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INTRODUCTION 
Collaborative benchmarking is a valuable modern management tool for organizations eager to steer their institutional developments in a strategic way.  It involves a process of target setting by the institutions themselves looking to increase their performance through inter-organisational learning.    

This articles focuses on benchmarking in higher education.  It starts with an outline of the origins of benchmarking and provides a brief review of the literature.  It explains how benchmarking can be applied in higher education.   It then makes a number of suggestions on how quality assurance agencies could benefit from the practice of collaborative benchmarking.  It is based on the findings of two EU-funded projects (DG Education and Culture) Benchmarking in European Higher Education carried out from 2006 to 2011 by a consortium led by ESMU, the European Centre for the Strategic Management of Universities www.esmu.be
THE ORIGINS OF BENCHMARKING IN HIGHER EDUCATION   

Benchmarking originated in the private sector in 1979.   In a context of severe financial difficulties, Xerox Corporation started using benchmarking to try to understand why competitors were performing better. This process led to major changes to improve internal processes and enabled the company to regain a strong market position.  Since then benchmarking has been used widely in industry, manufacturing, finance, transport, logistics, retail and services. 
In the public sector, with the development of new public management, benchmarking has been increasingly used in the health sector, the public transport sector, in local and regional administrations and the like. At the European level, mechanisms have been developed to benchmark labour market policies, Europe’s industrial competitiveness or public transport systems.

Major changes have taken place in European higher education resulting in higher education institutions having to enhance their attractiveness on the market and profile themselves much more strategically. Quality is key to support these developments and in this context, enhancing university performance through strategic management becomes crucial. Yet systematic data collection on institutional performance to inform decision-making is still lacking in many higher education institutions. 

The purpose of quality assurance is to ensure accountability, yet it must also enhance the quality of higher education itself.  The European standards and guidelines for quality assurance provide directions for higher education institutions to improve their internal quality assurance policies and procedures, yet there is often a perception that European quality assurance has become too bureaucratized failing to lead to real deep changes  in the sector.  Not all higher education institutions take sufficient ownership in the process. 
Some implicit forms of benchmarking have always been part of higher education with various forms of peer review and site visits.  What is new is the use of explicit benchmarking and the formalisation of processes.  The growth of benchmarking in higher education reflects the search for continuous quality improvement and more effective ways of improving performance in an increasingly diversified higher education sector. 

The concrete nature of benchmarking as a self-improvement tool to improve organizational performance is not always fully understood. Benchmarking is often performed as a mere data gathering exercise lacking a systematic approach and target setting for institutional improvement.  
Benchmarking relates to other transparency tools such as classifications and rankings.  With a focus on descriptive indicators, classifications make it possible for higher education institutions to identify adequate institutional partners with similar profiles for benchmarking exercises, thus leading to more relevant comparison between institutions.   Reliable rankings can be at the starting point of benchmarking exercises for those institutions willing to increase their performance in the rankings.    
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
In the first phase of our EU-funded project Benchmarking in European Higher Education www.education-benchmarking.eu we compiled 150 articles and references on benchmarking. Our first practical guide  Benchmarking in European Higher Education (2008) produced a review of this literature.  

The enormous literature on benchmarking in higher education focuses mainly on the practice of benchmarking. The term is used for very different practises from the comparison of statistical data to the detailed analysis of processes within institutions.  Publications focus either on the character of benchmarking (i.e. an exercise focusing on institutional processes or on performance) or on the aim of the benchmarking exercise (being either to learn to improve internal processes or to improve one’s competitive position).  

Stressing the wide-range of diversity between higher education institutions, Yorke (1999:91) claims that there “can be no single reference point for the purposes of benchmarking”. 

Alstete (1995) defines four types of benchmarking linked to the voluntary participation of institutions, i.e. international benchmarking, external competitive benchmarking, external collaborative benchmarking and external trans-industry (best-in-class) benchmarking. 

In Benchmarking in Higher Education, An international review, Schofield (1998) points to the difficulties with the definitions by highlighting that “the term can vary considerably between different approaches and practitioners, causing problems to institutions investigating the subject for the first time”.

UNESCO-CEPES (2007) uses similar descriptions referring to internal benchmarking, external competitive benchmarking, functional benchmarking (comparing institutional processes), trans-institutional benchmarking (across multiple institutions), implicit benchmarking (quasi-benchmarking looking at the production and publication of data/performance indicators), generic benchmarking (looking at basic practice process or services) and process-based benchmarking (looking at processes by which results are achieved). 

In its report Benchmarking in the Improvement of Higher education (Hämäläinen, Kauko et al., 2002), ENQA attempts an understanding of the principles of true benchmarking.   A long list of 32 attributes is given to benchmarking, the main ones being collaborative/competitive, qualitative/quantitative, internal/external, outcome-oriented or experience-seeking, with various purposes (standards, benchmarks, best practices) and interests (to compare, to improve, to cooperate), depending on the owners of the benchmarking exercises. The report concludes that “good instruments are needed for useful benchmarking exercises” and that “current benchmarking methodologies in Europe must be improved”.  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF COLLABORATIVE BENCHMARKING 
We identified two types of benchmarking approaches in higher education. In the first non-collaborative type, higher education institutions call on consulting firms to buy data to compare their performance with other institutions.  In the second type, benchmarking is carried out in a collaborative way as an inter-organisational learning process between institutions with a view to improving their modes of operation. This second approach requires a high level of trust and confidentiality between participating institutions.  
In Europe, collaborative benchmarking approaches in the higher education sector have developed from the mid-nineties as initiatives launched at the national level by groups of institutions or by independent bodies.  These have usually only involved a small number of institutions. Transnational level exercises have so far remained limited. 

In our first benchmarking project, we identified and analysed eighteen collaborative benchmarking groups worldwide in Europe, Australia, and the United States with fourteen criteria, i.e. institutional nature, group character (homogenous or heterogeneous), management (self-steered group or group managed with the support of an external moderating organization), group size, group membership, membership fees, performance based nature (or not), timeline, geographical scope, methodology (quantitative or qualitative exercise), focus (input, output, process), level of participation and dissemination of outcomes.   We did not manage to identify specific models to characterise these benchmarking groups. Benchmarking groups all vary by aims, objectives, structure and methodology. Many groups struggle to find the right facilitator and lack appropriate human, technical, and financial resources. Even the most successful initiatives do not sufficiently make use of the results for decision-making purposes back in participating institutions. 
Building on this analysis we defined benchmarking as the process of self-evaluation and self-improvement through the systematic and collaborative comparison of practice and performance with similar organisations in order to identify strengths and weaknesses, to learn to adapt and to set new targets to improve performance. 
This approach was at the start of our second EU-funded benchmarking project which involved 41 European universities in four groups on university governance, lifelong learning, curriculum reforms and university-enterprise cooperation.   The outcome was a handbook Benchmarking in European higher education. 

Benchmarking requires senior leadership commitment and the willingness to improve institutional performance, a clear understanding of processes, reliance on a strong peer group and the  commitment of financial and human resources to support the implementation of the exercise.   Benchmarking involves the six stages of strategic decision-taking, choosing appropriate partners, defining priorities/focus and indicators, data gathering and reporting, developing action plans and monitoring results. The most effective benchmarking exercises are with partner institutions of a similar profile sharing a common interest and a similar degree of development in a given area. 
It is crucial that the benchmarking group agrees on common priorities based on which a list of performance indicators can be developed.   Depending on the nature of the benchmarking exercise, there will be a stronger focus on qualitative or quantitative indicators, or on input, process, output or outcome indicators.  A full benchmarking cycle requires all types.  The sets of indicators get final agreement from the senior leadership of each participating institution. 
There is also agreement on what constitutes good performance with four “expertise levels, i.e.  basic performance, standard performance, good and excellent performance.  
Once priorities and indicators have been defined, the data gathering can start.  The question is how much data should be gathered and how to ensure their validity and reliability. The group may wish to use external experts for this purpose.  Once the data have been gathered, institutions are placed and scored against the “expertise levels”.  The comparative scorecards combining the individual university scores show current performance and provide indications on where individual institutions should place the precise focus for their strategic improvement plan.  From a collective exercise the process becomes a very individual one with institutions drawing their own realistic action plans to address the gaps identified around a pilot project with a precise timeframe, specific tasks, and adequate financial and human resources.  
HOW CAN QUALITY ASSURANCE (QA) AGENCIES BENEFIT FROM BENCHMARKING? 
Quality assurance agencies can gain significantly from comparative benchmarking exercises to assess the effectiveness of their activities in responding to the improvement of quality in higher education at the national and European levels.
Such benchmarking exercises between QA agencies would require the preliminary identification of specific priority areas and the choice of relevant partner agencies (i.e. with similar interests, activities and areas of institutional development).  
The data gathering, analysis and reporting would lead to comparative overviews of the agencies’ performance based on which action plans with targets for improvement can be defined.  
Benchmarking is a structured and collaborative learning experience which would help QA  agencies identify and disseminate good practices and develop new ways of addressing specific problems.  Such inter-organisational learning between QA agencies within the context of ENQA would enhance their reputation in demonstrating a continuous effort to improve the way in which quality assurance is performed in Europe.  

Benchmarking exercises could also be used to create databases of good practices to support the implementation of the European Standards and Guidelines, to review QA agencies’ procedures from the point of view of their adequacy to the quality agenda set in the context of the Bologna Process.  It would help support newly established QA agencies with their work. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
In an increasingly competitive higher education sector, benchmarking is a modern management tool to support strategic decision-making, yet its use is still too limited. 

Whether carried out within or between institutions, benchmarking must always lie in the identification of strengths and weaknesses with a view to set targets for improvement. Benchmarking goes beyond the comparison of statistical data. It is a dynamic comparative exercise during which relevant indicators are defined against which the performance of a group of institutions can be measured. 

Benchmarking must always be taken at the strategic level to support strategic developments.  It will only produce valuable results if it is placed in the context of organisational transformation and progress.  Key is to define where efforts should be placed to maximize results and constantly set new targets for institutional improvement.
Nadine Burquel, August 2011 
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