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Achieving Best of the Best – The Benchmarking Way

by Sunil Thawani
What is Benchmarking?

When a new CEO took charge of Australian rail road industry, he wanted to use benchmarking as a technique to enhance the experience of their customers who spend many hours/ days traveling long distances from coast to coast. Australian rail road industry choose hospitality industry - luxury hotel, to learn how to make customers stay most comfortable and enjoyable during their travel and delight,  surprise & excite them. 

Ford, Xerox, AT & T, IBM, Motorola and many others use Benchmarking as technique to improve their performance.

The Japanese word Dantotsu – striving for the best of the best – captures the essence of benchmarking. Benchmarking is a means by which practices needed to reach new goals are discovered, understood and implemented. It is an ongoing investigation and learning process. It is a positive and proactive process to change operations in a planned structured manner to achieve superior performance.

What to Benchmark?

Contrary to popularly held belief, organizations can benchmark products, services, practices or functions against the company’s toughest competitors or company’s renowned leaders outside the industry. 

Selecting the benchmarking project is critical as it should not be too trivial or one that would not secure the performance advantage.

Whom to Benchmark?

Determining whom to benchmark is basically a search process. A comprehensive approach would be to benchmark internally, competitive and functional.

Internal benchmarking is the comparison of practices within company among similar operations e.g. Department to department, branch to branch or country to country. E.g. handling customer complaints process adopted by one unit can be compared with other unit of the same company. It is relatively easy as compared to other types of benchmarking.

Competitive benchmarking is the comparison to the best of the best direct competitors and serves to prevent complacency. It is not espionage but information gathering in a partnering, ethical and legal manner. Competitor’s information can be collected even without directly contacting the competition from public domain published by various research agencies like Gartner, J.D. Power, International Iron & Steel Institute etc.

Functional Benchmarking and World Class Leaders  benchmarking is not restricted to one industry. E.g. to minimize the aircrafts’ turn around time (ground time), a low cost airline in Texas,  benchmarked its practice of refuel, changing tires, engine checks etc. to Race pit crews at Indianapolis Speedway and learnt from Racing professionals..

Xerox has worked with American Express for its billing and collection practice, General Electric for Customer service support centre etc.

Going Beyond Benchmarking

Company need not just copy the practice learnt from others. It can adapt and go beyond the learning and use innovative means to create what is most relevant for its business and develop competitive advantage. E.g. L.L.Beans customer satisfaction policy was to refund money if customer is not happy with coffee. When Xerox benchmarked L.L.Beans, they adapted and created Total Customer Satisfaction Guarantee i.e. Xerox will replace the product, at customers’ request, until he/ she is satisfied with it. Instead of just copying L.L.Beans, it adapted the practice to their needs, went further and created a new benchmark for its industry. 

Article based on teachings of Dr. Joseph Juran.
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