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Abstract

Moroccan public universities, like their international counterparts, operate in
a complex and constantly evolving environment. They are therefore exposed
to various risks, mainly of an operational nature, the management of which is
essential to achieve both operational and strategic objectives as well as expected
organizational performance. Although efforts are being made in operational
risk management within MPUs, these remain limited. An exploratory analysis,
conducted through structured and semi-structured interviews with eighteen
administrative officials, made it possible to better understand the nature of op-
erational risks faced by all twelve Moroccan public universities, as well as the
mechanisms currently used to manage them. The findings reveal that these
risks are not yet embedded in the organizational memory of MPUs and that
their management mainly relies on an informal framework, in the absence of a
structured and formal risk management system.

Keywords

Risk, Operational Risk, Operational Risk Management

1. Introduction

Public Moroccan universities, like their counterparts abroad, operate in a com-
plex, unstable, and constantly evolving environment. As such, they are exposed to
various types of risks, primarily operational in nature, the management of which
is essential for achieving both operational and strategic objectives and for ensur-
ing optimal organizational performance.

Operational risks arise from failures related to individuals, processes, technol-
ogies, or external dependencies (Peccia, 2001, cited by Mokgatle, 2013). These

risks are generally quantifiable, controllable, and should be identified in connec-
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tion with the institution’s objectives and missions at least once a year (Dobrowol-
ski, 2019). Our research focuses on operational risks for two main reasons. First,
these risks are closely tied to the university’s day-to-day operations—particularly
work processes and systems—making them frequent in occurrence. Second, their
emergence directly undermines the achievement of both strategic and operational
goals.

Operational risk management is defined as “a set of coordinated activities to
direct and control an organization with regard to risk” (ISO Guide 73, 2009, pre-
liminary version). Although some initiatives have been undertaken within public
Moroccan universities (PMUs) regarding operational risk management, these ef-
forts remain limited and insufficient.

Furthermore, a review of the academic literature reveals a significant gap in re-
search on operational risk management in the Moroccan public sector, particu-
larly within public universities. This observation highlights the need to fill this gap
by conducting empirical research that provides a deeper understanding of existing
practices and identifies areas for improvement.

In this context, the current article aims to present an overview of operational
risk management in Moroccan public universities. The central research question
is as follows:

“Does the Moroccan public university have an operational risk management
system?”

To answer this, we will examine the following operational questions:

- QI: Do Moroccan public universities have a clear understanding of their op-
erational risks?
- Q2: How do Moroccan public universities respond to operational risks?

The objective is threefold: to identify the operational risks to which these uni-
versities are exposed, to analyze the mechanisms currently in place to anticipate
and control them, and finally, to propose areas for improvement to strengthen

existing risk management systems.

2. Literature Review

First, Operational risk is defined as “Any risk of loss resulting from the failure or
inadequacy of internal processes, resources, systems, or external events, reflecting
the vulnerabilities in the operational cycles and daily activities of an organization”
(Le Balle II, cited by Chemlal et al., 2020). According to Hassen and Zakaria
(2013), all public universities are exposed to operational risks. Consequently, op-
erational risk management has become a major concern for public universities
seeking to achieve their objectives effectively. It is therefore not surprising that
universities are increasingly adopting risk management practices traditionally
used in the private sector.

Operational risk management is an integrated process that involves all struc-
tures and components of the organization, with clearly defined stages. These

stages include the identification, assessment, treatment, communication and
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monitoring of risks associated with any function, procedure or activity that may
hinder the achievement of the organizational objectives (D’Arcy & Brogan, 2001,
cited by John & Saidin, 2016).

3. Methods

To achieve the objective mentioned above, we adopted an exploratory approach
aimed at collecting descriptive information focused on the main axes of our study,
namely the identification of operational risks and the practices used for their man-
agement. This approach enables a better understanding of the phenomena under
investigation through interviews and qualitative analysis, rather than relying solely
on quantitative data.

To this end, two interview guides—one structured (directive) and the other
semi-structured (semi-directive)—were developed to organize discussions with
administrative officials (vice presidents, project officers, advisors, secretaries gen-
eral, division heads, and department heads) across all Moroccan public universi-
ties, numbering twelve. Data collection was carried out over a two-month period,
from June to July 2023. In total, eighteen interviews were conducted, with some
universities involving one or two officials.

The semi-structured interviews made it possible to identify operational risks as
well as the mechanisms and practices implemented to manage them. The struc-
tured interviews, on the other hand, were used to verify and assess the application
of certain operational risk management practices within Moroccan public univer-

sities.

4. Results and discussion

4.1. Operational Risks of the Moroccan Public University

This section aims to present the operational risks identified by the interviewees,
as well as their frequency of occurrence in the excerpts drawn from the various
interviews. This analysis highlights the most recurrent and significant risks within
the universities under study (see Table 1), where frequency corresponds to the
number of participants who mentioned each concept.

This study was conducted in accordance with fundamental ethical principles,
including informed consent from participants, as well as the assurance of ano-
nymity and data confidentiality, which were used exclusively for scientific pur-

poses.

Table 1. Cross-map analysis of the concept “operational risks”.

Verbatims Number of Occurrences
Delay in budget preparation and approval 6
Payment delays
Delay in project execution 4
Delay in preparation of accounting reports 3
DOI: 10.4236/ce.2026.175050 804 Creative Education
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Continued

Low rate of administrative supervision

Low rate of pedagogical supervision

Delay in commitment

Unsuccessful tendering processes

Incomplete projects

Underutilization of projects

Loss of budget positions

Non-compliance with accreditation deadlines for academic programs
Discrepancies between national and international regulations on mobility
Delay in diploma validation during exam periods

Difficulty meeting stakeholder requests within requested time frames
Absence of an effective monitoring system for ongoing projects
Exceeding capacity limits

Lack of control over public procurement regulations due to frequent updates
Undefined responsibilities between departments
Non-implementation of development projects

Delay in administrative operations (bureaucratic burden)

Delay in decision-making (slow process)

Lack of communication

Lack of protection of current and fixed assets

Lack of IT digitalization

Loss of documents and information

Difficulty generating information

Difficulty paying doctoral students within research projects
Incomplete monitoring of national and international agreements
Absence of a procedure manual

Delay in the granting of State subsidies

[ S S e O O S I S L S T S S O T S O T O R N N N O L O I S e S e S S o )

Majority of purchases made through purchase orders

Failure to meet deadlines for bid openings 1
Low international ranking 1
Lack of funding for research projects 1
Non-standardized procedure formats 1
Non-adoption of procedure manuals by the University Council (CU) 1
Non-implementation of external audit recommendations 1
Failures in internal control mechanisms 1

Source: authors.

In summary, the interviews conducted with the respondents allowed us to iden-
tify the main operational risks faced by Moroccan public universities and thus

provide an answer to our first operational research question:
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Q1. Do Moroccan public universities have a clear understanding of their
operational risks?

Indeed, the respondents were able to identify a significant number of opera-
tional risks, though not all of them. This is largely due to the absence or insuffi-

ciency of an operational risk register organized by area of activity.

4.2. Operational Risk Management in Moroccan Public
Universities

This section analyzes the practices implemented by Moroccan public universities
to address operational risks.

It is based on contingency theory, which holds that risk management does not
rely on a single model but must be adapted to the specific characteristics of each
organization (size, resources, structure, and institutional context). This approach
allows the observed arrangements to be understood in relation to their context,
whether formalized or informal.

In this perspective, the analysis does not rely on international standards, as
these are based on generic frameworks that are not sufficiently adapted to the di-
versity of contexts.

The objective is therefore to highlight the diversity of mechanisms through
which Moroccan public universities manage their operational risks.

This section analyzes the practices implemented by Moroccan public universi-
ties to respond to operational risks.

We have chosen not to rely on international standards to assess the practices in
place. This approach is justified by the adoption of contingency theory, which as-
serts that there is no single valid risk management method suitable for all organi-
zations. Thus, each university can legitimately adopt mechanisms tailored to its
own specificities.

Our objective is therefore to highlight the range of mechanisms—whether in-
stitutionalized or informal—through which Moroccan public universities manage

their operational risks.

4.2.1. Formal Operational Risk Management Framework
The formal operational risk management framework refers to a structured system
designed to systematically identify, assess, and manage operational risks.

On March 10, 2020, the standard organizational chart for Moroccan public uni-
versities introduced the creation of new departments, including the Audit, Man-
agement Control, and Quality Assurance Department (ACGAQ). This depart-
ment brings together several key functions and includes operational risk manage-
ment among its missions.

According to the interviews conducted, the ACGAQ Department is involved in
operational risk management both directly and indirectly:

- In alimited number of cases, direct management is handled by auditors, who
act as risk managers through the development of risk maps, enabling the iden-

tification, analysis, assessment, and treatment of risks. However, in 50% of sit-
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uations, it is carried out by heads of units, based on an informal risk manage-
ment approach.

Indirect risk management is primarily ensured by internal audit activities,
which, through audit reports, contribute to the identification, analysis, and
treatment of risks while issuing recommendations aimed at strengthening
their control. Management control also plays a role in this process by support-
ing risk identification and analysis through the monitoring of indicators and
various projects, although this function is not yet operational in all Moroccan
public universities. In addition, quality assurance is involved in around 50% of
public universities, contributing to the identification and analysis of weak-
nesses as well as to risk treatment, notably through the implementation or up-
dating of organizational frameworks that support risk control and continuous

improvement of operations (Figures 1-4).

oui

H Non

Figure 1. The operational risk management ensured by the heads
of units.

8%

oui

B non

Figure 2. The internal audit function of UPM.
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oui

M non

Figure 3. The management control function of UPMs.

oui

M Non

Figure 4. The quality function of UPMs.

Data from the interviews reveal that no function is exclusively dedicated to op-
erational risk management. This situation is explained by two main reasons:

- The lack of institutionalization of this function in the official organizational
chart of Moroccan public universities.

“There will be no function dedicated to operational risk management as long as
it is not institutionalized.” —Vice President of a Moroccan Public University
(statement from a single interviewee).

- The absence of a regulatory framework mandating the adoption of such a func-
tion at the national level.

In contrast, the majority of respondents indicate that an initiative is currently
underway to formalize a specific operational risk management framework. The
delay in its implementation is explained by several factors:

- The low prioritization of risk management in university strategic plans.
- The lack of an institutionally approved risk management policy, especially by
University Councils.
- The lack of awareness and risk culture at all hierarchical levels.
In this context, the efforts deployed by universities remain limited, although

some signs of progress are beginning to emerge. However, the current perfor-
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mance of the ACGAQ Department appears constrained due to several challenges:
- Therecent creation of the department, which is still undergoing organizational
integration.

- The multiplicity of missions, which spreads resources thin and blurs priorities.

- The lack of strategic and operational support.

- The shortage of qualified human resources.

- The insufficient specific skills, worsened by the lack of ongoing training.
Ultimately, operational risk management in Moroccan public universities still

largely relies on a traditional, reactive, and informal approach. Each risk is ad-

dressed in isolation, without capitalizing on experience or embedding the risk

management process in the organizational memory.

4.2.2. Informal Framework for Operational Risk Management

The informal operational risk management framework refers to the use of non-
formalized management processes for the treatment of identified risks, imple-
mented in an isolated manner, without coordination or a structured methodolog-
ical framework.

Based on a corpus of semi-structured interviews, and after data preprocessing
(cleaning, removing stop words, correcting errors, standardizing the data, etc.),
we used the qualitative analysis software NVivo 11 to generate a word cloud. This
visualization is based on the weighted frequency of terms and aims to highlight
the most recurrent expressions used by respondents, in order to reveal non-for-
malized operational risk management practices as they emerge from their dis-
course.

The word cloud is used as a descriptive and exploratory tool to identify lexical
regularities within the collected data.

The most salient expressions, particularly those related to non-formalized op-

erational risk management practices, are highlighted in bold within the figure (see

Figure 5).
d’avancement bd;?ctitop définition
faible Cartographie . udgetaire comptes erreurs
consolidation besoins fe.par.tltlc_)n aug’mentatl'on d'offre
budget adéquat digitalisation résolution données
email honnes parties communication partenariats ..
définir L 5 A décisions
" capable dlfferents, risques financements ;...
delais  achats | d’'un gestion nce plus amélioration
correctlve§ crea.tlon avec 2 < dans communiquer domaines
extension anciennes actions organlsatlon place . .. discussions
fluide Systéme &\, hione afin POUN mise cour iMplication
fois ciblant .. . . . , . convention
fonds  Officiel projets formations I'organigramme girérentes
dgE;‘t‘:e programmation métiers application SUiVi cefs exacts

accélération jour établissements développement cntre

coordination prenantes sensibilisation processus c°ectifs
conseil aPpels gpérationnels audit conformité
budgétaires anticipation  canaux d'unifier
force d’audit compétences domaine
d'information finances

Figure 5. Word cloud related to operational risk management.
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In this perspective, the detailed analysis of responses makes it possible to high-
light the most frequently mobilized practices, presented in Table 2, where fre-
quency corresponds to the number of participants who mentioned each concept.

Table 2. Cross-map analysis of the concept “operational risk management.

Verbatims Number of Occurrences
Scheduling periodic professional training sessions 10

Organizing periodic follow-up meetings (between different university components)
Implementation of the organizational chart

Staff awareness-raising within the institution

Expansion of partnerships

Digitization of management processes

Updating procedures

Compliance with regulations

Development of action plans

Expansion of old structures

Opening or creation of new institutions

Exchange of best management practices

Promotion of scientific research through funding means and tools

NN N NN DN W W W s U

Use of software facilitating data consolidation

Re-engagement of stakeholders to define respective projects in order to integrate them into the
procurement forecast program

Rapid follow-up on calls for tenders once the budget is approved
Development of risk maps with priority ranking (high-medium-low)
Improvement of coordination between different structures

Email follow-up with institutions to respond to requested queries
Risk identification

Anticipation of errors

Development of communication channels with Ministry of Finance representatives

NSRS I S A S E I ST ST S

Monitoring audit recommendations

Implementation of an information and management system capable of effectively
communicating information

Reporting on results 2
Development of an adequate communication system specific to each project 1
Involvement of Vice-Presidents in university project development 1
Execution of scientific projects 1
Negotiation of standard forms of agreements 1
Recruitment aligned with needs 1
Motivation and involvement of staff 1
Acceleration of payment operations 1

Use of the Internal Audit Service 1

Source: authors.
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Table 2 highlights informal operational risk management practices, some of
which recur frequently. The most commonly cited are professional training, fol-
low-up meetings, implementation of the organizational chart, and staff aware-

ness-raising.

4.3. Discussion

In the majority of Moroccan public universities, operational risk management still
relies on a traditional “silo” approach. This method involves isolating each oper-
ational risk to address it separately, without considering possible interactions be-
tween them (Altanashat et al., 2019). Each type of risk is thus treated as autono-
mous, leading to fragmented management (Pagach & Warr, 2010). This mode of
management is generally carried out informally.

However, this method presents notable limitations. It lacks coherence, espe-
cially when similar risks are handled differently (Lundqvist, 2013). Moreover, it
overlooks the interdependencies between risks, which reduces the overall under-
standing of their nature and impacts (Wihlborg, 2009). By addressing risks one by
one, universities deprive themselves of an in-depth and systemic view of risk man-
agement (Lundqvist, 2013).

In contrast, modern operational risk management favors a holistic and inte-
grated approach. It advocates for the simultaneous consideration of different risks
as well as their interactions (Mohd-Sanusi et al., 2017). This approach enables
universities to better anticipate and manage events that could negatively affect
their performance (Tavakoli et al., 2016). This process is based on a formal and
structured framework.

Currently, in most Moroccan public universities, formal risk management sys-
tems are still under development. Although these systems bear different names,
they all pursue a common goal: to identify, prioritize, and quantify risks with the
aim of improving their management (Yazid, Hussin, & Daud, 2011). As for Infor-
mal mechanisms, they remain predominant and continue to address critical op-
erational risks individually in the absence of a clear and consolidated institutional
framework.

Consequently, these observations lead us to propose actions to improve opera-
tional risk management in Moroccan public universities (UPM):

- Adopt a formal operational risk management policy, validated by the Univer-
sity Council, to establish it as an institutional reference document.

- Foster collective awareness through an annual risk management awareness
day.

- Pilot the operational risk management process in one or two university units
to assess its relevance before a full-scale rollout.

- Organize targeted continuous training sessions on operational risk manage-
ment (identification, assessment, treatment, monitoring, etc.).

- Develop an operational risk map by unit (departments, faculties, services).

- Implement an operational risk monitoring dashboard (indicators, alerts, ac-
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tion plans, deadlines).

5. Conclusion

The exploratory analysis, conducted through structured and semi-structured in-
terviews with eighteen administrative officials, enabled a better understanding of
the nature of operational risks faced by Moroccan public universities (MPUs), as
well as the mechanisms currently employed to manage them. It revealed that these
risks are not yet embedded in the organizational memory of MPUs and that their
management primarily relies on an informal system, pending the establishment
of a formal, structured, and robust framework.

To date, MPUs rely on an operational risk management system based on two
complementary forms: a formal mechanism under development and an informal
mechanism already operational in daily practice.

The work of Alphonse Da, Maurel Christophe, and Christophe Favoreu (2018)
supports this complementarity, highlighting the absence of a negative relationship
between these two types of mechanisms. Thus, formal and informal approaches
are not opposed; they can coexist harmoniously, through various modes of mobi-
lization, resulting in a form of mixed control.

The specific nature of public universities, compared to other public sector en-
tities, appears to justify this duality. Consequently, it seems not only relevant but
also necessary to design a robust operational risk management framework based
on the integration of formal and informal mechanisms, in order to better address
the organizational complexity and the specific challenges of higher education.

Finally, it should be emphasized that the results of our research remain relative,
as they are based on a small number of respondents. Consequently, a confirmatory
study, aimed at a large sample, would be desirable to strengthen the conclusions

of our research.
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