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The purposes of this paper are twofold: a presentation of the theoretical basis of benchmarking
and a discussion on practical benchmarking applications. Benchmarking is also analyzed as a
productivity accelerator. The authors study benchmarking usage in the private and public sectors
with due consideration of the specificities of the two areas. Special attention is paid to the
presentation of the current picture of higher education and conditions for the application of
benchmarking. The chosen examples of benchmarking projects conducted in higher education
illustrate the spectrum of benchmarking usage. The authors conclude the paper with a recom-
mendation for the employment of benchmarking in the higher education environment, especially
in the light of competition pressures and rapid economic development.

Introduction!

Benchmarking is a tool applied both in the private and public sectors. It was originally
intuitively used in business via the observation of partners and competitors and the adap-
tation of their good practices. The first formalized benchmarking activities were carried
out by the Xerox Company in 1979. It was the marketing manager of Xerox, Robert C.
Camp, who published the first monograph devoted to benchmarking in 1989 (Camp,
1989). Later benchmarking became very popular among Japanese businessmen and
consequently all over the world.

In the private sector, benchmarking is mainly applied by benchmarking consortia,
making comparisons on the basis of principles set by companies specialized in bench-
marking which offer their service as benchmarking moderator and also provide access
to benchmarking databases. Benchmarking in the private sector is perceived as a tool for
increasing productivity and accelerating changes. It facilitates strengths and weaknesses
identification and delivers solutions checked by others.

Gradually, public institutions appreciating the benefits of benchmarking also began
to apply the practice to their activities, making necessary adjustments according to
individual circumstances. Benchmarking was also recognized as a tool for increasing
productivity, competitiveness and improving quality of didactics and scientific
research, in higher education and has been successfully employed by many universi-
ties in the USA and Australia in recent years. In Europe, benchmarking can be seen as
a response to the postulate of the Bologna Declaration which was signed in 1999 by
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twenty-nine European countries in reply to new challenges in European higher
education.

The Bologna Declaration called for the enhancement of the international competitive-
ness of European higher education institutions (HEIs) in the world. Moreover, the
Declaration emphasizes the need for more comparison, transparency and visibility of
quality in higher education, and benchmarking is increasingly considered a tool for
drawing comparisons, and thus encouraging competition between HEIs.

The Term, Aims and Classification of Benchmarking

The literature on the subject of benchmarking identifies multiple definitions of bench-
marking. They highlight the complexity of the problem and specificity of benchmarking
in different areas of its application.

Karldf and Ostblom (1993) perceive benchmarking as a continuing and systematic
process which involves confronting the effectiveness measured by productivity, quality
and experience with the results of those companies and organizations which can be
seen as a model of perfection. Camp (1989) defines benchmarking as an instrument
steering competitive processes. The author of the latter definition implies that bench-
marking is a search for the most effective methods for an organization to gain the
advantage over its competitors. Universal and applicable to different benchmarking
undertakings is the definition by Pieske (1994), who describes benchmarking as a
method of searching for model solutions to gain the best results by learning from
others and benefiting from their experience. This definition highlights the most impor-
tant and indispensible pillar of benchmarking: learning. It should be indicated that the
essence of benchmarking is first and foremost the identification of best practices and
their creative adaptation, without simply copying. The continuity of the process is also
of great importance.

The direct aims of benchmarking include: identification of better processes, compar-
isons with others, identification of strengths and weaknesses with reference to the ideal
model, learning from others and the improvement of practices. Indirect aims of
benchmarking embrace the development of management skills, overcoming reluctance
to ideas from outside the organization, an increase in client satisfaction and gaining the
advantage over the competition (Figure 1).

The types of benchmarking derive from the aims (Figure 2). According to the
subjective criterion, benchmarking can be internal (inside the company — enterprise
benchmarking; or inside a company group — corporation benchmarking) and external
(competition, branch and branch-independent). Internal benchmarking is applicable in
big organizations with complex organizational structures, since there is a possibility to
compare different departments with each other. External benchmarking requires compar-
ing organizations and productivity with direct competitors (competition benchmarking)
or with organizations of the same branch (branch benchmarking) and/or with any
organization regardless of the branch (branch-independent benchmarking). Taking into
consideration the subject of benchmarking, the following types can be distinguished:
product, process, strategic and organizational. Product benchmarking involves compar-
ing products of different companies, for instance market share or effectiveness of client
service. The comparison should be treated as a way to facilitate further analysis which
would help the organization become the leader in its field. The most common areas for
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FIGURE 1. AIMS OF BENCHMARKING
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Source: The authors.

benchmarking are the comparison of procedures and processes of organizations, while
strategic benchmarking compares actions taken at a strategic level, to support the long-
lasting advantage over competition through strategic knowledge supply. Organizational
benchmarking on the other hand is most commonly used in restructuring processes in
developing organizations.

Benchmarking can be applied at different levels (Figure 3), starting at the company
level drawing conclusions from current successes, then borrowing good ideas and defin-
ing an innovative application of best practices in the organization via comparison with
branch standards, to achieve national or world leader status.

When the range of a benchmarking undertaking increases, more complex benchmark-
ing processes should be anticipated, and the more time, knowledge, skills and resources
will be needed.

When discussing the meaning of benchmarking in higher education, it should be
strongly emphasized that the ranking of HEIs is not benchmarking. Rankings simply
classify HEIs without fulfilling the basic benchmarking principle which is to indicate
best practices and to provide ways to improve, develop and learn.

According to the terminology used by the European Network for Quality Assurance
in Higher Education (ENQA) (Hdmaildinen etal., 2002), benchmarking is always improve-
ment-oriented. From this point of view, rankings of HEIs could be considered only as
the initial stage in the benchmarking process. They indicate benchmarks and benchmark-
ing gaps between institutions, but they do not indicate ways for improvement.

Before embarking on a benchmarking initiative the following pre-requisites should be
taken into consideration: first, benchmarking should be seen as just one of the basic
pillars of learning organizations because it encourages careful observation and learning
from others; second, as a process of learning from others it requires modesty, since with-
out this it is impossible to acknowledge areas where others out-perform your organiza-
tion; third, benchmarking does not mean uncritical copying, which could be irresponsible
when an organization does not understand the essence of its own, individual conditions;
fourth, benchmarking should not be limited to comparison for the purposes of ranking.
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FIGURE 2. BENCHMARKING TYPES
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Source: Derived by the authors, based on InnoSupport (2005).

It is worth remembering that the barriers to good benchmarking practices are first and
foremost inside the organization.

Benchmarking Phases

In the literature on benchmarking, different methodologies describing the course of
benchmarking process are presented. The methodology of Anderson (1995) is universal
and easy to adapt to the individual project. It includes five phases of a benchmarking
project: planning, searching, observation, analysis and adaptation (Figure 4).

The first phase is planning. It is a very important point, because it determines project
success, and is a time consuming phase. According to Anderson (1995) it includes four
stages. The first stage is the choice of the benchmarking process. Next is the constitution
of a benchmarking group, an understanding and documentation of the benchmarking
process and a determination of an effectiveness measure of the process.

The second phase of the benchmarking process — the searching phase — includes iden-
tification of benchmarking partners. In this phase a list of criteria to be met by a potential
benchmarking partner is prepared. Potential partners should then be identified and the
most suitable partners to the specific benchmarking task chosen. The second phase
concludes with establishing contacts with partners.
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FIGURE 3. LEVELS OF BENCHMARKING
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Source: Derived by the authors, based on Bogan and English (1994).

The third phase is observation. The aim of this phase is to gain the information
necessary for the analytical needs of benchmarking. Becoming acquainted with the
processes and the effects of the processes taking place in the partner organizations is
highly advisable. The observation phase includes the preparation of questionnaires,
the receipt of data from partners, gathering documentation, and the checking and
verification of the data. Particular attention should be paid to the reliability of all
data.

The fourth phase of the benchmarking process — the analysis — includes the normal-
ization of data, the identification of differences between indicators of effective processes
taking place in the partner organizations and the identification of the sources of such
differences.

The aim of the last benchmarking phase, the so called adaptation phase, is the
preparation of a benchmarking realization plan, followed by the implementation of the
plan, monitoring its development and reporting on it. The report serves not only as a
documentation of the actions taken, but also comprises a set of recommendations for
future benchmarking initiatives.

It should be stressed that the effectiveness of any benchmarking undertaking is highly
dependent on the continuity and regularity of the benchmarking process. The
benchmarking tasks should not be treated as a singular event. It is recommended to
incorporate continually benchmarking as a regular management tool.
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FIGURE 4. PHASES OF BENCHMARKING

Source: Derived by the authors, based on Anderson (1995) and Garlick and Pryor (2004).

Benchmarking and Productivity

The term ‘benchmarking’ in the commercial sector should always be linked with the
imperative of productivity. The problem of the impact of productivity on economic
growth was raised in the USA, at the beginning of the twentieth century. Nowadays
productivity is often thought to be one of the main sources of economic growth, social
development and improvement in the standard of living. In this context productivity is
a socio-economic term, with a complex structure, the main aim of which is to optimize
economic, public, administrative and institutional actions, with due consideration of
given resources. Benchmarking should also therefore be seen as a tool to measure and
accelerate productivity. Over time, benchmarking supports the acceleration of change,
resulting in a tangible breakthrough in the development of an organization (Figure 5).
Benchmarking enables the identification of the gap between the productivity of one
organization over the productivity of similar organizations. The aim is to reduce this gap



