specifically, ET’s top management aimed to use budgeting control to address ET’s control problem of employee inefficiency.
First, budgeting control in project bidding was the basis for goal setting. It focused on timely project completion and quantity requirements, rather than merely cost control. This was greatly influenced by the government’s requirements, which are reflected in the criteria for project bid evaluations. In China, SOEs were invited to bid for railway construction projects proposed by local government and approved by the Railway Ministry. The bids were evaluated based on technical, business and economic criteria. Accounting for 50%, the technical criteria were the most important, gauging whether an enterprise is able to assure timing and quality. SOEs needed to present detailed labour and materials plans, to demonstrate clearly how they intended to complete the construction on time. The business aspect accounts for 30%, emphasizing the reputation and previous achievements of enterprises, indicating an SOE’s capacity. The economic criteria accounts for 20%, with attention on the quoted project cost. A bid would not reach this economic assessment stage unless it had passed the technical and business assessments (see Appendix 4 for a template of the project budget). The focus on planning in the bid evaluation forced managers to proactively act, making labour arrangements and deciding on acceptable levels of materials consumed, for the project budget. This approach to budgeting served in standard and goal setting, helping alleviate inefficiencies related to slackness, laziness or a lack of clarity or understanding.
Secondly, after a project bid was successful, ET required employees to work strictly to the project budget specifications, rather than engaging in arbitrary activities. This approach ensured that tasks and workstreams were more coordinated and therein efficiency improved. 
Overall, budgeting control was distinctive without dependence on cultural control. The Head of Engineering Finance described how budgeting was used to address this control problem back then:
‘…The focus [of project budgeting] actually told our frontline employees how to effectively carry out our projects…For example, it notes how much mineral powder, gravel and cement we should use, and even notes the matching ratios of these materials… so line managers could know how to plan the time and progress of the project they have taken charge of.’
A Loose Coupling Between Culture and Budgeting Control          
While both culture and budgeting control exhibited distinctiveness in addressing the control problem, our analysis shows that they simultaneously demonstrated responsiveness to each other. The simultaneous presence of distinctiveness in and responsiveness between both practices indicates a loose coupling pattern of MC combination during this period. 
At the outset, budgeting control was seen as a means of transmitting culture to employees, thereby promoting efficiency. Project budgeting signalled a priority on quality and timely completion of construction projects to meet the State’s expectations, rather than on commercial value. As the Deputy Head of Engineering Finance Department emphasized:
‘The formulation [of the project budget] was actually to a large extent related to our company type. We are an SOE. We needed to make sure that the employees focused on government tasks [i.e. culture control].’
While project budgeting demonstrated to employees that ET’s priority was firmly in improving efficiency to meet government targets, it also effectively communicated resonance with the State’s mission as target culture for employees; thus, it is responsive to culture control.
Meanwhile, culture control also facilitated budgeting control by ensuring that employees take budgeting targets seriously. One employee reported that:
‘Our manager usually held a meeting each time the budget was issued. He told us what points and aspects we especially needed to focus on. We were also told how important our work was, based on the budget for national railway projects.’
In summary, during this government-orientation period, culture control was effectively executed to address an employee inefficiency problem through four mechanisms, all exhibiting distinctiveness. Budgeting control was also operated distinctively, to set project targets in the use of labour and materials and facilitate planning and control. However, how it was executed also exhibits responsiveness between culture and budgeting control, which suggests a loose coupling (Demartini & Otley, 2020). These findings are summarized in Table 1. 
4.2 A Hybrid Business-like Period (2013-2022)
4.2.1 Change of Context and the Cohabitation of New and Old Control Problems
A new cost control problem arose from a changed organizational context in 2013. There was a dissolution of the Railway Ministry in 2013, wherein the government cancelled the ‘difference adjustment’ policy that shielded ET from price fluctuations in materials markets, leading to cost control pressures. As corporatization reforms in the railway industry deepened, the Chinese government increasingly emphasized a need to reduce governmental intervention and establish a healthier and more sustainable operational environment for SOEs. These pressures force ET to absorb the increased costs, posing a significant challenge to their profitability. The Head of the Finance Department described the change:
‘This [cancellation] was a main reason why we decided to focus on cost control…it brought much challenge and many problems to us. As costs cannot be amended and adjusted, most projects changed from being profitable to loss-making...’
Second, the ‘Belt and Road’ initiative launched by the Chinese government in 2013 boosted demand for higher quality in railway construction and promised numerous new projects. This resulted in higher project costs and requirements for more exacting standards as the government refined construction quality specifications, such as rates on towed tonnage (a technology indicator in railway construction). These demands meant increased construction costs for ET. The Deputy Head of Engineering Management explained:
‘The Belt and Road initiative also imposed higher requirements on our projects. Many projects now need to be finished in a more refined and high-quality manner, leading to increased costs of labour, material and time.’
Third, the prices of construction materials kept increasing during this period, especially land prices, which was depicted by the saying: ‘an inch of land, an inch of gold’. These rapid increases reduced the profit margins of railway construction projects. The Deputy Head of Engineering Management explained:
‘Constructing railways must account for reallocation fees. With increasing domestic housing prices, this resulted in substantial expenditure.’
With the pressure on profitability, ET explored alternative strategies, including diversification, to restore profitability, before ultimately refocusing on cost control. The Head of the Engineering Department reported:
‘These changes make our profit get in trouble...We considered and tried many ways to improve profit, like diversifying our operations…we tried to take on housing construction projects. But these projects were outside of our area of expertise. Although they are profitable, it was also not enough…’
Although diversification may mitigate risks to profitability, ET’s top management reached a consensus that railway construction must remain their core business, so cost control became the focus of management control. The CEO explained the situation:
‘Our company still needed to serve our State. Railway construction is still our business focus…the environment of our construction business was not optimistic…During that period, we could not change the environment; we could not give up on our focus on railway construction either…so controlling cost was a more effective and direct way to survive…’
The new cost control challenge was highlighted in certain key documents. For example, it was emphasized in the 2016 Strategic Plan:
‘Our construction finance and management had to be closely surrounded with cost control, which was the core measure, including enhancing progress control and integrated management, engaging all employees and at every stage of the projects.’
With the emergence of a cost control problem, employee inefficiency remained a control problem as its root causes were unchanged. The Chinese government was still ET’s major shareholder, although gradual corporatization supressed the SASAC share value to 56.1% in 2013, while the employees still enjoyed job security with fixed salaries. Naturally, their inefficiency contributed to cost control concerns. Thus, the ‘new’ cost control problem and the ‘old’ employee inefficiency problem essentially cohabited this period, presenting a case of ‘cohabitation’[footnoteRef:3] of two related control problems. [3:  We thank the anonymous Reviewer for suggesting this metaphor to capture the relationship of the control problems. ] 

4.2.2 The Use and Coupling of MC Practices 
To address the cohabitation of the cost control and employee inefficiency problems, ET’s MC practices evolved individually as well as in relation with one another. 
Budgeting Control           
With the cohabitation of new and old control problems, ET’s management team realised that previous budgeting control was insufficient as it did not cover all the incurred costs. They changed ‘project budgeting’ to ‘master budgeting’ in 2013 to direct their efforts to full cost control. Three new features were introduced to render it as master budgeting: including all cost categories in the budget, using a ‘risk warning’ design to strengthen process control, and tightly coupling to a new performance measurement system. 
Initially, this master budget was intended to fully cover all cost categories. The Deputy Head of the Finance Department explained this introduction:
‘The master budget allowed us to know all facets of cost for our company rather than only those for specific projects. For example, we used to neglect office expenditure or meeting fees, but then, we had to calculate any cost in more detail. We designed excel tables and listed various expenditures and budgeted for these.’
This suggests that introducing a master budget allowed the functionality of budgeting control to shift from mere focus on project deadlines to fully addressing cost control. As a result, ET designed a routine expenses budget form to categorize expenses. The form includes seven expense categories, namely office, travel, meeting, business hospitality, agency (such as auditing fees), consultancy and miscellaneous, each listing dozens of items for routine employee work. An employee described it as follows:
‘The company was very strict in controlling costs. Any fees and bills required us to report. Now, the details of many expenses needed to be reported…For example, we must report meeting expenses by offering the meeting name, attendance, days, meal fee, accommodation fee, documents fee…moreover, for a translation fee, we needed to specifically suggest what and why it needs to be translated…’
Moreover, ET set annual targets for expected revenue, costs and profit, which urged managers to plan more comprehensively and consider what actions were needed to achieve targets. The Deputy Head of the Finance Department, who acted as interim Head for several years, explained it:
‘After [the master] budget was issued…[line managers] needed to discuss, arrange and plan our various possible incurred expenditures related to projects, such as administrative expenses, meeting expenses, production expenditure, etc. We considered dozens of expenses items in detail…’.
In addition, a risk warning system was designed to ensure effective cost control during projects’ lifetimes; accordingly, a process control function was added to budgeting control. When the costs in a department exceeded the budget target, the system would issue a risk warning. The Deputy Head of the Finance Department said:
‘Most of our projects were in different regions and provinces. The [cost] system could let us know the cost incurred for each project and alerted us when it was to exceed the target.’
However, while changing from project budgeting to master budgeting did enable more effective control of not just direct project costs but also indirect expenses, the resistance to change, especially at the outset, hindered the effective use of budgeting control. The Deputy Head of the Finance Department told us the following:
‘Various items indeed increased employee workloads…in the beginning, many employees did not take…[reporting expenses] seriously…there were many issues in reports: formatting errors, incorrect expenses…reported fees were not completed to match with receipts…our budgeting didn’t work well during the whole of 2013…’
ET’s top management realized that addressing cost problems lay not only in budgeting system design but also in motivating employees to more effectively implement budgeting control. Consequently, a new performance measurement system (PMS) was introduced to include budget-based KPIs. The CEO described the moment: 
‘[we needed] to assign responsibilities of implementing budgeting to individuals!’. 
Introducing a New PMS Tightly Coupled with Budgeting Control          
There was almost no PMS during the government-oriented period in ET. As the Head of Human Resource described: 
‘It could be said that we did not have a PMS before [2014]…based on earlier regulation, as long as the project was completed, the managers could get their bonus…almost every project could be completed as required, every manager could get a fixed salary and bonus, so, no specific PMS…’
However, with the transition to the business-like period, the necessity of addressing the cost problem forced ET to design a specific PMS in 2014 to improve employee efficiency through budgeting control. The performance measures consisted of financial indicators (85%) and non-financial indicators (15%). The former are based on ET’s budgeting system, including operational revenue, profit, capital paid in, capital concentration, net cash flow from operations, indirect expenditure, and production safety expenditure. The Head of Finance explained as follows:
‘The PMS was directed at managers of each department, each project and project unit…The financial part was to monitor whether all departments and units were achieving the budget well, and checking if any of them failed to achieve these budgetary targets.’
Non-financial indicators included resource management, contract terms implementable by management, safety breaches and client trust appraisal. These indicators guide employees in work effectiveness so they can relieve operational costs.
In the meantime, performance evaluation was conducted at the end of each year by adopting a marking mode. At the end of December, each project unit would submit financial and non-financial performance statements of their projects to the corresponding departments, such as the Finance, Safety and Engineering Departments. These statements were summarized and transferred to HR to be assessed on each performance indicator. The final scores did not only affect managers’ salaries and bonuses but also their promotion prospects. Their 2016 Strategic Plan describes thus:
‘[we need] to optimize and strictly implement budgeting and PMS, and establish employee exit mechanisms, through which employees can be promoted and demoted.’ 
The establishment of this performance evaluation mechanism was the turning point for ET’s tradition of job security. The Deputy Head of the Finance Department (formerly the interim head) said:
‘I could clearly feel an improvement in employees’ work efficiency. Employees started to actively learn how to implement budgets and report expenditure…line managers started to carefully focus on the detail of project processes.’
The PMS design highlights a tight coupling between budgeting control and PMS. A substantial 85% of the performance measures were budget-related KPIs, suggesting distinctiveness was relatively lacking in the PMS, but there existed a significant and tight responsiveness between the PMS and budgeting. The lesser distinctiveness with high responsiveness presented a tight coupling pattern in the PMS and budgeting combination, through which employees recognized that effective budgeting control was crucial for their jobs. 
Culture and Cultural Control Tightly Coupled with Budgeting Control and PMS          
During this period, culture control was still regarded by ET’s top management as an important way to improve employee efficiency. Under the pressure to address the cohabitation of the employee inefficiency and the cost problem, ET’s management adapted the company culture and culture control to support the execution of budgeting control and PMS, forming a tightly coupled MC combination. The CEO’s speech at the start of 2015 had this statement:
‘Effectively implementing budgeting and PMS was a necessary path to address our current plight [cost control problem]…but we needed to change employee mindset, shifting from being pressured to act to taking initiative, transforming policies from mere paperwork into actual actions on the ground…’
The speech asserts a clear intention for tight responsiveness among budgeting control, PMS and culture control. 
Following the change in organizational context and control problems, ET’s company culture had been adjusted from the earlier ‘sense of national mission’ to a more current ‘sense of national and enterprise mission’. This novel culture fostered a sense of responsibility, not only towards the Chinese government but also towards ensuring profitability in ET. The previous mechanisms were adapted to strengthen the impact of culture control. 
Firstly, ET continued using culture slogans and preambles, with a particular emphasis on linking the ideology to the importance of budgeting control and PMS specifics. A feature column titled ‘management improvement’ was launched, prominently highlighted in blue font and placed conspicuously on the website. Of its six sections, the first, Directive Ideology, presented the culture slogans and preambles to draw attention to the common purpose of the SOE to contribute to the development of the company, State and society. The other five sections spotlighted specific operations and management priorities.
 Secondly, a mandatory training mechanism was introduced. ET top managers believed that prerequisite to the effective implementation of budgeting and PMS was a shift in the mindset of line managers. They required all line managers to attend mandatory trainings on the company culture, cascading key knowledge about effective budgeting control and PMS. These managers had to pass exams after each training and were required to retake it if they failed the on their first attempt and would be demoted if they failed the second attempt. 
Communication in regular meetings was still an important culture control mechanism in ET. During this period, meetings were used to promote the company culture and link the employees daily tasks to budgeting and PMS. An employee of the Finance Department said:
‘Now, we work around the budget and PMS every day. There is much more work…Managers always arrange tasks to fit with budgeting and PMS…’
Overall, through strong execution of the above culture control mechanisms, budgeting and performance management have become embedded in employee routines, helping them focus better through understanding the relevance of their tasks. During the hybrid business-like period, budgeting control was used as the main weapon against the control problems of employee inefficiency and cost control. PMS and culture control were tightly coupled with budgeting control. In the next section, we further analyse, generalize and compare the use and particularly the combination of MC practices in both periods.
4.3 Dynamics of MC Combination and Control Problems
Focusing on the building blocks presented in Figure 1, our analysis demonstrates the dynamic features of organizational context, control problems and MC combinations. 
First, our analysis presents a case of changing organizational context, from a simple government-orientation to a more complex hybrid business-like period. Control problems became increasingly complex following this shift in the environment, from single employee inefficiencies as a problem to the cohabitation of employee inefficiency and cost control problems. 
Second, while changes in organizational context led to control problems evolving, the company did not just implement new MC practices, but also execute the same MC practices differently. As summarized in Table 1, while the single control problem of employee inefficiency during the first period escalated to cohabitating employee inefficiency and cost control problems during the second period, ET strengthened culture control execution, adapted project budgeting to the more comprehensive master budgeting, and added a PMS. While budgeting and PMS were emphasized during the second period, culture control was strengthened through the use of mandatory training and linking the ideology to specific tasks via a feature column. 
Third, the MC combinations evolved from loose coupling to tight coupling. During the first period when the company operated in a simpler government-oriented environment with negligible market competition, ET adopted culture control and project budgeting distinctively, though responsively. Each MC practice had its own mechanisms to address the control problem as presented in Section 4.1, which indicated their distinctiveness. Meanwhile, project budgeting highlighted the importance of meeting the State’s expectations, while culture control ensured a positive attitude towards project budgeting, which demonstrated a loose coupling pattern in MC combination. 
During the second period when ET had to face a more complex environment, having pressure on profitability from reduced government support, they chose to use budgeting control distinctively as a central MC practice to address the control problems. While culture control was the main force to motivate employees during the first period when they were protected by government job security and fixed salaries, a PMS became necessary to link their performance to promotions and bonuses following the change in organizational context from simple to more complex. ET introduced the PMS to support more effective budgeting control, which had less distinctiveness in itself, but strong responsiveness to the budgeting control. Similarly, culture control was intentionally re-designed during the second period to be tightly responsive with budgeting control and PMS, aiming to shift the employee mindset towards more efficiently implementing both MC practices and addressing the cost control problem. Hence, the combination of culture control, budgeting control and PMS presents a pattern of tightly coupling. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]5. Discussion
[bookmark: _Hlk200734375]The paper explores the dynamics of MC combination through a longitudinal case study. While there is a growing research body exploring how the combinations address control problems (e.g. Dodd et al., 2023; Pfister & Lukka, 2019; Speklé et al., 2022; Strauss et al., 2025; Tucker et al., 2024), most prior studies have primarily adopted a static perspective. Our study contributes to the literature by offering novel insights into the dynamic nature of MC practices and their combination as they evolve in response to shifting control problems within a dynamic business context that is marked by a transition from a government-oriented model to a more complex hybrid business-like model. 
Adopting a coupling perspective, previous studies in MC combination have demonstrated an association between loose coupling and higher perceived effectiveness (e.g. Demartini & Otley, 2020). Our study enriches this literature by illustrating how MC combinations progress from loose to tight coupling—in contrast to Demartini and Otley (2020)—through simultaneous adjustments in both the practices themselves and in the ‘responsiveness’ and ‘distinctiveness’ in their combinations. It shows that when a single control problem dominates, a specific MC practice can effectively address it, even in the absence of support from other practices. There is clear distinctiveness for culture control and project budgeting during the government-orientation period in our case company. Nevertheless, the two responded to each other in addressing the control problem, which demonstrated a loose coupling pattern. 
Following change in organizational context, individual MC practices may need to be revitalized, and their relationships may evolve, from being unrelated to becoming interrelated (Mouritsen et al.,2022; Toldbod & van der Kolk, 2022). Extending this line of research, our analysis shows that when control problems become more complex and multifaceted—combining behavioural and non-behavioural issues—responses are required both at the level of individual MC practices and in the relationship between them. In our case, at the individual practice level, project-based budgeting evolved into a more comprehensive master budgeting system, and a new PMS was implemented to bolster planning, motivation, and control. Moreover, in this more complex context, PMS and culture control became highly responsive to budgeting, while culture control increasingly focused on fostering positive attitudes toward achieving budget targets. This heightened responsiveness and reduced distinctiveness among the three MC practices ultimately produced a tightly coupled MC combination that effectively addressed the organization’s intertwined control problems.
Such a change pattern in MC practices and their combination observed in the case company complements and builds on prior studies emphasizing the importance of flexibility in hybrid organizations (e.g. Bénet et al., 2024; Smith & Besharov, 2019). While the case company evolved from operating in a simpler government-orientation model to a more complex hybrid business-like model, the use of MC practices changed from more informal culture control to more rigid comprehensive budgeting and PMS—in contrast to prior studies (e.g. Boland et al., 2008)—and the MC combination evolved from loose coupling to tight coupling. This demonstrates that flexibility in control may lie in an organization’s ability to adapt, which could be by revitalizing existing MC practices, introducing new ones and reshaping their combinations, rather than in the fixed nature of any single practice or type of coupling. 
While this observed pattern of change enriches the literature on the dynamics of MC practices and combinations, the effectiveness of the change also appears to be associated with the characteristics of the ‘evolved-into’ hybrid organization under study. In native hybrid organizations, such hybridity was chosen as a strategic choice when organizations were founded, such as in those committed to social and business missions (Grossi et al. 2024; Smith & Besharov, 2019); competing demands come from external stakeholders to which internal leaders must respond strategically to sustain the hybridity. For instance, in Smith and Besharov’s case of paradoxical frames (2019), internal leaders repeatedly reinterpreted the meaning of their social and business missions and experimented with various operational practices accordingly while maintaining their commitment to both missions. In our case, the company had evolved into a hybrid following reforms initiated by the government, and both competing social and business demands were presented by the same stakeholder, the Chinese government. While the competing demands created two control problems, they cohabit rather than become separated or conflicted, which provided a context for an effective tighter coupled MC combination in a more complex environment. Echoing the calls to attend to the distinctive features of hybrid organizations (e.g. Grossi et al. 2024; Smith & Besharov, 2019), our findings highlight the need for explicit attention to these characteristics in research on MC in hybrid organizations.
Empirically, our study also provides evidence of how control problems evolve alongside organizational contexts, which is often overlooked (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Dodd et al., 2023). Prior studies suggest that shifts in an organization’s context can lead to corresponding changes in control problems (e.g. Carr & Jooss, 2023). Extending this line of research, our study suggests that control problems do not simply transition from one discrete challenge to another (Mouritsen et al., 2022; Toldbod & van der Kolk, 2022); rather, they tend to expand from a single focal concern to a network of multiple, interrelated control challenges. In our case company, the move from a relatively simple ‘government-orientation’ period to a more complex ‘hybrid business-like’ period exemplified this trajectory. Initially focused on addressing employee inefficiency (Lopez-Valeiras et al., 2022), the organization’s control landscape later expanded to include growing concerns about cost control, thereby introducing both behavioral and non-behavioral dimensions of control (Bedford et al., 2016; Gerdin, 2020). This finding suggests that as organizations transition from simpler to more complex contexts, control problems tend to increase in both scope and complexity. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Additionally, at the individual practice level, our study supports prior studies in suggesting that the emergence of a control crisis can trigger the redesign of old MC and creation of new MC (Toldbod & van der Kolk, 2022). Our findings underscore the pivotal but partial role of culture control in hybrid organizations. The evolved characteristics of culture control support prior studies’ findings on the importance of reimagining culture controls when an organization moves form a traditional model to a hybrid model (Carr & Jooss, 2023; Grossi et al. 2024). However, while culture control has helped sustain organizational values and employee motivation—consistent with previous research (Dodd et al., 2023; Kraus et al., 2017)—we observe that it was insufficient in isolation. Instead, culture control became more impactful when tightly coupled with formal controls such as budgeting and performance measurement. This aligns with evidence that informal controls (like cultural or ideological controls) enable mission alignment and employee engagement, but ultimately require complementary mechanisms (e.g. action, personnel, and result controls) to address complex, multifaceted control problems (Barretta & Noto, 2022; Carr & Jooss, 2023; Deore et al., 2023; Passetti et al., 2021; Santini et al., 2022). More specifically, our observation of the changed focus from culture control to budgeting and PMS supports prior studies that culture controls are insufficient in more complex environments, but they can be an important complement to other more rigid controls (Dodd et al., 2023; Kraus et al., 2017; Passetti et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, prior studies suggest a dual role of budgeting as both an operational control tool (Namazi & Rezaei, 2024) and a symbolic mechanism (Ritonga & Buanaputra, 2024) in complex institutional environments (Kaufman & Covaleski, 2019). Enriching this line of research, our study demonstrates that such duality can be achieved through combining budgeting control with culture control ( Bedford et al., 2020; Deore et al., 2023; Sharma & Frost, 2020). In this case, culture control facilitates the implementation of budgeting systems and enables the positive impact of budgeting control on achieving business targets. This provides further evidence for the finding of Sharma and Frost (2020) that organizational values and cognitive dimensions influence budgeting processes. 
Finally, while we focus on the building blocks in the conceptual framework (Figure 1), our findings also shed light on the linkage among these blocks, namely the external environment, organizational characteristics, control problems and MC combinations. The emergence of new control problems infuses ‘new content’ into existing issues, disrupting the status quo of MC combinations (Toldbod & van der Kolk, 2022) and serving as a catalyst for ongoing evolution in MC practices and combination. This finding aligns with processual and evolutionary perspectives (Leca & Laguecir, 2023), which argue that links between MC practices shift as circumstances evolve (Merchant & Otley, 2020).

6. Conclusion
To address the question of how MC practices change in their nature and interrelationships following the evolution of control problems in a dynamic environment, this study examined the evolution of MC practices in a Chinese SOE when its operation evolved from a government-orientation model to a more complex hybrid business-like model. 
The significance of the study lies in its findings on the evolution of MC combination from loose coupling to tight coupling, offering novel insights into the dynamic nature of MC practices and their combinations. The findings advance our understanding of MC practices and their combination dynamics through rich insights from a specific ‘evolved-into’ hybrid organization. It addresses the call by Smith and Besharov (2019) for understanding how hybridity is maintained while it is not a proactive, strategic choice by organizational founders but instead emerges from external stakeholders’ demands. Hence, the findings contribute to the study of MC combination in general and its study within hybrid organizations in particular, by demonstrating how MC practices and their combinations operate within this specific type of hybrid organization to sustain hybridity. The findings provide insights on the benefits brought by internal consistency in MC practices (e.g. Grabner & Moers, 2013; Strauss et al. 2025) and underscore a need for future research on MC in hybrid contexts to explicitly account for the defining characteristics of hybridity (Grossi et al. 2024; Smith & Besharov, 2019). 
Drawing on an in-depth single case study, this research contributes to the MC literature by demonstrating how responsiveness and distinctiveness explain the ways in which MC practices address control problems. Two limitations should be noted. First, despite efforts at reflexivity, our own perspectives and professional experiences may have shaped the interpretation of the findings. Second, the analysis is necessarily bounded by the available data, which may exclude alternative perspectives and thus limit the completeness of the account. Future research could extend this study by examining different types of organizations or organizations with different change trajectories, such as from complex to simpler contexts. Comparative case studies may be particularly valuable in capturing more dynamic characteristics of MC practices. In addition, survey-based or other methodological approaches could be employed to test causal relations among MC combination, control problems and organizational characteristics.
Our findings offer important practical implications for enhancing the effectiveness of MC in organizations. First, they suggest that managers should recognize the specific control problems they face, and their dynamic nature, when updating existing MC practices or introducing new ones. Second, MC effectiveness depends not just on the selection of a single suited practice but on how more than one practice may interact with one another. As organizational contexts evolve, MC practices may shift from being unrelated to becoming interdependent, or vice versa, highlighting the need for ongoing attention to their subtle interplay. 
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