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Abstract:  This literature review critically examines the evolution of managerial work theories over the past 

60+ years, highlighting key perspectives and research gaps. It explores four dominant approaches: the essence 

of management, categorization of managerial behaviors, power and conflict in management, and managerial 

work as a meaningful practice. Traditional studies, particularly Mintzberg’s framework, have heavily 

influenced research but are criticized for their rigidity and lack of contextual depth. More recent studies 

advocate for practice-based and grounded theory approaches to better capture the complexities of managerial 

work. However, gaps remain, including over-reliance on pre-existing frameworks, insufficient empirical 

engagement, and limited integration of historical and sociocultural influences. The review calls for 

interdisciplinary, ethnographic, and context-aware studies to enhance understanding. By synthesizing past 

and present research, this paper provides insights into the future of managerial work studies and proposes new 

directions for empirical and theoretical advancements. 
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Introduction 

 

The evolution of management theories reflects the continuous transformation of organizations in response to 

social, economic, and technological changes. From the early classical approaches that emphasized efficiency 

and structure to modern strategic and innovation-driven models, management thought has progressed to 

address the complexities of contemporary businesses. The need to enhance productivity, improve decision-

making, and adapt to dynamic environments has led to the emergence of various managerial approaches. 

 

Classical management theories, including scientific management, administrative theory, and bureaucratic 

management, provided foundational principles that shaped early industrial organizations. However, as 

businesses expanded, behavioral theories emerged, highlighting the importance of human motivation, 

leadership, and organizational culture. The rise of quantitative and systems approaches further contributed to 

decision-making through analytical tools and integrated frameworks. 

 

In the modern era, contemporary management theories emphasize flexibility, sustainability, and innovation to 

meet the demands of globalization and technological advancements. Modern concepts such as lean 

management, agile methodologies, and strategic leadership focus on adaptability and competitive advantage. 

Additionally, ethical and sustainability-based management approaches highlight corporate social 

responsibility. This review explores the historical development of management theories, analyzing their 

relevance and impact. By understanding the evolution of managerial thought, researchers and practitioners can 

develop effective management strategies for the future. The study also identifies gaps in existing theories and 

suggests areas for further exploration, particularly in the integration of digital transformation and artificial 

intelligence in management practices. 
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I. LITERATURE SURVEY 

The study of managerial work has evolved over the past six decades, shaped by competing perspectives on its 

nature, purpose, and execution. Researchers have approached managerial work from different angles, 

including defining its essential functions, categorizing behaviors, examining power dynamics, and 

understanding it as a socially embedded practice. While early theories sought to define universal managerial 

functions, contemporary research highlights the situated and context-dependent nature of managerial 

activities. Despite extensive studies, the field remains fragmented, with debates over the best way to 

conceptualize and analyze managerial work. Existing models have often relied on pre-established frameworks 

that limit theoretical advancements and fail to capture the fluidity of managerial activities in real-world 

settings. 

 

Early research on managerial work aimed to define a set of core functions that apply universally across 

organizations. Classical theorists like Henri Fayol emphasized that managers engage in planning, organizing, 

leading, and controlling (POLC) to ensure efficiency. Fayol's principles were widely accepted for much of 

the 20th century, forming the foundation of management education. However, later scholars, particularly 

Henry Mintzberg (1973), criticized this approach for being overly theoretical and removed from actual 

managerial practice. Mintzberg argued that managers do not simply follow structured functions but instead 

perform interpersonal, informational, and decisional roles in unpredictable ways. His empirical study of 

managerial behaviors became one of the most influential models in the field. However, despite its impact, 

Mintzberg’s framework has been criticized for oversimplifying managerial work and failing to acknowledge 

the broader organizational, social, and political contexts in which managers operate. Scholars argue that such 

frameworks create a rigid classification of managerial roles that may not reflect the diverse realities of 

management across industries and cultural settings. 

 

As research progressed, scholars shifted towards categorizing managerial behaviors based on empirical 

studies and direct observations. Researchers in the 1980s and 1990s sought to classify managerial tasks into 

routines, decision-making processes, communication patterns, and strategic planning activities. These studies 

aimed to provide a more grounded, behavior-based understanding of management rather than relying on 

theoretical assumptions. However, despite their empirical focus, these studies often over-relied on existing 

classifications, particularly Mintzberg’s managerial roles. The paper "In Search of ‘Managerial Work’" 

critiques this approach for failing to generate fresh theoretical insights, arguing that fixed categorizations of 

managerial behavior prevent researchers from exploring the fluid and evolving nature of management. Many 

studies have also been conducted in controlled environments, which do not always reflect the unpredictable, 

fast-paced nature of real-world managerial work. This limitation has led to calls for more context-sensitive 

research that considers how managers adapt their behaviors based on organizational culture, industry-specific 

demands, and technological advancements. 

 

Another significant perspective in managerial work research focuses on power, conflict, and ideological 

control. Critical management scholars argue that managerial work is not neutral but is instead shaped by 

organizational politics, institutional structures, and external economic forces. This perspective challenges the 

assumption that management is simply about efficiency and rational decision-making. Instead, it highlights 

the ways in which managers exercise authority, negotiate power struggles, and reinforce or challenge existing 

organizational norms. Research in this area has provided valuable insights into how managers mediate 

between stakeholders, handle workplace conflicts, and navigate corporate hierarchies. However, much of this 

research has been fragmented and lacks historical and sociocultural depth. Few studies have examined how 

historical developments, cultural shifts, and broader economic forces shape the way managerial work is 

performed over time. Additionally, the political aspects of management remain underexplored in mainstream 

managerial research, leaving a gap in understanding how institutional power dynamics affect decision-

making. 

 

In response to the limitations of traditional research approaches, scholars have increasingly advocated for 

practice-based and grounded theory approaches to studying managerial work. These approaches emphasize 

the situated, everyday activities of managers rather than imposing pre-defined frameworks. The paper 

"Building Grounded Theories of Management Action" argues that traditional grounded theory 

methodologies—originally developed in sociology—are too rigid for management research. Instead, it calls 

for a more flexible, empirical approach that captures managerial actions in real-time. Researchers supporting 

this view argue that ethnographic methods, direct observations, and real-time case studies provide richer 
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insights into how managers actually work. Rather than relying solely on interviews or retrospective accounts, 

which may be biased, these approaches encourage researchers to immerse themselves in organizational 

settings to observe managers in action. Studies that take this approach have shown that managerial work is 

highly adaptive, context-driven, and deeply embedded in social interactions. However, despite its potential, 

practice-based research remains underutilized in managerial studies, largely because it requires time-intensive 

data collection and complex qualitative analysis. 

 

Despite significant contributions, research on managerial work still faces several gaps and challenges. First, 

the field remains fragmented, with many studies either generalizing managerial behaviors or focusing too 

narrowly on specific aspects without considering managerial work as a holistic, evolving phenomenon. 

Second, existing studies have relied too heavily on pre-established frameworks like Mintzberg’s roles, 

limiting the development of new theoretical perspectives. Third, empirical engagement remains insufficient, 

with few studies providing real-time ethnographic accounts of managerial work. Fourth, many studies fail to 

integrate broader institutional, historical, and sociocultural influences, leaving critical questions about how 

management practices evolve over time unanswered. Finally, while practice-based approaches offer a 

promising way forward, they have not yet been widely adopted in managerial research. 

 

To advance the field, future research should move beyond rigid categorizations and adopt more context-

sensitive, interdisciplinary methodologies. Ethnographic studies, historical analyses, and real-time 

observations can provide a deeper understanding of managerial work across different cultural and 

organizational contexts. Additionally, integrating insights from behavioral science, data analytics, and AI-

driven decision-making could offer new perspectives on how managerial roles are evolving in response to 

technological advancements. By embracing contextual, practice-based research, scholars can develop a more 

nuanced, dynamic, and relevant understanding of how managers operate in complex, rapidly changing 

environments. 

II. RESEARCH GAPS 

3.1 Lack of a Unified Framework for Understanding Managerial Work 

A major gap in the existing body of research on managerial work lies in the absence of a comprehensive, 

unified framework. While classical models such as Fayol's functions of management (planning, organizing, 

leading, and controlling) and Mintzberg's managerial roles (interpersonal, informational, and decisional roles) 

have been widely cited, they often fail to capture the fluid, interconnected, and dynamic nature of managerial 

activities in modern organizational contexts. These frameworks provide a structured way of classifying 

managerial tasks, yet they tend to oversimplify the complexities involved in leadership roles. Moreover, as 

organizations continue to evolve in response to technological advancements, globalization, and shifting 

workforce expectations, the need for a more integrative model becomes even more critical. 

A unified framework would bridge the gaps between functional, behavioral, contextual, and practice-based 

perspectives, synthesizing key concepts from various approaches to provide a holistic understanding of 

managerial work. Such a framework would consider managerial tasks not as discrete functions but as 

interconnected processes that are influenced by organizational culture, power dynamics, and external pressures. 

Current research lacks a unified model that integrates multiple perspectives of managerial work into one 

cohesive framework. Future research needs to develop models that incorporate these various dimensions of 

managerial work while accounting for contemporary organizational challenges. 

 

3.2 Over-Reliance on Pre-Existing Theoretical Categories 

Another significant challenge in managerial work research is the persistent reliance on established 

theoretical models, particularly Mintzberg’s managerial roles, which continue to dominate the field. These 

frameworks, while valuable in their time, have not evolved in response to changes in managerial contexts 

brought about by digital transformation, remote work, and complex global challenges. The over-reliance on 

traditional theoretical categories restricts innovative thinking and limits the potential for new insights into the 

changing nature of managerial work. 

This theoretical rigidity impedes progress by anchoring research in outdated assumptions and frameworks. 

Contemporary managerial roles—such as those influenced by emerging leadership styles, digitalization, and 

cross-cultural teams—require fresh conceptualizations that account for these evolving dynamics. For example, 

as organizations increasingly embrace agility, flexibility, and hybrid work arrangements, traditional managerial 

categories may no longer fully explain the behaviors and skills required for effective leadership. 
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There is a pressing need to move beyond established models and explore new frameworks that better reflect 

the changing realities of managerial roles, particularly in the context of technological disruption and globalized 

business environments. 

 

3.3 Insufficient Empirical Engagement and Real-Time Observations 

While a large body of research on managerial work exists, much of it is based on retrospective accounts, 

interviews, and surveys, which provide valuable insights but often fail to capture the immediate, real-time 

decision-making processes of managers. Retrospective studies tend to overlook the dynamic, adaptive nature 

of managerial roles, which are heavily influenced by situational context, unforeseen challenges, and the rapid 

pace of decision-making in today’s volatile business environments. 

More empirical engagement through real-time observations, such as ethnographic research or case studies, 

is essential to understanding how managers make decisions, interact with teams, and navigate complex 

organizational landscapes. Direct observational research enables a deeper exploration of the real-world 

contexts in which managerial work unfolds, allowing researchers to capture the nuances of managerial action, 

strategy development, and the adaptation of practices to shifting organizational needs. 

There is a lack of empirical studies that directly observe managerial work in real-time. Future research 

should embrace ethnographic, observational, and qualitative research methods to capture the lived experiences 

of managers in action. 

 

3.4 Limited Consideration of Power, Politics, and Institutional Influences 

Managerial work cannot be fully understood without acknowledging the broader organizational and 

institutional influences that shape it. Power structures, political dynamics, and institutional constraints play a 

pivotal role in determining how managers perform their duties, make decisions, and navigate challenges. 

However, many studies tend to focus predominantly on managerial efficiency, decision-making, and individual 

behaviors, with little attention given to the underlying power relations and institutional contexts that influence 

managerial actions. 

Integrating insights from organizational politics, sociology, and institutional theory could shed light on how 

power dynamics, conflicts, and external pressures affect managerial work. Understanding how managers 

handle power struggles, deal with conflicts, and respond to institutional regulations will provide a richer, more 

nuanced view of managerial practices. 

The existing research often neglects the role of power, politics, and institutional factors in shaping 

managerial work. Future studies need to adopt a critical perspective that explores how these external forces 

impact managerial roles and decision-making processes. 

 

3.5 Lack of Contextualized and Cross-Cultural Research 

A significant limitation of current research is its heavy reliance on studies conducted in Western corporate 

settings. This narrow focus overlooks the diversity of managerial practices in different cultural, economic, and 

institutional environments, resulting in an incomplete understanding of managerial work. As businesses 

globalize and organizations increasingly operate across borders, the need for contextualized research becomes 

more pressing. 

Managerial work in non-Western cultures often differs significantly due to varying cultural norms, values, 

and institutional frameworks. For instance, leadership styles in Eastern or African organizations may differ 

from those in Western countries, influenced by distinct social hierarchies, power distance, and decision-making 

processes. Cross-cultural research can provide insights into how global organizations adapt their managerial 

practices to diverse cultural and institutional contexts. 

There is a need for more cross-cultural and context-specific research that examines how managerial 

practices differ across various regions, industries, and organizational environments. This would contribute to 

a more global understanding of managerial work. 

 

3.6 Underutilization of Practice-Based and Grounded Theory Approaches 

Recent scholarly discussions emphasize the value of practice-based research in managerial studies. 

Traditional models often rely on abstract, theoretical assumptions about managerial work, which may not 

reflect the real-world, situated nature of management practices. Grounded theory and practice-based 

approaches focus on the lived experiences of managers, allowing researchers to understand how managerial 

tasks are enacted in everyday situations. 

Despite their potential, practice-based studies remain underutilized in the field of managerial work. The 

adoption of these approaches requires a more flexible, iterative research design that prioritizes real-world 
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observations over rigid theoretical frameworks. By embracing these methods, researchers can generate more 

relevant, context-specific insights into managerial behavior and decision-making. 

Current research on managerial work faces several significant gaps, particularly in the lack of a unified 

framework that integrates multiple perspectives. Existing models, such as Fayol's functions and Mintzberg's 

managerial roles, provide valuable insights but remain overly simplistic and fail to account for the evolving 

complexity of modern managerial work. There is a need for a comprehensive framework that synthesizes 

functional, behavioral, contextual, and practice-based perspectives to better capture the dynamic and 

interconnected nature of managerial activities, especially in the face of technological advancements and 

globalization. 

Additionally, much of the existing research relies heavily on traditional theoretical categories, limiting fresh 

insights and innovative thinking. Frameworks like Mintzberg’s managerial roles are often used uncritically, 

restricting the exploration of new dimensions of managerial action, such as digital transformation, emerging 

leadership styles, and global business complexities. As a result, there is a need to move beyond these rigid 

theoretical models and develop new conceptualizations that better reflect the changing realities of managerial 

roles, particularly in a digitalized, interconnected world. 

Lastly, there is a notable lack of empirical engagement and real-time observational research in the field. 

Most studies rely on retrospective accounts, surveys, and interviews, which overlook the immediate, situational 

aspects of managerial work. More ethnographic, practice-based, and cross-cultural studies are needed to 

capture the lived experiences of managers, explore the influence of power, politics, and institutional factors, 

and account for regional and cultural variations. Embracing these more qualitative, immersive research 

methods would help generate a deeper, context-specific understanding of managerial practices and contribute 

to a more comprehensive view of the role of managers in the 21st century. 

III. FUTURE RESEARCH 

4.1 Development of a Unified Framework 

 Future research should prioritize creating a comprehensive, integrative framework that blends multiple 

perspectives on managerial work. This framework would incorporate functional (tasks and responsibilities), 

behavioral (interactions and leadership styles), contextual (organizational and cultural factors), and practice-

based (real-world managerial actions) viewpoints. By doing so, it would offer a nuanced understanding of the 

interconnectedness of these dimensions and provide a more holistic view of managerial activities. This could 

include incorporating contemporary challenges, such as managing hybrid teams or navigating the digital 

transformation, ensuring that the model is adaptable and reflects the complexities of modern organizational 

structures 

 

4.2 Reevaluation of Existing Theoretical Models 

Many established theoretical models, while valuable, fail to capture the rapidly evolving nature of 

managerial work. Future research should critically evaluate traditional frameworks like Mintzberg's managerial 

roles and Fayol’s functions to determine their applicability in contemporary contexts. As organizations become 

more agile, diverse, and digitally connected, managers must adapt their leadership styles and decision-making 

approaches. Research should explore new theoretical models that reflect the emergence of leadership in virtual 

environments, cross-functional collaboration, and inclusive leadership. This will require combining elements 

from psychology, organizational behavior, and technology studies to develop frameworks that better capture 

these emerging trends. 

 

4.3 Increased Empirical Engagement and Real-Time Observations 

A significant gap in current research is the lack of real-time observational data. To bridge this gap, future 

studies should employ ethnographic methods, case studies, and immersive techniques to observe how managers 

operate within their daily environments. This could involve "day-in-the-life" studies, where researchers closely 

follow managers to capture a comprehensive view of their work, decision-making, and interactions. By using 

real-time data, researchers can uncover hidden managerial practices that are often overlooked in retrospective 

studies or surveys, such as informal leadership, adaptive problem-solving, and the impact of unforeseen 

challenges. This approach would provide a more accurate, dynamic picture of managerial work in context. 

 

4.4 Focus on Power, Politics, and Institutional Influences 

While much research has focused on managerial efficiency and individual decision-making, less attention 

has been paid to the influence of power dynamics, politics, and institutional contexts on managerial roles. 

Future research should explore how managers navigate the political landscape within organizations—whether 
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it’s dealing with power struggles, managing conflicts between departments, or balancing internal and external 

pressures. By using frameworks from organizational sociology and institutional theory, researchers can 

examine how broader social, political, and regulatory forces shape managerial behavior. This would offer a 

deeper understanding of how managers balance competing interests and adapt their strategies in environments 

shaped by power and institutional constraints. 

 

4.5 Cross-Cultural and Context-Sensitive Research 

A key limitation of current managerial work research is its over-reliance on Western corporate settings, 

leading to a narrow, ethnocentric view of managerial practices. Future research should place a greater emphasis 

on cross-cultural and context-specific studies to capture how managerial roles and practices differ across 

regions, cultures, and organizational environments. For example, leadership styles and decision-making 

processes in Asian, African, or Latin American contexts may differ from those in Western cultures due to 

different societal norms, levels of power distance, and business practices. Research could also explore how 

factors such as national culture, regional policies, and economic conditions shape managerial approaches. This 

approach would contribute to a more global understanding of managerial work and highlight the diverse ways 

managers engage with challenges in different settings. 

 

4.6 Adoption of Practice-Based and Grounded Theory Approaches 

Practice-based research that focuses on the lived experiences of managers provides valuable insights into 

how managerial work is actually performed in practice. Traditional, abstract frameworks are often too removed 

from the realities of managerial tasks, interactions, and decision-making processes. Future research should 

emphasize grounded theory and practice-based methodologies that allow researchers to explore how managers 

engage with real-world challenges, make decisions, and lead teams in complex environments. These 

approaches would help to identify new managerial skills, behaviors, and strategies that are relevant in the face 

of global changes, digital transformation, and new work models. By grounding research in actual practice, 

scholars can contribute more actionable, context-specific knowledge that can directly inform managerial 

development and organizational strategy. 

 

4.7 Integration of Emerging Technologies in Managerial Research 

As technology continues to reshape industries and work environments, future studies should explore how 

emerging technologies like artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning, big data analytics, and automation are 

influencing managerial roles. Research could investigate how managers interact with these technologies, 

whether they are making data-driven decisions, overseeing automated systems, or using AI for strategic 

forecasting. This exploration should also include the human aspect—how managers use technology to improve 

team collaboration, communication, and leadership effectiveness. Additionally, research can examine the 

ethical implications of automation in managerial work and how managers navigate issues like employee 

displacement, privacy concerns, and transparency. This area of research would offer critical insights into the 

future evolution of managerial roles and the competencies required to manage in increasingly digitalized and 

automated environments. 

 

4.8 Exploration of Emotional Intelligence and Managerial Adaptability 

Another future direction could involve a deeper exploration of emotional intelligence (EI) and adaptability 

in managerial work. As organizations face rapid change and uncertainty, the ability of managers to navigate 

emotional complexities, handle stress, and motivate teams becomes increasingly important. Research could 

examine how EI influences managerial decision-making, conflict resolution, and leadership effectiveness. 

Furthermore, adaptability in managerial roles—how quickly managers can pivot strategies, implement change, 

and adjust to new organizational needs—is a key factor in modern management. Research could explore the 

development of EI and adaptability competencies in leadership training and how these qualities contribute to 

success in fast-paced, dynamic business environments. 

 

4.9 Exploring the Role of Managerial Well-being and Work-Life Balance 

 As the work environment evolves, managers are increasingly expected to balance their professional 

responsibilities with personal well-being. Research could explore how managerial well-being, burnout, and 

work-life balance impact managerial effectiveness, decision-making, and leadership. This area could also 

investigate how organizational support systems, such as flexible work arrangements and mental health 

initiatives, contribute to managers’ ability to maintain high performance while prioritizing their health. 
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Exploring these factors would highlight the importance of holistic managerial development, considering not 

only technical and strategic competencies but also emotional and physical well-being. 

 

 

4.10 Incorporation of Behavioral Science into Managerial Research 

 Finally, future research could integrate insights from behavioral science to better understand the cognitive 

and psychological factors that influence managerial decision-making. By combining psychology, 

neuroscience, and economics, scholars can explore how biases, cognitive load, and emotions affect managers' 

judgments and strategies. Understanding how managerial decisions are shaped by cognitive processes, social 

influences, and unconscious biases could lead to more effective decision-making models and training 

programs. Research in this area would contribute to a deeper understanding of human behavior in management, 

allowing for more informed and adaptive approaches to leadership. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the field of managerial work research is at a critical juncture, facing several gaps that need to 

be addressed to enhance our understanding of contemporary managerial roles. The absence of a unified 

framework, over-reliance on traditional theoretical models, lack of real-time empirical engagement, and 

insufficient consideration of power dynamics, culture, and context hinder the development of a comprehensive 

understanding of managerial work. Future research must adopt an interdisciplinary, context-sensitive approach 

that integrates diverse perspectives, empirical observations, and practice-based methodologies. By reimagining 

theoretical frameworks, embracing new research methodologies like ethnographic studies, and incorporating 

emerging technologies, scholars can develop more dynamic, relevant, and holistic models of managerial work. 

Additionally, exploring the emotional intelligence, adaptability, and well-being of managers in a rapidly 

changing work environment is crucial for enhancing leadership effectiveness. Through these advancements, 

we can better equip managers to navigate the complexities of the modern business landscape, fostering more 

effective, responsive, and resilient leadership in the 21st century. 

Furthermore, as organizations continue to evolve with technological advancements, globalization, and shifting 

workforce dynamics, it is essential that future research on managerial work reflects these changes. Emphasizing 

cross-cultural studies, the role of emerging technologies, and the integration of behavioral science into 

managerial frameworks will provide a deeper understanding of how managers can successfully navigate 

challenges in a diverse and interconnected world. By considering the broader socio-political and institutional 

influences that shape managerial behavior, researchers can uncover the subtle yet impactful forces at play in 

decision-making and leadership. Ultimately, a more comprehensive and forward-thinking approach to studying 

managerial work will not only contribute to academic knowledge but also offer practical insights that help 

organizations and managers thrive in an increasingly complex and dynamic global environment. 
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