
Stage 2 – Review (review current state)
OBJECTIVES 
 After reading these notes, you will know how to Review the area of focus and prioritise what needs to be benchmarked.
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2.1 Understanding area of focus to be benchmarked
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to gain an “understanding of the area of focus to be benchmarked”. Gaining a good understanding is essential to re-assess or set some of the key assumptions, objectives, and performance measures within the Terms of Reference (TOR). 
The area of focus for a benchmarking project can be varied. Benchmarking is a powerful approach for identifying best practices that can be applied to many circumstances including the performance of a process, work activity/task, business improvement tool, equipment, strategy or behaviour. Whatever the aim it is essential to have a clear understanding of the subject area to be benchmarked.  

To gain an understanding of the area of focus a range of research techniques and information sources may be required. The most commonly used are:

· Process flow chart

· Fishbone diagram

· SWOT analysis

· Gap analysis

· Company documentation

· Literature review 

· Questionnaires

· Structured interviews

· Brainstorming

· Focus groups

· Expert presentations

In some cases, the benchmarking project may start with a wide scope particularly if the organisation does not have a good understanding of the benchmarking topic or its own processes and performance in the area of focus.  However, as the project progresses, the focus often becomes progressively narrower, and the scope becomes more specific.  The project team is advised to keep accurate records of their meetings and update the TOR as necessary so that all changes and the reasons for changes are recorded.  Frequent communication amongst the project team to share and discuss their findings is advisable. Key findings should be recorded so that they are not lost – refer to the Worksheet – Findings. 

The project team will need to decide which research techniques to use dependent on the TOR.  A brief description of these methods is given in the following sub-sections. 
The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that an “understanding of the area of focus to be benchmarked” has been gained.

Process flow chart

It is highly recommended if the benchmarking project involves improving a process that a process flow chart is drawn. This will help all team members to have a common understanding of the process and the scope of the project. Process flow charts are particularly useful for defining the scope of the project. For example, if there are six sub-processes that are part of a major process the team can decide if all of them will be part of the project or just a few of them.  Even if a process flow chart has already been documented it is advisable to see the process or activity in action to check if reality differs from the documentation. 
Process flow charts (RESOURCE 13, Worksheet - Process) provide a graphical representation of the steps in a process. A flow chart is a chronological sequence of process steps or workflow. Consistent symbols are used in constructing a flow chart. Many kinds of flow charts are used: basic, top-down, detailed, deployment, and opportunity flow charts. Each highlights a different aspect of a process or task.

Other powerful methods of communicating the steps involved in a process and the relationships between processes include Value Mapping and IDEF0. These can be very useful tools to use for analysing and understanding complex processes. 
SWOT analysis

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats analysis is applicable to most projects and should be used to provide an overview of the challenges and opportunities faced in the area of focus (refer to Worksheet – SWOT). Through undertaking a SWOT analysis important factors can be identified and grouped which can then assist in developing a Fishbone diagram. 
Fishbone diagram
Fishbone diagrams, similar to process flow charts, are very useful for ensuring that all team members have a common understanding of the project. For projects aiming to improve cultural or behavioural issues a fishbone diagram can be more appropriate to use than process flow charts.  

Fishbone diagrams (RESOURCE 14, Worksheet - Fishbone) are also known as Ishikawa Diagrams or Cause and Effect Diagrams. The diagrams are useful for:

· Developing a common understanding of a problem
· Discovering the root cause of a problem.

· Uncovering bottlenecks in processes.

· Identifying where and why a process isn't working.

There are four steps to using the diagrams.

1. Identify the problem.

2. Work out the major factors involved.

3. Identify possible causes.

4. Analyze your diagram.
Whilst fishbone diagrams are a powerful tool for breaking down a problem into its potential causes, they are also very useful for considering what would be required to reach the desired state. Therefore the “effect” could be the desired performance or process and the causes would show the potential interventions/practices to reach the desired state. 
Company documentation
Relevant documentation should be reviewed from the project team’s organisation such as:
· Annual reports 

· Financial ratio analysis

· Operational performance reports

· Minutes of meetings

· Patents

· Audits

· Operational and quality system manuals

· Business excellence assessments

· Questionnaire data

· Project files

· Previous benchmarking projects

· Process flow charts

Literature review   
The project team may decide to conduct a literature review to broaden its knowledge and understanding of the subject under investigation. 
A literature review may assist with:

· Refining the project objectives within the parameters set by the TOR
· Refining the benchmarking methodology through considering how the project objectives are to be investigated. For instance, a literature review is likely to assist in determining the key questions to ask in a questionnaire.  

· Identifying whether a similar benchmarking project has been undertaken before and/or similar research conducted. If so, this material is ideal to leverage off and may enable the project to be completed in less time.

· Identifying potential benchmarking partners (this is a key step within the Acquire stage of TRADE) 
In many cases a literature review will be undertaken throughout the benchmarking project and not just at the start; it is a useful method for supporting many of the TRADE stages. 
The following provide good sources of information for a literature review:
· books

· academic journals

· conference papers

· non-academic journals (including popular and trade publications)

· the internet

· newspapers

· videos & DVD’s

· TV & radio

· Statistics
Questionnaires

Questionnaires are a useful tool to use at various stages of a benchmarking project. They can be used to:

· obtain information from stakeholders on the performance of a process, system, service or product
· identify potential benchmarking partners
· identify best practices

Questionnaires may be designed to be completed by employees, managers, suppliers, customers, partners, shareholders and experts dependent on their intended purpose. Usually before a questionnaire is designed a review of company documentation and literature is undertaken to ensure that only relevant questions are included.

Structured Interviews

Structured interviews involve asking people a set of structured questions by telephone or face to face. Structured interviews enable more detailed information to be collected than would otherwise be possible via a questionnaire. 
Structured interviews can be a useful way to obtain information from employees and managers who do not have time to be part of a benchmarking team but are important to involve in the project. These people may be process owners or those affected by a process.
Structured interviews can be used at any stage in the benchmarking project. They are frequently used for site visits when visiting benchmarking partners to obtain detailed information on how processes or systems are operated or managed.  
Brainstorming

Brainstorming is a team-based method that is useful for generating ideas to address a problem or opportunity. Brainstorming encourages open thinking and creativity when conducted in a positive environment.  
Throughout the benchmarking project brainstorming should be encouraged with ideas captured on the Improvement Ideas and Best Practice Form (Worksheet – II&BP). The most successful benchmarking projects usually provide many recommendations for improvement that combine best practices obtained from benchmarking partners with the ideas of the benchmarking team. 

Focus groups 
Focus groups of employees, managers, suppliers, customers, partners, shareholders and experts can be very useful at all stages of a benchmarking project. It is important to involve the various stakeholders in the project to obtain their insights and support for the project. 
The benchmarking project team itself is a form of focus group and should be used to explore issues in detail. Techniques such as brainstorming are useful for obtaining ideas and information from a focus group. 

Expert presentations

The project team may invite experts to give a presentation on the subject of the benchmarking project.   Experts may be academics or practitioners who can share their expertise and experience with the team. Personal interactions with the expert (e.g. question and answer sessions) may offer valuable opportunities for the team to clarify in person any questions and concerns related to the topic.

2.2 Define performance measures
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to define a performance measure or set of performance measures that will effectively measure the area of focus to be benchmarked. 
Measuring performance in the area of focus will help to clarify the specific problems that need to be addressed. Later this measure can be used to benchmark against others to identify those organisations that are likely to have better practices.  
For comparison purposes it is important to select performance measures that: 
· other organisations are likely to use (or that they will easily be able to find the data for), and
· are measures related to the objectives of the project. 

In some cases the project team will find that it already uses appropriate measures, or they   require a minor alteration. In many cases some new measures will need to be developed.
In general, measures fall into four main types including;
· Cost – e.g. labour cost, material cost, product/service cost

· Quality – e.g. error rate, complaint levels, defect levels

· Time – e.g. production time, cycle time, value added time, changeover time, delivery time, response time

· Value – e.g. customer satisfaction, staff satisfaction, community satisfaction

The Performance Measures Record Table (RESOURCE 15), is useful for assisting organisations in developing appropriate measures as it helps to ensure that measures are related to organisational objectives, and that the measure is regularly reviewed and used for decision making.  RESOURCE 16 provides an explanation of the Performance Measures Record Table and RESOURCE 17 provides an example of a completed Performance Measures Record Table.    
When developing the performance measurement system consideration should be given to the method of data collection. This is particularly important when considering that the measures are going to be compared between organisations. Consideration should be directed at whether the measures are:

· Precise/Accurate. The measurement method or device should not vary much from the actual value. 
· Repeatable.  Repeated measurements on the same characteristic by the same person should lead to the same result
· Reproducible. Two or more people measuring the same characteristic in the same way should get the same result
· Stable over time. The measurement system should not change over time.
The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that a performance measure, or set of performance measures, that effectively measure the area of focus have been designed.

2.3 Identify current performance
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to measure the current level of performance in the area of focus to be benchmarked.  Measuring performance in the area of focus will identify your organisation’s current level of performance and assist in determining the gains that can be made from improving performance levels. 

Ideally not only information on current performance will be obtained but also historical trend data if available.

The output from this step in the benchmarking process is the measurement of current performance and the collection of historical trend data.

2.4 Prioritise and finalise the practices to be benchmarked
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to review the information gleaned from steps 2.1 to 2.3 and reflect on:

· What are the priorities for improvement?

· Where can the largest gains be made?
· Does the project aim need to become more focussed?    
This is vital step to undertake as often there will be many practices or processes that fall within an “area of focus” and can be improved.  It is therefore important to breakdown the “area of focus” into its component parts and rank or grade each part in terms of its importance.  This will help the benchmarking team to allocate more time to the most important practices/processes and enable the team to identify relevant benchmarking partners for each specific practice/process. 

It is recommended that a Gap Analysis (Worksheet – Gap) is undertaken at this point. This tool can bring together in one table all the factors that are impacting the “area of the focus” and enable the team to record the current state and future state and prioritise which factors to focus on to close the gap. Therefore, the result of this process would be to identify where best practice searches are required or if actions to close the gap can be specified without benchmarking and be recorded directly in the II&BP Worksheet.
A Prioritisation Matrix (RESOURCE 18) is a useful tool for obtaining agreement on the priorities for a benchmarking project.  When prioritising, the following criteria may be appropriate to consider:  
· Does the process/practice/issue show a direct linkage to strategic direction and current objectives? 

· Is the problem frequent/infrequent or critical/non-critical?

· Is the process owner behind the project and supportive of change? 
· Can results be obtained within 6 months? 

· What is the likelihood of finding better practices? 

· What would be the likely cost of implementation?  

Often, after prioritisation, the project becomes more focussed and changes to the TOR are made. 

The output from this step in the benchmarking process is a clear understanding of the priorities for improvement and what needs to be benchmarked and learnt from other organisations. 
2.5 Review project progress and TOR
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to review project progress and make any adjustments to the TOR as necessary before signing by the Project Sponsor. It is also an opportunity to make sure the key findings/learning from this stage of TRADE have been captured (Worksheet - Findings) and any issues that should be brought to the attention of the Project Sponsor have been identified.
The review should be led by the Team Leader unless the organisation has a dedicated benchmarking team that supports benchmarking projects – in this case they may assign one of their team to undertake the review. 

This review only needs to be a short process, for instance, a 15 minute meeting.
Examples of questions that could be asked are:
· Was the benchmarking training or mentoring support satisfactory in order to be able to undertake this stage?

· Was the Review stage completed to your satisfaction? 
· Are there any issues that should be brought to the attention of the project sponsor? 

· Is everyone happy with the TOR or do changes need to be made based on the learning from this stage?

An example of a questionnaire that could be issued to all project team members at the end of each TRADE stage is shown in RESOURCE 12.
The output from this step in the benchmarking process is agreement on project progress and the TOR with any issues addressed (or ready to be brought to the attention of the Project Sponsor).
2.6 Obtain approval to start the next stage of TRADE

The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to gain approval to start the next stage of TRADE, the Acquire stage.
As a result of conducting steps 2.1 to 2.5 the project team should have a much clearer understanding of:

· the benchmarking area of focus

· their own organisation’s performance

· the challenges the organisation faces
· which practices/processes are a priority for benchmarking
· what it needs to find out from other organisations

With this understanding the project team will now be ready to consider the following questions: 

· How will best practice organisations and their best practices be identified?

· Are best practice visits to be undertaken? 

· If so, how many organisations will be visited?

· How detailed does the benchmarking need to be? 

· What research methods are to be used to collect benchmarking data and best practices?

· What should our final benchmarking report look like? 

· What resources are required to complete the project? 

· Is the time-line for the project achievable?
These questions will be explored in the Acquire and Deploy stage of TRADE
The TOR should be presented to the Project Sponsor and once approval is gained it should be indicated in the Document Revision History. 

The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that approval is given to start the next stage of TRADE. 


