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The purpose of this paper is to investigate the way in which banks take into account the transformation of both the substance of their activity and the framework governing it. This relates to the way they do (or do not) transform the organization of the production process when its substance significantly changes, as well as to the key factors governing their commercial and financial success. The underlying idea is that, for some banks, taking these mutations into account has resulted in changing the way they operate on the basis of “economics of discipline”. The first part of this article presents the main elements of the theory of organizational discipline. The aim is to present the conceptual tools used to analyze the disciplinary system of a bank. The second part of the article gives an example of a disciplinary system based on the study of a French regional bank.

1. INTRODUCTION

For French banks, the beginning of the 80’s corresponded to a period of profound mutations. Both their activity and the legislative framework governing it were concerned. The key aspects of these mutations were: a radical transformation of the rules governing state interference, ranging from across-the-board nationalization in 1982 to privatization in 1986; a sweeping deregulation dating back to the banking law of January 24, 1984; and an intensification and globalization of competition. From 1987 onwards, the end of credit control has led to an increase in the number of banking and financial deals and transactions. The last 15 years were also marked by an increasing number of organizational and sectoral restructuring. They resulted in changes in the way banks accomplish their activity and achieve their performance (F. Mauro and F. Robert 1997). Throughout this period of time, market transactions have become increasingly important, as well as the risks linked to business relationships with commercial firms (French Bank Commission 1994). The value of banking services was made apparent through the billing of commissions to the customer. Another aspect of this (r)evolution was that computerization enabled the development and the widespread use of decision support and internal control tools. With time, these became increasingly numerous and accurate (French Bank Commission 1995; D. Courpasson 1996; L. Honoré 1998 and 1999).

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the way in which banks took into account the transformation of both the substance of their activity and of the framework governing it. By this, we mean the way in which they have or have not transformed their organization of the production process when the substance of what was being produced was being changed, along with the key factors governing the commercial and financial success of banks. The underlying idea is that, for some banks, taking these mutations into account has resulted in positioning the way they operate in the field of disciplinary economics. Such a field is meant to be a system in which the yield of the production process is defined and evaluated with respect to their conformity to rules enacted at a level beyond the reach of those in charge of applying them. This situation fits relations between hierarchical levels into a ruled/ruler logic. By this, we mean that the self-initiative of individuals is sidelined, if not deemed illegitimate and counter-productive. This logic has led some banks to transform their organizational systems into disciplinary systems, meaning production systems whose focus is on the enacting of production rules and on the compliance to these rules rather than on the actual finished product.

The first part of this article (Section 1) gives an insight to the main elements of a theory of organizational discipline. Section 1.1. defines the concepts of disciplinary economics and disciplinary systems. The aim is to present the conceptual tools we will use to analyze banks. Section 1.2. presents our methodology. The second part of this article (Section 2) gives an example of a disciplinary system based on the study of a French regional bank that belongs to a national network of mutual banks.

2. INSIGHTS INTO THE MAIN CONSTITUENTS OF A THEORY 

OF ORGANIZATIONAL DISCIPLINE

2.1. Discipline, disciplinary economics and disciplinary systems
Michel Foucault considers that discipline is the reverse of democracy (1975, p. 722). It corresponds to the use of power – which in itself is not incompatible with democracy – as well as of domination. It can be defined as the enacting of rules and especially of standards of behavior enabling the establishment of social and organizational cohesion, as well as the enacting of mechanisms enabling the control of non-compliance to these rules. 
For Foucault, discipline “is not based on the rule of law derived from sovereignty but on natural law, meaning prescriptions/standards”. It is defined as “the set of techniques by virtue of which the aim of power systems is to single out individuals. It is the power of singling out, mainly based on reviewing. Reviewing can be understood as a permanent check, a classification which enables the sorting, the judging, the evaluation and the localization of individuals, as well as the ability to make the most of them” (1978, p. 516). Foucault based his theory of discipline on studies conducted in health, education and penitential organizations (1975b, 1994). It is based on an analysis of the production of health services and of other services. According to us, it can be used for the analysis of organizational and production systems in companies.

Discipline, as a concept, corresponds to the use of power because it means defining norms, that is limits beyond which transgression of the norms is not tolerated and sanction mechanisms. De facto, it contributes to the sharing out of power between individuals and groups of individuals. Furthermore, it corresponds to the use of power by an individual or a group of individuals, directed at another individual or group of individuals. Discipline also corresponds to the use of domination. It is not just a constraint on an agent’s behavior. It is also a constraint on the process of choice of his behavior. It restrains the use of self-initiative. It imposes both parameters to be taken into account in the course of a decision process, as well as the way in which these parameters should be treated.

An organizational system becomes a disciplinary system when its focus is not on the output of the company’s activity but on the processes by which this output is produced (G. Barker 1993; G. Sewell 1998). The aim is not to enable production of an output but to standardize this production. A company positions its activity within the field of disciplinary economics when the enacting of rules and strict compliance to these rules becomes a means of production and organization. Disciplinary systems forbid and punish (J. Barker and G. Cheney 1993). However, as underlined by Foucault, who talks about the “organization of discipline” (1978, p. 517), they must not be understood solely as systems of forbidding mechanisms but as systems of production mechanisms. A disciplinary system implies a permanent and constant surveillance of individuals. It is not simply a matter of occasionally watching on them or of controlling their activity at regular intervals to check for their compliance with the rules, it is truly a matter of continuously checking on them so that the production process can take place (W. Rushing 1996; G. Sewell & B. Wilkinson 1992; F. Webster & K. Robins 1993). A disciplinary system is not a production management system, but it is the production system of a company that positions itself within the framework of disciplinary economics. It is an organizational system which is not a control system but rather a production system in which control and production cannot be dissociated from one another.

The efficiency of production in a disciplinary system is based on compliance with standards. It is not based on the output but on the way the output was produced. It is not measured against the yardstick of an ideal product but against the yardstick of predefined production standards. At the agent level, a non-efficient behavior is a non-standard one. It can be understood as a deviant behavior when it is standardized by the individual in reference to an existing standard that will marginally be modified in the day to day running of the organization. It can also be an undisciplined behavior when it results from an initiative that was not planned for. The element that distinguishes a disciplinary system from an administrative system is the presence of high risk official and significant sanctions for individuals. The system organizes the surveillance of behaviors, the punishment of lack of discipline, and the prevention and correction of deviance.

A disciplinary system is characterized by the use of domination (B. Townley 1993). It denies any legitimate status to the use of self-initiative, or it organizes and controls this self-initiative, which comes down to the same. The individual is defined as an operator – and not as an agent – in charge of carrying out the company’s activity. He loses his entrepreneurial dimension and is not viewed as a vehicle of efficiency for the organization but as a vehicle of risk. By this last term we mean uncertainty as to the way and the efficiency with which the individual will take part in the company’s activity (L. Honoré 1998). The organization of production is structured according to the way the discipline of each contribution’s behavior takes place. To sum it up, disciplinary systems as we define them are:

· Production organization systems whose aim is not the production of an output – a product or a service – but the production of a standardized process of production of this output.

· Their framework is based on standardization, control, surveillance, and punishment of non-standard behavior.

· However, in these systems, the standardization, control and surveillance actions cannot be distinguished from one another and are actual production actions.

· In these systems, efficiency is measured by the degree of standardization or, in other terms, by the gap between the actual process and a predefined standard. The measure of the efficiency of the production process or of the contribution of an individual to it is not based upon the output.

· Disciplinary systems exclude any autonomous action. When it is made possible and legitimate by the organization, it is organized and standardized and does not actually correspond to the use of self-initiative. When the use of self-initiative is made possible by a flaw in the control and surveillance system, it is deemed illegitimate. In this case, a person who makes use of self-initiative runs a personal risk.

The concept of a disciplinary system corresponds to a theoretical framework whose aim is to better understand some organizational systems. It takes into account the domination dimension present in each system. The aim here is to propose a change of perspective compared to classical analysis frameworks such as J. March and H. Simon (1958), M. Cyert and J. March (1963), J. March (1962; 1988) and in France, M. Crozier and E. Friedberg (1977) and E. Friedberg (1993). 
These approaches look at the interactions between individuals and organizations by studying the possibilities offered to individuals by mechanisms regulating their control and self-initiative, so as to conquer a degree of self-initiative and make use of it. They also look at the way an individual can seek to increase his (her) self-initiative by taking action in a specific context, which he or she has (partly) defined by himself (herself). We use a Foucaldian approach of discipline (such as Miller & O’Leary 1987; Townley 1993; Hopper &  Mackintosh 1993; A. McKinlay & K. Starkey 1998) and inscribe our research within the field of sociological approaches of coercion (such as Courpasson 1997). Our starting point is not self-initiative and the study of how it is gained and used, but an analysis of domination processes within companies, in a management context, so as to better understand the interactions between organizations and the individuals taking part in its activity.

2.2. Research methodology

Our aim in laying the first elements of a theory of organizational discipline is not to describe a certain form of organization in the way a positive theory would. It is to build a framework enabling to understand certain types of organizational configurations and of specific management contexts. We proceeded by alternating periods of fieldwork and of reflection, which sometimes overlapped each other. Our approach is both qualitative and monographic. Therefore, our aim is not to propose an analytical and explanatory description of the way disciplinary mechanisms function. We propose to analyze how one example of a specific disciplinary system functions. To do that, we base our presentation on a monograph and attempt to show how the changes in the organizational systems of some banks can be understood as positioning the way they function in the field of disciplinary economics. These organizational systems become disciplinary systems such as we have defined them above.

We used the results of a monographic study carried out in 1998 in a French mutual bank. For the purpose of this article, we will call it the Atlantic Bank. This work is part of a series of four monographs of four out of the eight major French banking networks, carried out between 1995 and 1998. It consisted of studying and analyzing working documents and archives from that bank, in carrying out semi-directive interviews (85 interviews with 73 different people) and in organizing 20 in situ observation periods ranging from half a day to several days.

The interviews we carried out were systematically recorded (only two people refused to be recorded, we then took notes) and lasted one to three hours, according to the person interviewed. Some people were interviewed more than once. The hierarchical levels of the people met ranged from the lowest one to the second highest one (deputy chief executive officer). They were based both at the network (local branch or group of branches) and at the head office. 
During observation periods, we observed a certain number of persons carrying out their daily work. This involved being present at meetings or at appointments with customers of the bank. As a complement, we also studied credit files, as well as the history of cases which ended with a breaking-up of the relationship between the bank and some of its corporate customers.

3. A CASE OF DISCIPLINARY SYSTEMS: THE ORGANIZATION 

OF PRODUCTION IN A FRENCH BANK

The Atlantic bank is a regional mutual bank operating in three departements (French administrative district). Like all mutual banks, it is a member of a national federation. This federation is one of the eight major French banks.

3.1. Disciplinary systems as production systems: 

The case of Atlantic bank

Atlantic bank is present in all the compartments of the banking market: private persons, very small businesses, farmers, fishermen and companies. In the course of our study, we focused our analysis on the organization of relationships with companies, especially small and medium ones. At Atlantic bank, and as far as corporate customers are concerned, the branches have responsibility only for the relationship with small to medium enterprises (SMEs). Relationships with large companies are dealt with directly at the head office of the national federation. In terms of profitability and volume, the first market of Atlantic Bank is private people. However, SMEs make up an important part of the turnover. Atlantic bank has contributed to the financing of one-third of all the companies that are present in its geographical area of activity. Atlantic bank’s global average market share is 5%. Its profits are more than EUR 110 million.

The bank is structured into three levels: branches, groups of branches and head office. The first two levels make up the network. Groups of branches are headed by group managers who are supervised by the head office (credit managers, network managers, market managers). Group managers supervise branch managers. Each group is made up of eight to ten branches, one of which is specialized in relationships with SMEs. That specific branch is located at the same place as the offices of the group and is headed directly by the group manager. All in all, the network is made up of six groups. The people in charge of relationships with a portfolio of SMEs are named SME advisers. All group managers are also SME advisers. In the branches, all SME advisers are also branch managers. Apart from one exception, all SME advisers who are not managers are located in the offices of the six groups. Each SME adviser who is not a manager has a portfolio of 60 to 80 SMEs. Branch and group managers have a portfolio of approximately 40 SMEs.

3.2. The end of credit control and the first changes in Atlantic bank’s 

organizational system (1987)
For Atlantic bank, as for other banks, 1987 marks the end of credit control. The top managers of the bank see this as an opportunity to increase both the bank’s volume of activity and market share. However, this deregulation also implies increased competition. At the time, the two main markets for banks were, like today, private persons and companies. Branches were directly supervised by the head office and the intermediate supervisory level of groups of branches had not yet been put into place. Management of the relationships with SMEs was split in two. Commercial aspects were handled at the branch level. Risk management aspects were handled at the headquarter levels. The SME advisers at the branch level had the possibility of making proposals to customers and to their supervisors at the head office, but they could not decide on their own initiative to grant a credit. They could offer a company to apply for a loan, but the decision to grant it, or not, was taken at the headquarter level. All financial and risk analyses were centralized. SME advisers acted as the representatives of their customers and were able to negotiate decisions with staff at the head office. SME advisers were people who had gotten their first job at Atlantic Bank and who had previously worked as advisers, first, to private people and, then, to very small businesses.

In 1987, so as to meet an increased demand for credit spurred by economic growth and so as to make the most of the possibilities offered by the end of credit control, Atlantic Bank decided to reorganize itself. It delegated decision powers to people working in the branches. SME advisers were given credit limits within which they could decide to grant a loan without consulting the head office. The result of this reorganization was an increase in the number of loans that were granted and in the market share for Small and Medium Enterprises. However, two years ahead of its competitors, the bank was to suffer from an economic downturn. A good part of the loans that were granted after the delegation of powers to the SME advisers turned into a bad debt, and contingent liabilities drastically diminished profits. In terms of organization, two alternatives were contemplated as a solution to this situation. The first was:  Come back to the old system. However, for reasons linked to the quality of the service delivered to customers and to the speed with which decisions were taken, this solution was rejected. The second was: Keep the present system of the delegation of powers and adapt it so as to better control risk-taking. This solution was adopted. Bit by bit, a new organizational system is put into place. It aims at better controlling the work of advisers and the quality of their decision-making, especially in terms of risk management. It also aims at standardizing decision-making and risk-taking in the bank. Groups of branches are very quickly put into place. They become an intermediate supervisory level between branches and the head office. 

Group managers are chosen among the SME advisers (doubling as branch managers) who have obtained good results for their branch and who have best managed their risk as SME advisers in the management of their portfolio of customers. A new job profile is created: credit assistant. The role of this person is to study loan requests whose amount exceeds the adviser’s mandate before transmitting them either to the group manager who has wider powers or directly to the head office. Mandates are defined both according to each adviser’s status (group managers have wider powers) and past performance. Bit by bit, new rules and procedures are defined, such as the “double check” one, which requires two signatures on certain types of documents. The whole set of procedures is published in a document officially named Credit Procedures. However, everyone, including those at the head office, calls it “The Bible”. 
Finally, a system for managing short-term decisions is put into place. Such situations can include the decision to authorize the payment of a sum when the customer’s account is already overdrawn. In this case, the adviser has the ability to authorize the payment of sum. Even if the amount does not exceed his mandate at the time of payment, this poses no problem. If such is not the case, the adviser can technically authorize the payment of an amount up to three times the authorized overdraft. This amount is called a prudential amount. A list of accounts whose overdraft is over the authorized limit is drawn up every week and transmitted both to the group manager and to the credit department at the head office.

When considering the role of the individual in the organization of the management of the relationship between Atlantic Bank and its corporate customers, it can be affirmed that the standardization of behaviors leads to the rejection of self-initiative.
The system, which organizes the management of relationships with corporate customers, is made up of three elements, which are: standardization of individual behaviors, surveillance of individuals (inquisitorial system) and control of individuals (verification system).

3.3. The standard reference: A good banking professional

At the beginning of the ’90s, a reference standard was defined to be used as a basis for the evaluation of the behavior of individuals at Atlantic Bank. This standard defines what a “good banking professional” should be. In other terms, it requires people to work well. The whole question is: What is a “good banking professional”? The definition of this concept takes up 120 pages of the Credit Procedures. This concept of a good banking professional is a backbone to the definition of a set of rules, standards and procedures which describe in detail what should be good behavior in terms of risk analysis and management of the relationship with customers.

To start with, readers are reminded that “the delegation of decision powers is only a delegation and not a decision power in itself. Such delegations were put into place so as to provide customers with a better service and to give each employee means of action that correspond to his responsibility”. It is also stated that “the bank will function properly only if every one takes part in it in an efficient manner, meaning as a good banking professional. A good banking professional applies the rules, using his vital common sense, and in case of doubt asks his supervisor”.

The first rules concern the delegation of powers. In order to have powers delegated to him, the adviser or manager must behave like a wise professional; meaning he must: posses the required skills; know and apply the rules and procedures of Atlantic Bank; and closely monitor the evolution of risk. This is followed by a set of rules describing how the delegation must be used according to all the possible different situations that have been thought of.

The next set of rules concern the responsibility of advisors, branch managers and group managers. Among these rules are the ones which state that managers are in charge of checking that their staff behave as good banking professionals. It means, for example, checking that they behave according to the rules, such as the ones governing the delegation of powers, and that credit decisions are taken in accordance with the bank’s policy.

“The Bible” defines in great detail what is good behavior. We have quoted a few significant examples:

“During an interview with a customer, a professional behavior will make our position a credible one. We will be able to negotiate with the customer so as to minimize losses, keep intact the bank’s image and preserve its interests…”. (During the course of an interview, six items must be covered - the firm’s top executives, products, human resources, financial resources and policy). “As far as the top executives are concerned, the following questions should be asked: when was the company set up, by whom, what were the founder’s aims and training…”. Seven questions cover the topic of top executives, 22 cover the next topic, etc. There is a list of more than 80 questions.

“The interviewer must think of: listening; asking the questions listed in the guide so as to go to the bottom of things; not rebuilding the customer’s project; not taking notes for the customer as this can make him dependant…” At the end of the interview, the rules governing the contract should be reminded. A case that is well handled and analyzed is the key to a sane relationship with a customer…”

“A case submitted for pre-decision (meaning the authorized overdraft has been exceeded) is a breach of contract. Responsibility for this lies with the customer. We must have a firm attitude, but can only afford to do so if prior to this the case was handled efficiently and if our relationship with the customer was a professional one. Before calling the customer, I must ask myself the following questions: What were the rules of the game? How has the account functioned since the last interview? What can be the source of the unauthorized overdraft? (I call the customer. I remind him of the rules. I tell him how surprised I am to be presented with a fait accompli. I remind him of what position I am in…The third time this happens, I immediately send him a letter based on the letter model n°3.) In brief, to have a professional attitude in such a case means: Analyze the situation in depth. Translate the rules in the customer’s language. Be firm on the rules…”

All the situations with which a manager or an adviser can be confronted are described. For each one of them, the behavior of a good banking professional is defined in detail.

3.4. The organization of surveillance: The inquisitorial system

The function of Atlantic Bank’s inquisitorial systems is to check that individuals behave in accordance with the standards that have been defined. The aim is to make sure that advisers behave like good professionals. This system comes along with a set of sanctions. The aim is to check on people and to punish them if necessary, not just to control them. This system literally corresponds to an internal police within the organization.

The central element to this system is the bank’s inspection department. It is based at the head office. It can intervene in four different ways. The department intervenes when the relationship with a customer leads to litigation. The inspection department, along with the credit department, examine the history of the relationship so as to analyze the behavior of the advisor who handled the case. The aim is clearly to try and figure out whether the adviser behaved as a good professional and if the losses suffered by the bank are not due to his inefficient handling of the case. The department also carries out random controls on the overall activity of an advisor. The department randomly selects an adviser and examines the way he manages his portfolio of corporate customers. As always, the aim is to control the conformity of the adviser’s behavior. When atypical behavior is spotted, the advisor is asked to justify the way he behaved and the decisions he made.  

The department carries out random controls at the branch level. Each branch is inspected once a year by the inspection department. The branch’s activity and organization is screened. This concerns both the branch’s organization and the behavior of the managers and advisors. A number of cases are analyzed so as to evaluate the behavior of the advisers. Finally, the department also intervenes in the case of unusual situations.  It can, for example, be in the case of a complaint filed by a customer or upon the request of a manager who wants one of his staff inspected. Let us take two examples: the first one is in the case of a customer who complained that his advisor confiscated some checks from him; the second one is in the case of a group manager who signaled to the inspection department that he suspected one of his advisors was involved in the management of a company that was a customer of Atlantic Bank (which is strictly forbidden).

In each case, the inspection department intervenes, examines the case and systematically asks the persons concerned to justify themselves. If a case of non-compliance with the rules, procedures and standards defined by Atlantic Bank is found out, the person’s responsibility is put into cause and he can be sanctioned. Sanctions include dismissal, transfer to another job or suppression of all delegations and decision powers.

The inquisitorial system is a vital constituent of the disciplinary system. It literally is a supporting pillar as it guaranties its credibility by materializing and making credible a threat of effective sanctions for individuals. We have met many people who were sanctioned and every year many bank employees are sanctioned.

3.5. Control as an element of the production system: 

The verification system

Strictly speaking, there is no control system in this bank that would be qualified as a separate system of surveillance of behaviors. There is, however, a verification system made up of elements that cannot be dissociated from the production system and which require a constant verification of individual behaviors. These verification elements, as we shall call them, are part of the production system and are materialized by confronting individual behavior, either to working tools or to the behavior of other individuals who take part in the process of production of banking services.

For the management of a relationship, an advisor has to use computer software. Files are only partly materialized on paper and are mainly available as computer files. The use of this software implies conforming to a specific analysis and decision procedure. The software obliges its user to go through a number of well-defined procedures, analysis of the accounts balance, last transactions, analysis of the evolution of different risk indicators, presentation of the main financial information, etc. before reaching the final screen on which the decision-making materializes itself. Thus, as to validate the decision, it is necessary to respect a certain number of rules. For example, it is impossible to withhold the payment of a check for more than two days. It is impossible to authorize any payment from the account (check, transfer, draft…) if an overdraft exceeds three times the prudential amount. The technical organization of production imposes, therefore, by the use of specific software, a certain number of constraints to the analysis and decision process. These constraints can also be time constraints. For example, decisions that enable the payment of a sum from an account that exceeds its overdraft authorization have to be taken imperatively before 11 a.m. or the software will lock itself and staff from the head office will call the advisor to reprimand him.

The production process is also organized in such a way that it requires of each decision-maker to regularly confront his behavior and analysis to those of other individuals.  The double-check principle requires confronting one’s decision to the judgement of a supervisor at the above hierarchical level. For an advisor/branch manager or for an advisor working in the offices of the group of branches, this supervisor will be the group manager. The same goes when the amount linked to the decision exceeds the advisor’s delegation of powers. To be validated, his decision has to be studied by the group’s credit assistant before it can be transmitted to a decision-maker who has an adequate delegation of powers. Each person who works on a file is made accountable for his decisions and must make sure that he/she behaves in a valid way. This can, for example, be done by checking that nothing is missing from the file and also by checking that the intervention of other people on the file took place in compliance with the rules. “The Bible” states that it is up to branch and group mangers, as well as to credit assistants to make sure that the advisors behavior is compliant. Decisions that concern the most important files have to be validated by the credit department of the head office. In this case, the file is once again analyzed by a credit assistant from the head office. If the assistant validates the decision, the file is examined by a credit committee made up of the network director, the credit director and the corporate market director.

3.6. The intertwining of standardization, of verification and of 

inquisition of behaviors: Building of a disciplinary system as 

a production system

Atlantic Bank does not have two separate systems: a disciplinary one and a production one. Producing banking services, meaning providing these services, implies adjusting one’s behavior to the constraints imposed by the computer software and the behavior of other individuals. These other individuals are not only in charge of checking the validity of the decision-maker’s behavior. Above all, just as much as the advisor, they take part in providing the service. The bank’s organization does not turn the credit assistant or the advisor’s manager into controllers. Granting a credit is not a decision that belongs solely to the advisor. He only has the power to initiate the production cycle, the latter requires the involvement of other individuals. Each contributor is not only responsible for the validity of his own contribution and behavior, but also, once the cycle has been initiated by another person, of the validity of that person’s contribution and behavior. Every employee is both a production and a verification agent. In this process, the inquisitory system, materialized by the intervention of employees from the general inspection, plays a distinct role. It is not directly part of the production system, but it supports it and enables it to be standardized. By making the threat of sanctions a credible one, it prevents the system of multiple checks from going astray. 

A good banking professional standard enables every one to refer to a concept shared by the others at all levels in the organization, so as to evaluate the adequacy and the quality of one’s behavior and of the behavior of others. This standard is not a convention, it is a constraint. By this, we mean that it is a rule with coercive and domination powers over individuals (Courpasson 1997). It is not a concept open to interpretation. Its definition is extremely accurate and embraces all the situations to which an agent can be confronted. If a non-defined situation occurs, then the agent has to consult his hierarchy. There is no room for the use of any sort of self-initiative. This does not mean that an individual never decides to adapt the rules, nor to make the most of breathing spaces which allow him to act on his own and escape, temporarily or not, from all surveillance. Of course individuals bend the rules, interpret them and adapt them to their own specific situation. However, they do it in a completely illegitimate way and by running a personal risk. 

There are, for example, situations when an individual can act on his own without having to confront his behavior to anyone else’s and avoid immediate action from the disciplinary system. Such is the case, for example, when he has to decide whether a sum should be from an account that exceeds its overdraft authorization and even sometimes exceeds his delegation of powers. In these situations, computer software enables the advisor to order the payment of a sum that is up to three times as high as the overdraft authorization (for example, if the authorized overdraft is an account of EUR 100 000, he can order the payment of up to EUR 300 000 from that account, even if his own delegation is restricted to EUR 200 000). However, for “The Bible”, as for the Deputy Executive Officer, “the advisor can technically do it but has not got the right to do it. If he takes the initiative of using this possibility, he does it under his responsibility and puts himself at fault”.

There is a double meaning and a double use to the detailed description of the “good banking professional” notion contained in the reference document. First of all, it is a production tool which enables individuals to know how they should behave to contribute in an efficient way to the activity of the bank. It also is a tool that enables an evaluation of the behavior of other individuals, made available to every employee in the network and at the head office. The organization of the confrontation of individuals with each other’s behavior also has a double meaning. It is a decision production process. The decision is not the result of one person but of the production cycle to which many individuals contribute. It is also a system that organizes mutual checks between individuals. However, this last element corresponds to the implementation of the “good banking professional” concept and is de facto a part of the production process. To take part in the company’s production in an efficient manner also means checking the validity of other people’s behavior and applying the surveillance (W. Bogard 1996).

In this bank, the production process can only take place if every one standardizes his own behavior in reference to the concept of the “good banking professional”. Taking part implies complying with the standard. Any abnormal or deviant behavior will block the bank’s normal activity. Autonomous actions are authorized in exceptional circumstances, otherwise they are not authorized and are, therefore, deemed illegitimate. They are carried out under the individual’s sole responsibility and will make him run a risk of sanctions. The organizational system of this company is a disciplinary system. By this, we mean that the organization of production corresponds to defining an organizational discipline. The act of producing corresponds to the implementation of this discipline (J. Barker & G. Cheney 1994).

In this bank, the verification and production mechanisms cannot be dissociated from one another. The production act of an individual is disciplined in reference to a predefined standard. It implies that other people have to carry out other production acts. It also implies that these other production acts that contribute to the production process have to be verified. Finally, the production act of an individual is itself verified by the other production acts of other individuals.

4. CONCLUSION 

Our initial question concerned the way changes in the banking sector have been taken into account by French banks and how this transformed the essence of their activity and the way it is carried out. The radical transformations of the banking environment in the ’80s and the ’90s have led the banks to move from a controlled economy to one where fierce competition is the rule. The development of banking markets and of the volume of activity was made possible by deregulation and severely put into question the way banks organized and perceived themselves and their activity.

From then on, we tried to understand the consequences of this change of logic in terms of changes in the organizational systems of banks. The thesis was that some banks developed a new form of organization that can be positioned within the field of disciplinary economics. By this expression, we mean a way of operating and organizing the production system whose founding principle becomes enacting and implementing standards. In those banks, this meant developing disciplinary systems of production. The transition from an administrative regulation of activities to an industrial and commercial one led banks to rationalize their organization, to promote banking services – and not just products -- and to implement management, organization and control techniques adapted from those used in industrial companies. The organizational systems of these banks have adapted themselves to deal with a strong increase in activity and risks. In some cases, the solution was to mechanize production processes, including when labor (the action of individuals) was the main production factor. This meant that some banks developed disciplinary production systems.
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DISCIPLINA KAO PROIZVODNI ČIMBENIK: ISTRAŽIVANJE DISCIPLINSKOG SUSTAVA FRANCUSKE REGIONALNE BANKE

Sažetak

U ovom se radu istražuje način na koji banke pristupaju promjenama ključnih čimbenika svojih aktivnosti, kao i općeg načina funkcioniranja. Navedena problematika odnosi se na način na koji banke (ne) mijenjaju organizaciju proizvodnog procesa kada se promijene njegove ključne odrednice, ili pak ključni čimbenici poslovnog i financijskog uspjeha. Polazište je istraživanja ideja da neke banke, uzimajući u obzir navedene promjene, mijenjaju način svog funkcioniranja, temeljeći ga na “ekonomici discipline”. U prvom se dijelu rada iznose ključni elementi teorije organizacijske discipline kao koncepti kojima će se analizirati disciplinski sustavi u bankama. U drugom dijelu rada iznosi se primjer zasnovan na istraživanju disciplinskog sustava francuske regionalne banke.
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