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Benchmarking
organizations provide a
forum for information
exchanges on
business practices,
strategies, solutions
to common problems,
and innovative ideas.

any governments benchmark
or compare their performance data against data from
similar organizations. Of course, the
term “benchmarking”can be defined in
different ways, not always yielding the
same results. While comparing data is
the primary activity involved, organizations undertake benchmarking efforts
so they will be able to use those comparisons to improve performance. But
simply collecting measures, compiling
data, and publishing a report are not
enough to accomplish that goal.
Managers must be engaged; they need
to analyze and interpret the information, and use it to set policies or make
informed decisions.

M

This is where participating benchmarking organizations can be valuable
as part of an overall performance management approach. Being a member of
a benchmarking organization ensures
that measure definitions are consistent
and data is collected uniformly to facilitate comparisons, but it also provides a
forum for information exchanges on
business practices, strategies, solutions
to common problems, and innovative
ideas.Benchmarking organizations play
a vital role by organizing and coordinating the exchange of information and
ideas needed to improve results in key
service areas.

KEY ROLES
To generate service improvement,
benchmarking organizations fulfill several specific roles.
Defining Common Performance
Measures. Comparative data means
that organizations have consistent data
definitions and use the same method
of data collection. To be effective, performance measures also need to be
defined in a way that provides useful
information without being overly burdensome to the government. If an
organization has too many measures,or
measures that are too complex or
difficult to collect, the data collection
effort runs the risk of being costly,
misunderstood, and easily manipulated. Defining performance measures
requires functional expertise in each
particular subject matter and an understanding of the goals of each membership organization.
Ensuring an Apples-to-Apples
Comparison. Comparisons lose their
value if there is a mismatch in data sets.
Avoiding this problem requires vigilance. Benchmarking organizations
need to set collection rules carefully
and verify that all information is collected in compliance with its rules.
Organizing and Publishing Data.
After the data is collected, benchmark-
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Exhibit 1: State Comparative Performance Measurement Project Transportation Data
Percentage of roads in fair or good condition (rather than poor), using the International Roughness Index.
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Values in parentheses indicate the percent of roads owned by the state.
IRI Data Source: Federal Highway Administration, Highway Statistics 2007.
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Definition: The International Roughness
Index is a measure required by the
Federal Highway Administration and
based on a sample of road segments.
The index ranges from 0 to 220, with
lower values denoting better road
condition. Scores of less than 95 are
deemed good; 95–170, fair; and more
than 170, poor.
Comments: The International
Roughness Index is commonly used
as the most complete measure of
road condition, but it has some limitations.The accuracy of measurements
can be affected by the type of equipment used to obtain the rating as well
as variations in how the measurement
techniques are applied from state to
state and under what conditions.The
index values can be in conflict with
the ride quality perceived by vehicle
occupants. Road condition is affected
by many factors, including weather,
traffic volume and vehicle type, the
presence or absence of an effective
preventive maintenance program,
and population density.

ing organizations provide the valuable
services of compiling information, analyzing it, and publishing it. Many benchmarking organizations use a shared
services model, giving each membership jurisdiction access to the same
technology system for inputting and
displaying performance data.The same
systems then allow access to that data
so managers can review it.
Bringing People Together to Share
Ideas. In addition to reviewing the
data, many benchmarking organizations hold annual conferences, training
sessions, and other events that allow
members from different organizations
to network, share practices, and collaborate on solutions to common problems that were identified by the data.
Sharing information is essential for successful benchmarking. Information
sharing is more common in the public
sector than in the private sector, and
where services are similar, governments
should pursue every opportunity to
learn from the experiences of peer
governments.
On the local government level, a few
organizations have been successful at
using comparative benchmarking to
help start the sharing of practices,strategies, and ultimately ideas. The ICMA
Center for Performance Measurement
and the North Carolina Benchmarking
Project are two of the best-known
examples. Other successful groups
include the Florida Benchmarking
Consortium, the Ontario Municipal
CAO’s Benchmarking Initiative, the
South Carolina Benchmarking Project,
and the Southeastern Results Network.
In fact, of respondents to a recent
GFOA performance management sur-

vey, 31 percent of jurisdictions that said
they use performance management
indicated that they collected a common set of measures across the organization and shared data with other
organizations.1 Other organizations provide comparative data on select services such as the Federal Bureau of
Investigation’s uniform crime statistics.
However, the State Comparative
Performance Measurement Project —
a new initiative by The Council of
State Governments (CSG) in partnership with the Urban Institute and the
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation — represents the first comprehensive effort to
compare state service outcomes in
multiple service areas.2

Benchmarking organizations play
a vital role by organizing and
coordinating the exchange of
information and ideas needed to
improve results in key service
areas.

STARTING A DISCUSSION
The CSG recently released the first in
what will be a series of annual reports
to provide comparative data on outcomes for key state outcomes. The initial reports will cover transportation,
public assistance, and child welfare,
but the scope will be expanded to
cover additional services. Data for the
reports was provided voluntarily by
state governments and collected from
federal agencies.The goal of the project
is to provide a way for each state to
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compare its outcomes to those of other
states, using information that can be
considered reasonably comparable
across states. Exhibit 1 shows an example from the report that is focused on
transportation.3 While the most visible
benefit of participating in a comparative benchmarking project like this one
is the ability to assess an organization’s
performance against that of its peers,
the most important benefit is the ability
to use the information to start a discussion on improvement techniques.

interpreting performance information.4
Any comparison of data should take
into consideration the following points:
■

Sharing information is essential
for successful benchmarking.

By making this information available,
the CSG has a number of aims. The
reports are intended to help managers
better respond to demands for accountability, support budget decisions, motivate employees, communicate better
with the public, and, ultimately, encourage improvement of services. The data
should trigger in-depth examinations of
performance problems and corrective
actions. And while ranking is unavoidable with benchmarking initiatives, it is
important to remember that rankings
are not always as straightforward as
they might appear. In the public sector,
organizations can have different sets of
priorities or be facing different external
conditions.

■

The CSG notes that there are a number of caveats to be observed when
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Benchmarking provides a way to
understand organizational performance by comparing one jurisdiction’s data to that of other organizations that have similar missions,
scope, and responsibilities. Not all
organizations strive to achieve the
same results.

■ The

outcome information does not
indicate why any state’s outcomes
are higher or lower than those of
any other state. Before drawing conclusions about performance, users
should seek more information and
explanation, especially for particularly high or low performance levels.
Each organization likely has somewhat different definitions and data
collection procedures, which can
account for a number of differences
between states.This is true regardless of collection method.

■

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

Benchmarking comparisons help
provide context for communicating
performance measures, but they do
not of themselves provide an indication of service quality relative to
other organizations.Therefore, if possible, the ranking of governments
should be avoided. Data should be
shared for the purpose of allowing
managers to more easily identify
issues and then work with peer
organizations to develop effective
solutions, not to determine which
government is the best.

Because there are likely many other
variables that go into the measurement outcome beyond the services
an organization provides, compari-

son data should not be interpreted
as a ranking of service quality.
■

Because organizations are not able
to measure everything, comparison
data probably does not include all
possible outcomes — intended and
unintended — that might occur
from particular services.

CONCLUSIONS
Despite the limitations, many governments have had successful experiences
with comparative benchmarking. Both
the data and idea exchange made possible by these collaborative efforts are
useful to the organizations involved,
which is why more and more governments are getting involved. New efforts
such as the CSG’s State Comparative
Performance Measurement Project provide a further example of how managers can use comparative information
to better understand performance
results and to drive improvements in
the services that governments offer. ❙
Notes
1. Research for the GFOA State and Local
Government Performance Management
Project, conducted between 2006 and 2008.
2. For more information on the State
Comparative Performance Project, visit
www.statesperform.org.
3. State Comparative Performance Measurement:
Transportation, a national report from the
Council of State Governments, 2009, is available
at http://www.csg.org/programs/policyprograms/documents/CPM_Transportation.pdf.
4.Adapted from State Comparative Performance
Measurement Overview, a national report from
the Council of State Governments, 2009.The
overview is available at http://www.csg.org/
programs/policyprograms/documents/CPM_O
verview.pdf.
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