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Managerial Control by Physical Education Chairpersons

Brian A. Sather
Eastern Oregon University

Sueccessful managers increase their effec-
tiveness by systematically undertaking their
responsibilities (Pride, Hughes, & Kapoor,
2005). Often this includes adopting mana-
gerial methods that have been carefully de-
veloped by management researchers and
practitioners. Control is an important respon-
sibility of managers that deserves attention,
particularly in higher education. Most mana-
gerial control theories focus on “traditional”
employees in industries tHat produce a ma-
terial product. Over the years, managers have
implemented models such as management by
objective and total quality management along
with various analysis techniques (Anthony
& Govindarajan, 2004).

Control measurements such as financial
ratios (economic value added, return on eq-
uity, etc.) are formulas that yield quantita-
tive information to help guide the manager
in determining whether the company’s goals
are being met. The university setting is mark-
edly different from industry because its pri-
mary product is the transference of knowl-
edge to students. This is very difficult to
measure; thus, arriving at a control method
is more problematic.

Managerial control at the academic level
becomes problematic because university
professors are professional employees
(Abbott, 1988). Defining professional em-
ployees is somewhat difficult (Abbott, 1988;
Alvesson, 1993; Freidson, 1986), but the key
concepts that identify professionals are ad-
vanced training and specialized knowledge
in a given area. Because of their unique sta-
tus, professional employees require special
management considerations. Raelin (1991)
identified 6 problems inherent in managing
professionals:

1. Overspecialization: Professionals are
required to perform fixed and standardized
tasks apart from other professionals or man-
agers because of the compartmentalization
of the organization.

2. Autonomy: They demand autonomy
over the ends as well as means. Many schol-
ars and professionals agree that this is the
most critical issue.

3. Distaste for close supervision: Profes-
sionals see supervision as a nuisance that
impedes progress.

4. Formalization: They exhibit a tendency
to resist formal rules and regulations.

5. Real-world practice: Professional em-
ployees’ emphasis on individual initiative and
commitment to high quality of life leads to
little regard for real-world managerial prac-
tice.

6. Ethical responsibility: There is a con-
flict between professionals who maintain
overriding interest in ethical responsibility
and managers who strive for corporate effi-
ciency.

Current Practices by Physical Education
Chairpersons

Chairing an academic department requires
adroitness because of the aforementioned is-
sues. A faculty member is placed in a situa-
tion wherein he or she must supervise peers
with unique needs. Yet the university requires
chairpersons to maintain control of their de-
partment to meet the objectives of the insti-
tution. How does one effectively manage in
such an environment?

In an attempt to answer this question, I
recently conducted a study of university
physical education departments (Sather,
2004). Based on this research, I concluded
that chairpersons in physical education de-
partments have demonstrated unsystematic,
albeit effective, approaches to this dilemma
of managerial control. In the following, I dis-
cuss themes I found related to current prac-
tice of managerial control by physical edu-
cation department chairpersons.
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