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Abstract - As customers of financial service providers
do not always provide the required information on time,
operational control has to be conducted. Thus, companies
have to deal with daily decisions of how to process incoming
orders to perform well in terms of quality, cycle time and
cost. Due to a lack of empirical research, we gathered evidence by identifying the state-of-the-art of operational control in financial services companies in Australia. The results
revealed that operational control is mostly conducted in an
ad-hoc manner as forecasts and predefined rules are rarely
used. In-depth interviews uncovered opportunities to install
a more forceful operational control. The results also indicated that certain criteria, such as organisational grouping of
employees within the process, should be considered as these
criteria influence the effectiveness of operational control.
Keywords - Financial services, Operational control, Service processes, Short-term control

I. INTRODUCTION
Service delivery typically depends on customers, i.e.,
processing can only start in the case of an existing customer order [1]. Furthermore, customers are a resource
which must necessarily provide a certain input (e.g., information) during the delivery of a service [2]. Unfortunately, customers often do not behave as expected. Frequently they provide incomplete forms, are late for appointments, or simply do not know the data which is
needed for delivery of the service. This can result in interruptions of processing due to missing customer input
leading to time-lags or even back loops.
To deal with these operational problems, financial
services companies have to apply operational control activities [3]. If a deviation from the planned schedule occurs, corrective actions have to be executed to ensure the
best possible delivery for all customer orders [4].
A major challenge in the management of information
processing service processes is to understand how customer integration affects operational control [5]. Until
now, there has been a lack of empirical evidence to
demonstrate how operational control is conducted in information processing service processes. This paper presents the first empirical results from the financial services
industry in Australia. The aim is to identify how different
organisational units manage their workload in the shortterm with consideration to customer influences.
The paper starts with the theoretical background of
operational control in information processing service organisations. It also highlights the role of customers and
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their effect on operational control of services. Next, the
research methodology is presented followed by the results
of the study and related discussion. Lastly, we highlight
the paper’s contribution to practice and theory, potential
limitations and directions for further research.
II. THEORY OF OPERATIONAL CONTROL
A. Short-term control of service processes
Operational control of a service process is complex
due to multiple interrelated activities that are performed
while processing customer orders. Due to customer integration, a service process is characterised by multiple
operational problems that occur at different steps of order
processing [5]. With respect to cycle time, an operational
problem may be, for example, missing customer information in a document. This would lead to a time-lag in processing. While waiting for a response, the employee who is
responsible would work on another customer order. As a
result, the time when the initial and the second customer
order are processed is affected. These time-lags can also
lead to an adjustment of the whole processing schedule.
To enable effective operational control, the mechanisms
that are available at each point in a service process have to
be defined clearly.
The following mechanisms are suggested [6, 7]:
1) At the time a customer order arrives Scheduling
has to be conducted [8]. Scheduling also includes the
specification of the following four mechanisms. These
issues will be pre-defined, but can be changed continuously while processing takes place.
2) Within Order release the pre-defined specification is changed when customer orders are available for
employees. Order release can be conducted before service
delivery starts and before each activity in a process.
3) Sequencing of orders influences the prioritisation
of a customer order. This can be done according to the
first-in-first-out rule or on the basis of high-priority customers given preference over low-priority customers. Sequencing of orders can also be conducted before service
delivery starts and before each activity in a process.
4) A change in the Sequence of activities for an order is possible if it does not matter which of two or more
activities is completed first to process an order.
5) Within Dispatching the employee assigned to
process a customer order can be replaced. The point of
time at which the work is planned to be performed can
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also be changed. This action can be conducted for every
activity in a process.
Within each mechanism, specific concepts are available
which contain the procedure or rule for how the mechanism should be applied.
B. Dependency on the type of service
To deal with operational control of service processes
a clear understanding of the type of service is essential.
From an operations point of view the basic attributes for
process description appear to be sufficient. The typical
description of a process consists of the object or subject of
a service (first dimension), the originator (second dimension) and the executed activities within the process (third
dimension) [9].
Within the first dimension, the differentiation depends
on the object or subject for which a service is performed.
Financial service processes are characterised by collecting, processing, modifying and transmitting information.
The physical presence of customers is not obligatory due
to availability of other communication channels.
The second dimension influences the organisational
grouping of employees within operational control. The
prevalent possibilities are [10, 11]:
1) Job shop: Geographical grouping of employees
based on the similarity of their functions. Individual process flows occur between those groups.
2) Flow shop: Grouping of employees in a row
along the activities in a process. For each process the employees perform their work on the same object or subject
consecutively.
3) Cellular manufacturing: Grouping of employees
by the order of functions typically performed in a row.
The third dimension covers the way of performing the
activities in a service process. These characteristics can be
described as follows:
1) Contact time with customers [12, 13]: Customer
integration leads to delays within processing. Therefore,
the duration of the integration is an essential factor (i.e.
the contacted time with customers to process orders).
2) Synchronisation of production and consumption
[14, 15]: Synchronisation depends on the direct, i.e., personal, or indirect, e.g., exchange of letters, contact with
the customer. The more impersonal the contact, the lesser
is the synchronisation. The resources for synchronisation
have to be available exactly at the moment of demand.
3) Storability of results [16, 17]: If a customerinduced delay occurs, the previous processing results
might be affected. Perhaps not all previous results can be
used leading to a repetition of activities. Sometimes a
result can only be used for a certain time period.
III. METHODOLOGY
Given the limited research on operational control in
financial services companies to date, the authors have

chosen a qualitative research approach [18]. Expert opinions we collected during in-depth interviews about how
operational control is conducted in real life situations.
Johnson [19] states that in-depth interviews are the best
approach if “the knowledge sought is often taken for
granted and not readily articulated by most” (p. 105). This
is the case for operational control, for which experts know
their instruments well however only little of their knowledge is documented.
To guide the interviews a questionnaire was developed. As the focus is on information-processing services
only the first dimension described in section II B is predefined and, thus, this aspect has not to be analysed further
on. Based on the presented theory the following four areas
were applied:
1) Respondents’ demographic data
2) Short-term control (related to section II A)
3) Description of the process or department the participant is responsible for (related to the second dimension
described in section II B)
4) Customer integration (related to the third dimension described in section II B)
As the questionnaire was aiming to discover and not to
test, the questions were open and no scales were used.
The open format was chosen to ensure that participants
were able to report their way of conducting operational
control without naming theoretical concepts. The reason
is that practitioners usually know very well how to do
their work but are not necessarily familiar with the corresponding theoretical definitions. The validity of the questionnaire was pre-tested with three experts in the domain.
To ensure that no information was lost in the interview
process, voice recording was used.
TABLE I
MAIN DEMOGRAPHICS OF PARTICIPANTS’ RESPONSIBILITY

Number of
respondent

Functional area

R1

Claims processing

R2

Claims processing,
Sales process
Supportive tasks

15

Supportive & Administrative tasks
Supportive & Administrative tasks

5

13

R7

Settlement & Clearing of Securities,
Administrative tasks
Supportive Task

R8
R9

Claims processing
Claims processing

11
15

R10
R11

Claims processing
Supportive & Administrative tasks

8
10

R3
R4
R5
R6

Subordinates
(FTE)
6

1

6

20

Type of customer
Internal employees
End-customers
End-customers
& internal employees
Internal employees
Internal employees & internal
process
Another company
Internal employees
End-customers
Internal employees
End-customers
Internal department
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We interviewed 11 experts working in different functional areas within banks and insurance companies in
Australia (Table 1). The interviews were conducted with
people being responsible for operational control of service
processes. All respondents except one were from operational management, i.e., team manager level. One respondent works at regional manager level and, thus, had a
much deeper understanding of the overall processes. Respondents managed on average 8 full-time equivalents
(FTE). The respondents were mostly responsible for a part
of an end-to-end process but none of them was directly
responsible for a functional department or team.
IV. RESULTS & DISCUSSION
A. Clustering according to organisational setting
Data was analysed to identify clusters featuring the
same organisational grouping of employees according to
the second dimension. As a result, three questionnaires
(R3, R7, R8) could be assigned to a job shop setting (JS),
four (R5, R6, R9, R10) to a flow shop setting (FS) and
another four (R1, R2, R4; R11) to a cellular manufacturing setting (CM).
The results of the third dimension reveal no remarkable differences between the characteristics of customer
contact within the financial services companies. Customers have an impact, but the respondents report too heterogeneous influences which they could not cluster clearly.
Also the number of direct reports did not have a noticeable impact on the results.
B. Mechanisms and concepts for operational control
The first aspect of operational control comprises the
mechanisms applied. Table 2 gives an overview based on
the same clusters of respondents as in Table 1. “Scheduling”, i.e., short-term pre-planning is only used by four of
the eleven respondents. This indicates less planning of
processing and more ad-hoc decision-making in the case
of operational problems. Order release is not used at all.
In contrast, Sequencing of orders is used by six of the
respondents. Overall, it can be observed that team managers in a job shop setting use more mechanisms than the
ones operating in the other two settings (Table 2).
Regarding the prioritisation of orders and employees,
the focus is mainly on three concepts (Table 2). Orders
are often prioritised according to the ’earliest due date’.
Irrespective of the Sequencing of orders, the focus is more
on the assignment of scarce resources to waiting orders.
On the one hand, orders are routed preferentially to employees with the ’lowest workload’. This rule is mostly
applied within a flow shop setting. On the other hand,
employees with the ’highest specialisation’ are preferred
which might lead to an unbalanced distribution of work.
Concepts such as ’result analysis‘ (identifying the
cause for low performance), ’bottleneck‘ (the bottleneck
defines the control procedure), ’shortest queue for an ac-

tivity‘, ’lowest cost for operations‘ and the ’importance of
customers‘ play a marginal role. In particular, the lack of
consideration for the ‘bottleneck’ of a process indicates
that operational control is disregarding overall process
performance. Team managers try to solve problems when
they occur for the respective activity or employee in the
process without considering the root causes from an overall perspective.
Moreover, respondents reported that often an individual prioritisation of orders takes place independently from
the concept used. Thus, there is no defined rule by which
a certain concept is applied in a certain situation. It can be
inferred, therefore, that prioritisation is a random and operations-driven activity at the personal discretion of the
respondent.
With respect to organisational settings, the highest
number of different concepts is used in a job shop setting
(4 on average). It seems that the complexity of a job shop
requires the usage of several concepts. In contrast, the
lowest number of concepts is used in a CM-setting (2 on
average). This result is connected with the findings of the
mechanisms used, i.e., the more mechanisms of operational control are used the more concepts can be applied.
C. Responsibility of control
Operational control can be performed by employees
working in certain process activities, by the responsible
team manager or by the higher level management, e.g.,
division leader. The results reveal that within a job shop
and a flow shop setting the responsibility is either shared
by employees and team managers or conducted by the
team manager alone. In contrast, in a cellular manufacturing setting the task of operational control is performed at
a higher management level. This finding corresponds with
the low number of concepts used within operational control in cellular manufacturing. It seems that the decision
for one or two concepts is more substantial as it is used in
any circumstances and, thus, made by higher management.
Meetings with employees to discuss the work load
occur quite regularly in all three settings. Only one respondent reported a monthly meeting (R3) and another
one a weekly meeting (R1). In every other case, employees meet daily with their team managers. This fact could
indicate that team managers do not really have an overview of the incoming workload and how to deal with it.
For that reason, daily meetings seem to be necessary to
coordinate work in the short-term.
D. Flexibility
The results show that the concepts for operational
control are changed seldom or never in a job shop setting
whereas daily changes are common in a cellular manufacturing setting. Within a flow shop setting no tendency can
be identified based on the results.
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TABLE II
USAGE OF MECHANISMS AND CONCEPTS FOR OPERATIONAL CONTROL

Re- Clusspon ter
dent

R3
R7
R8
R5
R6
R9
R10
R1
R2
R4
R11

JS

FS

Aver- Sched- Order
SeSeage
uling release quenc- quencnuming
ing
ber of
of
of
mecha
orders activinisms
ties
used
X
X
2.3
X
X
X
X
X
1.3
X
X

Dis- First Earli- Result
patch- -in- est due analying
first date
sis
-out

X
X
X

X
X

CM

1.3

X

Bottleneck

Low- High- Shortest
est
est
cost
spequeue
for
cialisa- for an
operation
activtions
ity
X

X

Importance of
customers

X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X
X

Lowest
workload

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

The reasons for changing the current concept for operational control vary. In most cases the characteristics of
customer orders are the reason for a change, i.e., the mixture (e.g. standard or individual products) of incoming
orders changes. Other influencing factors such as characteristics of customers (e.g. standard or prioritised customers), general conditions (e.g. vacation or no vacation period), amount of orders (e.g. high or low) and internal
conditions (e.g. specialisation of employees) are less relevant. However, most respondents consider a mixture of
the described influencing factors for changing the current
concept. Only one respondent (R8) reports that no influencing factor can be determined for switching between
two concepts. It appears that either a robust general rule
exists that discourages switching between concepts or the
influencing factors cannot be determined. Interestingly,
two respondents applying only one concept (R4, R11)
indicate that they changed their concept but could not
provide further information regarding the reasons for the
change. It seems that the use of a concept is decided on an
ad-hoc basis.
E. Support of control
Performance measures are important for operational
control as they provide the basis for detecting deviations
within a process. Only if a team manager has the information that a certain measure is out of plan, can they react
appropriately. Typical measures used by most of the respondents are time and quality. In most cases the respondents reported that a service level agreement exists.
However, the understanding of the measure “’time‘ is
limited to ‘working time’ and ‘partial cycle time’ of orders and seldom considers the ‘whole cycle time’ of orders. This makes sense from a team manager’s point of
view, as they are responsible for a certain part of the endto-end process only.
The measure ’quality‘ is not defined in more detail by
respondents as individual indicators exist. Typically, the

X

focus is on accuracy in terms of counting failures per object or on Sigma measures. Cost and risk-related measures
are used rarely and, thus, play a minor role in operational
control. Overall, respondents typically use two or more
opposed measures, e.g., time and cost, and have to balance between them. There were no substantial differences
between the three settings. Only one respondent reports
on non-existing measures (R11).
V. CONCLUSION
This paper presents the findings of in-depth interviews conducted with experts in the Australian financial
services industry. The results suggest a considerable need
for improvement in operational control.
To date, forecasts for upcoming workload are seldom
performed. In most companies the influencing factors are
not clearly identified and managers appear to react to the
daily situation. Thus, process managers decide mostly on
a daily basis how to process the orders without any preplanning. However, substantial differences were found in
regard to the three types of organising employees (job
shop, flow shop and cellular manufacturing).
A job shop setting allows for a higher flexibility of
order flows resulting in a higher complexity and thus requires more effort for operational control. The results
show that financial service companies need a higher
flexibility to cope with uncertain workload situations. ,
This research shows that the responsibility for operational
control is more on the level of employees who nevertheless meet daily with their team manager. For processes
organised in a job shop setting, IT-systems should be developed or implemented to enable continuous operational
control. Flow shop settings are in-between job shop and
cellular manufacturing settings based on the gathered evidence. This result is surprising as flow shops are the most
structured way for organising a process. However, the
impression is that operational control is more fact based.
Financial service companies should consider whether it is
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possible to implement a flow shop setting for processes.
Such a setting allows for the best effects regarding operational control if a detailed forecasting is conducted.
Within a cellular manufacturing setting the lowest number of potential actions for operational control is used by
participants. However, the concepts used are changed
quite often which is decided at a higher management
level. When applying the cellular manufacturing setting,
financial service providers need to define the competencies for operational control clearly. In addition to the individual responsibility of employees, the cellular manufacturing setting requires the predefinition of rules for
specific circumstances in which mechanisms and concepts
should be changed.
This paper investigates the current status of operational control through in-depth interviews. A limitation
might be the small number of participants. However, they
were chosen randomly and the number of participants per
cluster is almost balanced. Furthermore, only team managers (except one regional manager) were interviewed and
one could argue that team members conducting operational control in their daily business should be included as
well. On the other hand, team managers have the overview needed and are responsible for operational control.
As a result, operational control of financial service
processes in Australia is on a solid foundation but there is
room for improvement. The organisational grouping of
employees should be considered to conduct operational
control. Furthermore, the research findings show low differences between the types of customer integration in financial services companies. Customers have an impact on
operational control which, however, could not be specified further on by the respondents.
Further research should focus on two aspects. Firstly,
the results could be enhanced by including more respondents and also from other countries. For example, further
research could focus on comparing the Australian results
with those for team managers from banks and insurance
companies in a Western European country. Secondly,
specific financial service processes could be analysed
using techniques like process mining to gain more insights into the way customers are really integrated. Only
then, an analysis of customer-induced influences on operational control can take place. By enhancing the results
presented in this paper, it should be possible to develop
general rules for operational control of service processes.
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