
Stage 3 – Acquire (acquire best practices)
OBJECTIVES

 After reading these notes, you will know how to obtain and analyse benchmarking data and information and identify best practice performance levels and best practices.
CONTENTS
3.1 Develop a best practice research plan 
3.2 Establish best practice search criteria
3.3 Undertake best practice research
3.4 Invite and acquire benchmarking partners 
3.5 Learn from benchmarking partners
3.6 Analysis of best practices
3.7 Formulate recommendations 
3.8 Review project progress and TOR
3.9 Obtain approval to start the next stage of TRADE 

3.1 Develop a best practice research plan
The purpose of this step is to plan the work that needs to be undertaken for the Acquire stage. In particular, the team need to decide on which methods to use for researching best practices and learning from benchmarking partners. This decision will be based on the urgency of the project, resources available and the depth of learning desired. 

Benchmarking partners are organisations that you would like to contact and learn from. It is important that they are treated as “partners” and not a one-off learning opportunity. Organisations that are successful at benchmarking often revisit benchmarking partners again and again assisting each other on different projects for mutual learning.
The most common approaches to use for best practice research are:
· Desk-top research to identify best practices and potential benchmarking partners. This may involve google searches for best practices and award winners, researching benchmarking resources such as the BPIR.com, and reviewing academic research papers. 
· Undertaking surveys of potential benchmarking partners and/or random samples of organisations to identify high achieving organisations and their practices and performance. 
· Utilising experts/consultants to gain their insights on best practices or potential benchmarking partners. Experts/consultants may also be used to undertake third party benchmarking surveys to collect benchmark data whilst maintaining the anonymity of respondents. 
· Benchmarking clubs/networks/membership associations are often a great source of information for best practices and identifying potential benchmarking partners. 
· Benchmarking partner learning through site visits/on-line meetings to obtain in-depth information on best practices.
The best practice research plan should be recorded in the Acquire-T Worksheet. Detailed planning at the start of the Acquire stage will enable realistic expectations to be set on the level and type of best practice research that can be achieved within an agreed timeframe.  
3.2 Establish best practice search criteria
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to develop the best practice search criteria. These criteria will form the lens within which best practices and benchmarking partners are sought.

The search criteria should be aligned to the challenges and opportunities that have been identified in the Review Stage of TRADE. More specifically the criteria should be aligned to the “gaps” identified in the Gap Analysis Worksheet. However, it is likely that the criteria will need to specify in more detail the search requirements than already identified in the Review Stage. 
When developing the criteria, the following should be considered:
· What specific best practices are we looking for?  
· What level of performance do we want to achieve/what are the benchmarks? 
· How will we know if an organisation has good to best practices? How reliable is the evidence? 
· Do we want to learn from organisations with a specific organisation profile? (location, size, industry) 

· Which organisations are more likely to share with us? 

· Do we want to learn from competitors? If so, what data/information is publicly available? 

· Does our search criteria need to change for each pillar/theme or process?

The best practice search criteria should be recorded in the Criteria Worksheet.

The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that the criteria for selecting potential benchmarking partners have been established. 

3.3 Undertake best practice research
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to identify best practices and potential benchmarking partners. 

A Best Practice Search Form (RESOURCE 19) should be used to record:

a) best practices (you may find articles, reports or videos on your topic that explain partially or in full a best practice).
b) performance metrics and data (you may find relevant performance metrics and benchmark data related to your topic. This information may help you to decide on the performance measures to use for your project and/or identify organisations that are achieving a high level of performance that you would like to approach to become a benchmarking partner) 
c) potential benchmarking partners (benchmarking partners are organisations that you would like to contact and learn from. You may find potential benchmarking partners when searching for best practices or benchmark data or you could conduct specific searches for award winners in your topic area).  
d) experts (these may be academics, consultants, authors of reports/books or presenters at conferences.). 
To use a Best Practice Search Form, you will need to copy across the Search Criteria from the Criteria Worksheet to the forms as per the example below: 
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When conducting the best practice research and trying to find potential benchmarking partners the following questions should be asked: 

· Which organisations perform this process better? 

· Which organisation is best at performing this process? 

· What can we learn from that organisation? 

· Who should we contact to participate as our partners? 

· What is their process? 

· How do they measure process performance? 

· What is their performance goal and how was it set?  

· How well does their process perform over time?  At different locations? 

· What business practices, methods, or processes contribute to the performance level of their process? 

· What factors could inhibit the adaptation of their process into our company?
Examples of criteria for selecting benchmarking partners are as follows: 

· Strength of relationship between benchmarking area of focus to the partners’ area of known good to best practice (this may vary from strong to weak). In many cases it is difficult to find evidence from prior research that a potential benchmarking partner has a best practice in exactly the area required. 

· Level of performance the partner has achieved in the area of benchmarking focus. If direct evidence can not be found of performance levels then a general estimation of their performance should be made from available evidence.  For example, whether the organisation has won business awards in a related area.  Also, one should consider whether the organisation must perform in an outstanding way such as an airline for safety systems or a postal service for traceability.
· Reliability of evidence that the potential partner has good to best practices in an area that is related to the benchmarking area of focus (this may consider whether an organisation has been cited in multiple sources as a best practice organisation, whether the evidence was recent, and/or whether the sources or data are reliable). 

· Location of potential partner (local, national or international limits may be set)

· Likelihood to participate (this may vary from strong to weak dependent on whether the organisation already has a relationship with the potential partner and the value that the potential partner is likely to obtain from participating). 

· Organisational profile. A whole range of factors can be considered such as the partner’s industrial sector (service or manufacturing), size (sales turnover, number of employees), organisational structure (single site, multi-site), and ownership (private or public, local or internationally owned). In most cases it is best to select benchmarking partners with a diverse range of organisational profiles to obtain new ideas or perspectives on the particular problem or process.  

· Competitive issues (are competitors included or excluded). In some cases a benchmarking study against competitors may be appropriate. Benchmarking competitive products can be relatively easy to undertake but finding partners for benchmarking processes can be difficult.

Partner Selection Tables (PST1 and PST2 Worksheets) can also be used as an additional method to identify potential benchmarking partners. They are a good tool for quickly brainstorming potential partners that may not otherwise be identified by internet research
PST1 Worksheet includes “Pre-Screening Criteria” and “Partner Selection Criteria”. It can be useful to develop Pre-Screening Criteria that potential partners must meet before being assessed through more specific criteria. Examples of Pre-Screening Criteria are as follows: 

· The partner must have at least a performance level of X for the benchmarking area of focus

· The partner must be certified to ISO XXXXX standard

· The partner must be within X country 

· The partner must have at least X employees

It is recommended that the “Pre-Screening Criteria” are broader than the “Partner Selection Criteria” so that a wide range of organisations can initially be included. The number will then be reduced through a closer examination of these organisations through the Partner Selection Criteria. 
A thorough approach to selecting potential benchmarking partners is described in the steps below:
· Step 1  
Develop a set of Pre-Screening Criteria and Partner Selection Criteria and create a “Partner Selection Table” (PST2 Worksheet). 

· Step 2
Identify potential benchmarking partners through methods 1 to 8 and assess them through the Pre-Screening Criteria. Ideally from this screening 10 to 20 organisations will be identified if the intention is to conduct benchmarking visits to three to six organisations. If there are less than 10 to 20 organisations you may decide to broaden the Pre-Screening Criteria. 

· Step 3
Develop a Partner Selection questionnaire to ask specific questions on the area of focus for the benchmarking study.  These questions must relate to the Partner Selection Criteria so that you are in position to compare responses and make a short-list. One question that should be asked is “Whether the organisation is interested in becoming a benchmarking partner?” The questionnaire should be brief. Its purpose is to identify Potential Partners – further questions can be asked to the Partners once they have been selected. 

For some projects it might be useful to send the questionnaire to a large group of randomly selected organisations in addition to Potential Partners. This could identify trend data and a larger pool of Potential Partners to select from. 

· Step 4
Send the Potential Partners the questionnaire. Also include a covering letter describing the purpose of the questionnaire and the benefits they will obtain from participating.

· Step 5
Review the responses. In some cases a telephone call may be required to clarify the information. 

· Step 6
Complete the Partner Selection Table using the information obtained from the questionnaire and from other sources. Make sure you also consider the likelihood and enthusiasm of the potential partner to participate. Include a question asking if they would be interested in becoming a benchmarking partner and evaluate how open they are to sharing information through their responses and whether or not  they have volunteered additional information.

· Step 7
Select the organisations you would like to invite as benchmarking partners. Rank them in order of preference. If you plan to visit three to six organisations, you should rank at least ten as it is likely that some will decline the invitation or be unable to participate within the project timeframe.

When selecting benchmarking partners, it is important not to be too concerned about the accuracy of benchmarks (as this information can be verified later, for example, through a site visit). Benchmarks should be treated as general indicators of how other organisations are performing and this information, along with other partner selection criteria information, should be used by the benchmarking team to decide on which organisations to partner with and learn from. 
The output from this step in the benchmarking process is a prioritised list of potential benchmarking partners. 

3.4 Invite and acquire benchmarking partners 

The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to invite and acquire benchmarking partners. This step is necessary if the project team decides it is important to communicate directly with organisations to learn from them rather than using remote methods such as internet research. Direct methods of learning from organisations may include email correspondence, questionnaires, phone calls, meetings, or organised visits to their place of work (called site visits). 
This step of the benchmarking project marks the beginning of the most valuable part of the project especially if site visits are undertaken. 
When the project team is ready to invite organisations to become benchmarking partners it should contact them to: 
· Describe the purpose of the project 

· Explain why they have been selected as a potential partner
· Outline their level of involvement 

· Outline the benefits from participating, and 

· Bring to their attention the Benchmarking Code of Conduct (and send them a copy)

A checklist of guidelines for contacting benchmarking partners is shown in RESOURCE 20. Preferred partners can be contacted by email with an attached letter and followed up with a phone call. 

The next step in the benchmarking project typically consists of a site visit to obtain detailed information on their processes, systems, and performance.  Typically, three to six organisations are selected for site visits. 

The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that one or more organisations have agreed to become benchmarking partners. 

3.5 Learn from benchmarking partners
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to prepare to collect performance data and best practice information relevant to the project. This step involves deciding on the data collection methods to use, designing the data collection tools and questions, and deciding the roles and responsibilities of team members for collecting the data. 

There are a variety of sources and methods for collecting information as shown below.
a. Desk-top research - reviewing the literature and internet for information on best practices 

b. Communities of practice – obtaining information from communities of practice such as networking groups and membership associations. 

c. Experts – obtaining best practice information from consultants, experts at universities and government sources

d. Designing a questionnaire for completion by post, email, telephone or by site visit 
· RESOURCE 21 – Examples of questions

e. Designing a structured interview to be given by telephone or skype
f. Designing an audit checklist 
g. Designing an approach for work-study
h. Designing an approach for process mapping

i. Designing an approach for collecting and/or comparing performance data.

j. Designing a site visit approach to collect data and information

· RESOURCE 22 – Site visit preparation table

· RESOURCE 23 – Site visit agenda template
· RESOURCE 24 – Example letter preparing partners for a site visits

· RESOURCE 25 – Guidance on site visit interviews
· RESOURCE 26 – Site visit interviewing tips

The most comprehensive and valuable method of collecting information is a site visit. However, these take time to organise and are sometimes not possible if there are no local examples of best practices. In most cases benchmarking projects obtain information from a variety of sources and methods.     

Site visits are beneficial for several reasons: 
· Meeting face to face is conducive to forming a positive relationship with the benchmarking partner based on common interests, respect, and trust. This is likely to lead to more information being shared. 

· It usually enables more than one member of the benchmarking team to learn directly from the partner (obtaining information through other means such as a phone call is usually one to one).
· The benchmarking team can usually meet with more than one person at a site visit and obtain more information and of greater depth. 
· Site visits enable information to be cross-checked when meeting different people thus increasing data validity. 
· Processes and systems can be seen in action. 

· Visual information can be compared or seen such as flow charts and diagrams that can greatly assist in learning and understanding
· Site visits give a much broader and complete picture of the benchmarking partner’s systems and culture. 
· Seeing is believing. This is an opportunity to give the most sceptical members of your benchmarking team or organisation an opportunity to see better practices in action.   
The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that the project team is fully prepared to collect data from the benchmarking partners.  
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to undertake the benchmarking activity of collecting data from benchmarking partners and storing it appropriately. 

Whichever methods are used it is necessary for data to be appropriately stored and made accessible to all project team members. If possible, store information in the TRADE spreadsheet so that it becomes the documentation system for the whole project.  
For site visits it is advisable that interviews are recorded or videoed (if permission is obtained) or a member of the project team takes notes and has these checked afterwards by all project team members. Ideally after each site visit a report should be produced that describes the main findings from the visit. It is good practice to send these site visit reports (or an abridged version that shows the best practices) to the benchmarking partner to ensure that the details were recorded correctly and give the benchmarking partner an opportunity to clarify any issues. 

The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that benchmarking data has been collected and appropriately stored.  
3.6 Analysis of best practices  
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to identify performance gaps and best (or better) practices so that improvements can be achieved. 

Data that will need to be analysed is likely to come from all the methods which were used to identify benchmarks and best practices. When conducting the analysis, the objectives and scope of the project must continually be borne in mind so that the benchmarking team do not become side-tracked and investigate issues that are outside the scope of the project. If potential best practices or ideas are found that are outside the scope of the project these should be noted and referred to the Project Sponsor (or Benchmarking Facilitator) who may instigate a separate project if necessary. 

Analysis methods for benchmark comparisons should be used to answer the following questions:

· What is the basis for comparing our process measurements?

· How does their process performance compare with our process performance?

· What is the magnitude of the performance gap?

· What is the nature (root cause) and variation in this performance gap? 
· How much will their process continue to improve?
The Worksheets BPR (Benchmarking Partner Report) and BPSM (Best Practice Selection Matrix) should be used to record data from the site visits and for analysis purposes. The Worksheet II&BP (Improvement Ideas and Best Practices) can be used to bring together all best practices and ideas from all sources to evaluate which ones should be recommended for implementation.
Other useful analysis methods include:

· Tabulations of metric and practice data 

· Comparison matrix 

· Data normalisation 

· Graphs / bar charts 

· Gap analysis
· Fishbone (Cause and Effect) diagrams 

· Process flow charts 

· Meetings – reaching consensus 

-
System for Classifying Practices 

A common argument against benchmarking is: "We are so different from everybody else that any comparison against other companies would be a waste of time."

However, most things can be compared by normalising data. Normalising data means setting ratios to make meaningful comparisons and contrasts between measures. Common normalisation factors include size, time, money, and economies of scale. For example, dollars per unit output, units of output per man-hour, units of output per month. 
When undertaking the analysis, it is very important not to over-analyse data. Obtaining comparable benchmarks is notoriously difficult when there are often subtle differences in performance measurement definitions or methods of data collection. The benchmarks themselves should be treated as general indications on how other organisations are performing and this information, along with other information, should be used by the benchmarking team in deciding on which organisations are the best performers. 

When identifying best practices the following questions should be asked:

· What characteristics distinguish their process as superior?

· What is innovative about their approach?

When identifying best practices “do not let best get in the way of better or good!” When reviewing potential best practices it is useful to use a system for classifying the practices that were used by benchmarking partners or that were found in the literature. The system below used by Chevron is recommended: 
· Good idea (unproven) = it could have a positive impact on business performance, but requires further review/analysis. 

· Good practice = technique, methodology, procedure, or process that has been implemented and has improved business results for an organisation.

· Best practice = a good practice that has been determined to be the best approach for many organisations, based on analysis of performance data – i.e. through benchmarking.

The output from this step in the benchmarking process is that performance gaps and best (or better) practices have been identified. 

3.7 Formulate recommendations 
The purpose of this step in the benchmarking process is to formulate recommendations on how the organisation can improve performance in the area of focus.   

As a result of the analysis best (or better) practices will have been identified. These results now need to be evaluated and consideration given to how they can be adapted and applied.  To assist in formulating the recommendations the general questions that should be asked are:
· How do the project findings help us to improve our process?

· Should we redesign or make modifications to our current process?
· How much could our performance improve if better practices are implemented?
· Can results be achieved in near term or long term?

· Would the best practices we identified need to be to be modified to adapt them into our business environment? 

· What have we learned during the project that will allow us to improve upon the best practices?

· What resources are required to implement the best practices?
The recommendations should come from the best practices identified and also the benchmarking team’s ideas and experience from investigating the area of focus. The recommendations should be consolidated in the Worksheet II&BP (Improvement Ideas and Best Practices).
Action plans are useful for assessing the viability of recommendations before they are proposed to the Project Sponsor. In particular, it is important for the project team to consider the amount of resource and time needed for implementation.
Recommendations should be prioritised in order of importance with supporting analysis to assist the project sponsor in the approval process. Further information on action planning is shown in the Deploy stage of TRADE. 
The output from this step in the benchmarking process is agreed recommendations ready for presentation to the Project Sponsor and senior management. 
3.8 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 Acquire 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).
3.9  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 Deploy stage.

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 has been given to start the next stage of TRADE. 


