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Abstract

The extraordinary importance of the services sector for the economy both in production and employment cannot be denied. As a

result, there have been both demands for an increase in Service Operations Management (SOM) research since the 1980s on the one

hand, and, on the other, predictions that such an increase will take place [e.g.: Buffa, E.S., 1980. Research in Operations

Management. Journal of Operations Management 1 (1), 1–8; Miller, J.G., Graham, M.B.W., Freeland, J.R., Hottenstein, M.,

Maister, D.M., Meredith, J., Schmenner, R.W., 1981. Production/Operations Management: agenda for the 80s. Decision Science 12

(4), 547–571; Mabert, V.A., 1982. Service Operations Management: research and application. Journal of Operations Management 2

(4), 203–209; Amoako-Gyampah, K., Meredith, J.R., 1989. The Operations Management research agenda: an update. Journal of

Operations Management 8 (3), 250–262; Chase, R.B., 1996. The mall is my factory: reflections of a service junkie. Production and

Operations Management 5 (4), 298–308; Pannirselvam, G.P., Ferguson, L.A., Ash, R.C., Siferd, S.P., 1999. Operations Management

research: an update for the 1990s. Journal of Operations Management 18 (1), 95–112; Roth, A.V., Menor, L.J., 2003. Insights into

service Operations Management: a research agenda. Production and Operations Management 12 (2), 145–164; Slack, N., Lewis,

M., Bates, H., 2004. The two worlds of Operations management research and practice. Can they meet, should they meet?

International Journal of Operations and Production Management, 24 (4), 372–387]. And yet, the amount of SOM research done in

OM research has still only been minimal. This contradiction calls for an in-depth study of the state of affairs of SOM research, and

we have conducted just such a study in 10 of the most relevant and representative outlets in the OM field, as well as in pipeline

research (Proceedings of the POMS, DSI and EurOMA Conferences). Our results aim to provide answers to the following questions,

amongst others: (1) Is greater importance now attached to SOM research within OM research? (2) What are the main topics of

research? Are they the same topics that have been proposed in SOM research agendas? (3) What methods are used in SOM research?

(4) What are the most commonly studied sectors of economic activities? (5) Are there any differences from OM research in terms of

content and methods? Some of our findings show that although a growth in SOM research had been predicted in earlier studies, there

is still only a minimal amount done (7.5% of OM research); seven topics command 61.5% of SOM research, which (with some

exceptions) is consistent with SOM research agendas; there is more research done on strategic issues than on tactical/operational

issues; models and simulations are still more common than empirical research, but trends point to a shift to the latter; the majority of

research focuses on a specific sector, and three sectors account for 50% of the total; there is a clear connection between type of

journal and type of research, research method and sector of activity.
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1. Introduction, objectives and justification

Some of the most fundamental features that have

characterized developed economies in recent decades

are connected with the services sector, confirming the

great importance the sector has:

(a) The extraordinary role played by the services sector

in production. OECD statistical data for 2003

(OECD, 2005a) attributes approximately 70% of the

GDP to services in a large number of developed

countries (e.g. USA 76.5%; France 75.9%; UK

73.8%; Italy 70.9%; Germany 70.1%; Japan 69.6%,

and Spain 67.2%).

(b) The important role the services sector plays in

employment. Per-sector civilian employment data

for 2004 (OECD, 2005b) puts this at over 60% in

many advanced economies (e.g. USA 78.4%; UK

76.4%; France 72.6%; Japan 67.1%; Germany

66.6%; Italy 64.5%, and Spain 64%). And, more-

over, this is a growing trend (e.g. in the USA the

figure increased from 66.4% to 78.4% between 1981

and 2004, whereas during the same period

manufacturing fell from 30.1% to 20%, and

agriculture from 3.5% to 1.6% (OECD, 2005a)).

(c) Service activities are being incorporated more and

more into manufacturing companies. It has been

calculated that between 30% and 70% of added

value in a typical manufacturing company can be

attributed to the services constituent (Rosen, 1998).

The relevance of the services sector in developed

countries should be reflected in the importance given to

instruction and research in the various areas of service

company management and administration. But, is this

really the case?

There has been an awareness of this importance in

the specific case of Operations Management (OM) for

over 20 years. In their OM research agenda published in

Decision Sciences, Miller et al. (1981) cited Service

Operations Management (SOM) as one of their four

special interest groups. Eight years later, Amoako-

Gyampah and Meredith (1989) published an updated

Operations Management research agenda in JOM based

on Miller et al. (1981) amongst others. Once again SOM

is named as one of the important subjects to be taken

into consideration. Although the percentage of SOM

research was very small, it was forecast that it would

play an increasingly important role. Nevertheless, a

further update on the state of research in Operations

Management published in JOM by Pannirselvam et al.

(1999) stated that expectations for growth in published

research in SOM had not been met. Observations made

in recent papers by other authors (e.g. Roth and Menor,

2003; Slack et al., 2004; Johnston, 2005) suggest that, in

their opinion, there is still not enough research being

done in SOM.

There is an evident contradiction between the

importance of services in the real world and the little

attention paid to it in Operations Management

research (despite the fact that it is continually found

on research agendas) and this, in our view, demanded

an in-depth study on the state of current SOM research

to be done which would cover both numbers of SOM

publications and other important issues. And yet, to

date none had been conducted. This was not the case

for other significant OM sub-areas, such as Interna-

tional Operations Management (published in JOM by

Prasad and Babbar (2000)) or Supply Chain Manage-

ment (Alfaro Tanco et al., 2002). Our study was

conducted with the intention of addressing what we

considered to be an urgent need. Its prime objective

was to determine the state of affairs of SOM research

in the most relevant outlets in the field of Operations

Management. The study was designed to answer four

basic questions:

(a) What variations, if any, might have taken place in

underlying trends for the number of SOM publica-

tions in OM research since the publication of the

most recent studies into the latter?

(b) What are the main topics of research?

(c) What methods are used in SOM research?

(d) Which sectors of activity (if any) are the most

commonly studied?

Knowing the answers to these questions is important

for any subject field, but it is crucial for those, such as

SOM, which are still emerging. It is especially

important when the due attention a subject’s importance

in the real world demands does not seem to be paid to it.

The answers to these questions do not only allow the

state of affairs of SOM research to be established

through quantitative data for the first time, but they are

also useful in other ways: (a) they show whether SOM

has begun to occupy a position in OM research that is

more in keeping with its importance in the real world;

(b) they allow a comparison to be made with OM

research in manufacturing to see whether the two sets of

results really are different, as stated by one sector of OM

scholars; (c) they allow SOM research content to be

compared with the needs that are expressed in SOM

research agendas; (d) they will also show researchers

the most researched topics and sectors and these which
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