This chapter introduces the concept of benchmarking and how
higher education institutions began to use benchmarking for a
variety of purposes.

How Benchmarking and Higher Education
Came Together

Gary D. Levy, Sharron L. Ronco

The precise origin of the term benchmarking is unknown. However, it may
have originated from the ancient Egyptian practice of using the surface of
a workbench to make dimensional measurements of an object, from the
mark cut into a stone or wall by surveyors measuring the altitude of a tract
of land, or by cobblers measuring people’s feet for shoes. Whatever its ori-
gins, implicit in the concept of benchmarking is the use of standards or
references by which other objects or actions can be measured, compared,
or judged. Modern commercial benchmarking has now come to refer to
the process of identifying the best methods, practices, and processes of an
organization and implementing them to improve one’s own industry, com-
pany, or institution. For the sake of this chapter (and this volume) we
define benchmarking as a strategic and structured approach whereby an
organization compares aspects of its processes and/or outcomes to those of
another organization or set of organizations to identify opportunities for
improvement.

The practice of benchmarking in American business is widely consid-
ered to have originated in the late 1970%s. The literature generally acknowl-
edges Xerox Corporation as the first American business organization to
formally apply comprehensive benchmarking techniques. In his seminal
book on benchmarking, Camp (1989) a former Xerox employee, described
how U.S. businesses, smug in their superiority, were blindsided by
the invasion into the U.S. marketplace of less expensive and often
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6 BENCHMARKING IN INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH

higher-quality Japanese-produced goods. Noting that Americans had no
equivalent for the Japanese term dantotsu, which means striving to be the
“best of the best,” Camp speculated that Americans were caught off-guard
by always assuming that they were the best.

Once Xerox realized that Japanese competitors were able to sell their
copiers for about what it was costing Xerox to make its copiers, they
undertook a thorough examination of competitors’ processes, operation
by operation. An application of the lessons learned allowed Xerox to later
increase design and production efficiency, resulting in reduced manufac-
turing costs (Yasin, 2002). The concept soon spread to health care, human
resource management, the financial service sector, telecommunications,
education, and the aerospace industry (Doerfel and Ruben, 2002; Zairi,
1996). IBM, Motorola, and 3M were also early adopters of benchmarking.

Xerox also led the way in another innovative approach, termed cross-
industry benchmarking. Xerox looked to L.L. Bean, a non-competitor with
superior warehousing operations, to address inefficiencies in its warehous-
ing function. Nissan/Infinity benchmarked against Disney, McDonald’s,
and Nordstrom as well as Ritz-Carlton to improve their human resources
and customer service (Yasin, 2002). Southwest Airlines looked to the
pit crew of an Indianapolis 500 race car team, and the staff of a hospital
emergency room learned how to get customer information quickly from
Domino’s Pizza (Epper, 1999).

Before benchmarking, most management processes simply projected
future performance from past practices, without consideration of targets
or superior functional practices in outside organizations. What was inno-
vative about benchmarking was that it established a structured process of
comparison that emphasized practices over metrics (Birnbaum, 2001;
Camp, 1989). That an organization might be recognized for process excel-
lence instead of just product or service excellence was a radical concept
for many businesses (Spendolini, 1992).

The Quality Movement and Benchmarking

The quality movement in the United States of the 1990s (Mouradian,
2002) ushered in a new emphasis on the use of benchmarking as a tool
to gauge and improve organizational quality. Benchmarking, viewed as a
process-based means to measure and enhance some aspect of an organiza-
tion’s performance, is a fundamental component and tool used in varied
approaches to quality enhancement (Yasin, 2002), including Total Quality
Management (TQM), Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI), and the
Malcolm Baldrige framework.

Total Quality Management (TQM) arose largely in the 1980s and was
based greatly on the works of Deming (1986; also see Seymour, 1993).
Benchmarking is often noted as a practice that grew out of the TQM move-
ment (Achtemeier and Simpson, 2005), in part because of increased calls
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for accountability and performance measurement from federal and state
governments. Accordingly, benchmarking processes were viewed as a
means to improve performance and delivery of quality to varied “custom-
ers” (a term often spurned by those in higher education) and identifying
opportunities for improvement and greater efficiency (Shafer and Coate,
1992).

The Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) approach was derived in
part from aspects of the TQM model. CQI approaches focus on organi-
zational processes and systems and consistently improving, rather than
simply maintaining organizational quality. Within CQI, benchmarking
processes are used to assess current quality in an organization and to iden-
tify targets for future improvements.

Benchmarking was given a boost in 1988 when the United States
Congress passed legislation to create the Malcolm Baldrige National Qual-
ity Award (named after a former Secretary of Commerce) partly as a
response to the Japanese government’s establishment of the Deming Award
to recognize quality in industry, but also to promote U.S. business to
enhance their international competitiveness through identification of best
practices and improvements in quality. The Baldrige framework set forth
guidelines for organizational excellence, and incorporated the benchmark-
ing process as an important award criterion.

In short, the Malcolm Baldrige approach is based on several criteria,
or foci, used to move toward performance excellence. These criteria
include leadership, strategic planning, customer focus, measurement, anal-
ysis, knowledge management (where benchmarking resides), workforce
focus, and operations focus (www.nist.gov/baldrige/publications/upload/
2011_2012_Education_Criteria.pdf). By the mid-1990s, benchmarking
was seen as a winning business strategy, surpassing other techniques of the
quality movement (e.g., TQM, CQI, and Business Process Reengineering
[BPR]). Apparently, the news spread because by 1997 86 percent of com-
panies claimed to use benchmarking in some form or another (Rigby,
1995).

Benchmarking in Higher Education

Benchmarking was optimistically greeted by higher education in the early
1990s as a positive endeavor that would help overcome resistance to
change, provide a structure for external evaluation, and create new net-
works of communication between institutions (Alstete, 1995). Marchese
(1995) included benchmarking on the list of “What’s In” in Change maga-
zine. In 1996 the Houston-based American Productivity and Quality Cen-
ter (APQC) began facilitating benchmarking studies in higher education
in cooperation with the State Higher Education Executive Officers
(SHEEO) and other organizations supporting higher education. At this
point, benchmarking—and its focus on measuring performance—was
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becoming entrenched in many areas of higher education (Achtemeier and
Simpson, 2005). In 2001 the University of Wisconsin—-Stout became
the first Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award winner in higher
education.

Over the past two decades, both the National Association of College
and University Business Officers (NACUBO) and the American Council
on Education (ACE) have developed awards for higher education institu-
tions based largely on the Baldrige model. Ruben (2007), in association
with NACUBO, developed a model titled “Excellence in Higher Educa-
tion” that is based largely on the Baldrige criteria. More recently, the Cali-
fornia State University system embraced this model (calstate.edu/qi/ehe/),
along with dozens of individual institutions (Doerfel and Ruben, 2002).

Benchmarking activities in higher education are not limited to the
United States, however. Fueled by governmental and public concerns
for standards and cost-effectiveness, many nations adopted a range of
approaches to higher education benchmarking. Jackson and Lund (2000)
describe the substantial performance measurement and benchmarking
activities undertaken in the United Kingdom since the 1980s. Similar
endeavors are evident in Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Germany, and
other European nations (Farquhar, 1998; Lund, 1998; Lund and Jackson,
2000; Massaro, 1998; Schreiterer, 1998). More recently, benchmarking of
disciplinary learning outcomes was an integral part of the Bologna Process
in an effort to create comparable and compatible quality assurance and
academic degree standards across several continents (Adelman, 2009).

Despite the potential benefits, full-scale benchmarking has been
undertaken by only a relatively small number of higher education institu-
tions (in one example, Penn State undertook a comprehensive bench-
marking process against other Big Ten schools; Secor, 2002). More
commonly, institutions seek to improve operations more informally by
identifying best practices elsewhere and then attempting to adopt those
practices. Most of this activity goes unreported in the literature, and so it
is impossible to determine how widespread it is.

Birnbaum (2001) asserted that what ultimately found a home in
higher education was not benchmarking at all, but a “half-sibling called
performance indicators and a kissing cousin called performance funding.”
With the rush for greater accountability, the thoughtful processes envi-
sioned by the concept of benchmarking were quickly replaced by a lust for
quick measurement and data. As attractive as this option may be, the sole
use of performance indicators ignores a basic and powerful premise of
benchmarking—namely, that what is needed for improvement is to iden-
tify the processes behind the benchmarks or metrics that can lead to
improved performance, subsequently demonstrated by associated bench-
marks or metrics.

Types of Benchmarking. Like most practices, benchmarking is actu-
ally a collection of approaches and techniques that can be conceptualized
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as a classification scheme or a continuum of self-evaluation activities
(Jackson and Lund, 2000). To begin with, benchmarking can be internally
or externally focused. Internal benchmarking may be appropriate where
similar operations, functions, or activities are performed within the same
organization. For colleges and universities, these could be academic,
administrative, or student service units and involve processes like admis-
sions, hiring, assessment of student learning, or delivery of online instruc-
tion. Internal benchmarking may be an end in itself or the starting point
for understanding processes that will be externally benchmarked. See
Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of internal benchmarking.

External benchmarking seeks best practices outside the organization.
In competitive benchmarking, the products, services, and process of an
organization are compared with those of direct competitors; in compari-
son, functional benchmarking examines similar functions in institutions
that are not direct competitors. Best-in-class or generic benchmarking seeks
new and innovative practices across multiple industries to uncover the
“best of the best.”

Benchmarking can also be categorized by its approach: metric, pro-
cess, or diagnostic (Yarrow and Prabhu, 1999). Almost all benchmarking
in higher education can be characterized as metric or performance bench-
marking, which compares selected indicators or metrics among similar
institutions to evaluate relative performances (Smith, Armstrong, and
Brown, 1999). Metric benchmarking is limited to superficial manifestations
of business practices (Doerfel and Ruben, 2002) and is restricted to those
characteristics that can be quantified.

Process benchmarking, on the other hand, involves a comprehensive
comparison of specific business practices with the intention of identifying
those aspects of best practice that can lead to improved performance. Pro-
cess benchmarking is often time consuming and expensive; few who have
set out to do it have capitalized fully on its potential (Bender, 2002; Yar-
row and Prabdu, 1999).

Diagnostic benchmarking explores both practice and performance,
functioning as a continuous “health check” where practices that need to
be changed are identified and improvement approaches are devised (Yar-
row and Prabhu, 1999). Diagnostic benchmarking may have found its way
into higher education via the continuous improvement processes expected
by accreditors to document institutional effectiveness.

Some Applications of Benchmarking in Higher Education. Since
the early 1990s, several large and high-profile benchmarking studies have
been conducted within higher education (Jackson and Lund, 2000; Shafer
and Coate, 1992). Perhaps the best-known benchmarking studies in
American higher education are those conducted by NACUBO in the early
1990s (Alstete, 1995; NACUBO, 1995). The overall goals of these studies
were to develop a standard set of accepted indicators and benchmarks that
can be used to improve operational quality and performance, as well as
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relevant cost information. The initial and wide-ranging goal of the
NACUBO study was to help higher education institutions identify “best
practices” across varied core functional areas such as admissions, advance-
ment/development, payroll, and so on. Groundbreaking when it was initi-
ated, many of the data points and calculations that emerged from the
NACUBO study are now routine. Moreover, some of the ideas and their
financial calculations (e.g., ratios) are now included in many standard
Department of Education’s National Center of Education Statistics (NCES)
Integrated Postsecondary Data Analysis System (IPEDS) reports (www.
nacubo.org/Research/Benchmarking_Resources/Data_Resource_Details.
html).

Another classic benchmarking study in higher education is the Uni-
versity of Delaware’s National Study of Instructional Costs and Productiv-
ity (better known as “the Delaware Study”; www.udel.edu/IR/cost/). This
study originated in the early 1990s from a need at the University of Dela-
ware to evaluate academic programs to be curtailed during a series of diffi-
cult budget years (Middaugh, 1994), but now exists as a means for
academic leaders and managers to improve program quality and efficiency.
Since then, the study has evolved and grown to where it is now the defini-
tive benchmarking study of instructional costs and productivity (Mid-
daugh, 2001). Results provide opportunities to benchmark both internally
(across colleges and departments) as well as externally (across institutions
and institutional Carnegie classification).

Seybert, Weed, and Bers (2012) provide a succinct summary of other
large higher education benchmarking endeavors that provide useful infor-
mation for institutional researchers, including the National Community
College Benchmark Project (NCCBP), the Voluntary System of Account-
ability (VSA; www.voluntarysystem.org), the IDEA (Individual Develop-
ment and Educational Assessment) Center (www.theideacenter.org), and
the many peer comparison tools available from the National Center for
Education Statistics web page (nces.ed.gov). In addition, EBI (Educational
Benchmarking, Inc.; www.webebi.com) also offers a variety of bench-
marking endeavors covering many academic (for example, student
success, first-year experience, diversity) and non-academic (for example,
auxiliary services, residence hall, dining services, student unions)
facets of higher education. Seybert and colleagues (2012) also provide a
detailed account of the National Community College Benchmark Project
(NCCP).

As Seybert and colleagues (2012) note, benchmarking has also been
commonly used in survey research. There is a large range of surveys sam-
pling student and faculty perceptions of a variety of items within higher
education that provide benchmarking opportunities. Some of the largest of
these include the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and its
many offshoots (for example, Faculty Survey of Student Engagement
[FSSE], Beginning College Survey of Student Engagement [BCSSE], Com-
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munity College Survey of Student Engagement [CCSSE]; see nsse.iub.
eduw/, and ACT’s many student surveys [www.act.org/highered]).

Barriers to Benchmarking in Higher Education. Whereas bench-
marking has become a staple tool for process improvement in business
and industry (Southard and Parente, 2007; Stapenhurst, 2009), examples
of full-scale benchmarking in higher education are scarce in the literature.
It is not hard to identify reasons why benchmarking has failed to gain trac-
tion in higher education.

e Benchmarking has been co-opted by benchmarks. The push for account-
ability and transparency in higher education has created an industry of
rankings, ratings, and comparison mechanisms. Institutions can popu-
late dashboards with a vast number of data indicators, and compare
these over time within the institution, or against comparison groups by
using an increasing number of tools and by joining consortia. As mes-
merizing as these data may be, none of it provides information about
how the superior performance identified with benchmarks can be
achieved. True benchmarking leads to understanding the processes that
create best practices and creatively adapting those practices.

e We are unique (just like everybody else). American higher education
rightly prides itself on its diversity and complexity, as reflected by myr-
iad governing and financing structures, types of students and faculty,
nature of curriculum and pedagogy, student life, and many other char-
acteristics. Benchmarking assumes that there are practices or processes
in other institutions or organizations, comparable to those in one’s own,
that are superior and worthy of emulation.

There is a tendency to consider benchmarking as copying, and a
resistance to imposing practices that don’t fit with the institution.
Rather than copying, benchmarking is identifying and assimilating
those aspects of best practice that are good for one’s own institution.

 The higher education environment does not support benchmarking. Bench-
marking was an easier “sell” in business, where motives to improve
profitability and gain competitive advantages are naturally embraced
and outcomes are simpler to define and measure. Higher education has
traditionally resisted characterizing its stakeholders as customers or
itself as a business and is notoriously suspicious of rapid change.

Hoffman and Holzhuter (2012) argue that all of the key compo-
nents needed to support the benchmarking process—acknowledgment
of weaknesses, open and honest communication, readiness and flexibil-
ity to implement change—are stymied by the models entrenched in the
higher education system.

e Benchmarking is complex, expensive, and labor intensive. Practitioners
agree that, done correctly, benchmarking requires a significant invest-
ment of time and effort. Deciding on the scope of the study, identifying
best practice organizations, traveling to those sites, deciding on and
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capturing best practices, reporting and disseminating features that can
be transferred—these are just some of the considerations for planning a
benchmarking study. There are no guarantees of return on investment if
the identified best practice ends up being incompatible or even counter-
productive with practices in the target institution.

Conclusions

Benchmarking activities in higher education have now been firmly estab-
lished and accepted, as institutions seek to improve the quality and effi-
ciency of the many activities in which they are engaged. As higher
education institutions face the continued challenges of having to produce
more with fewer resources along with calls for increased accountability, it
is likely that benchmarking and its many related activities and strategies
will become more central and commonplace. As this volume demon-
strates, higher education has access to a wide variety of tools and vast
opportunities for innovation in benchmarking.
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