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Benchmarking in Libraries

Reduced funding and customer demand for the best possible service require libraries to strive for continual improvement.  Benchmarking is a useful tool for evaluating current performance and finding new solutions.  Benchmarking can be done to find a new procedure or improvements to an existing procedure.  Benchmarking can also be used to set a standard or goal for service or productivity.  This paper will outline the steps necessary to carry out a benchmarking project.  
Beginning a Benchmarking Project

Before beginning a benchmarking project the library must clearly establish which process will be studied.  Establishing a plan for how study results might be used is also critical.  Many benchmarking studies are done to provide information to funding agencies.  Data from the 2001 Medical Library Association benchmarking data is suggest for use in supporting funding for new services, such as consumer health services.  Data from this study is also suggested for use in defending the floor space allocated to libraries, defending the number of staff employed in libraries, and for placing a value on journal collections (New York-New Jersey Chapter of the Medical Library Association, 2003).  The National Institute of Standards and Technology (NTIS) Research Library carried out a benchmarking study in 2001 to prove the need for increased funding to maintain journal collections.  Key factors used to support the argument for increased funding were average expenditures per customer, items purchased per customer, and cost per journal.  These figures were then compared to data from peer institutions, the NTIS library showed the lowest spending per customer, the lowest number of items purchased per customer, and the highest journal cost (Deutsch and Silcox, 2003).

When benchmarking is used to support or defend a specific item, deciding what factors to study becomes fairly simple.  When the goal is to improve service overall, however, identifying the process to study can be more difficult.  Processes which negatively impact customer satisfaction are prime candidates for a benchmarking study (Besterfield, Besterfield-Michna, Besterfield, and Besterfield-Sacre, 2003, p. 211).  Customer satisfaction can be assessed using comment cards, customer questionnaires or surveys, or focus groups.  (Besterfield et al. 2003, p. 62-67).  It is important not to overlook internal customers when analyzing customer satisfaction.  Library employees other libraries in a library system are important internal customers.  Interactions between internal customers can impact the quality of service experiences by external clients, the library’s users (Besterfield et al., 2003, p. 58).

The library’s collection of materials is critical to providing customer service.  Benchmarking can be used in in collection development to compare collections at different libraries.  OCLC’s Automated Collection Assessment and Analysis is an excellent tool for comparing collections (OCLC 2002).  The libraries involved in a collections assessment project can either choose to set individual benchmarks for each library or to develop the shared collection of a group of libraries as a whole.  Comparing library collections with accepted benchmarks is also a good way to ensure that quality materials are provided to customers.  Widely accepted selection aids, such as the Brandon/Hill selected lists, can be used as a benchmark to evaluate collections.  The Brandon/Hill list allows the librarian to identify ‘core’ titles that should be in all health sciences collections (Mount Sinai School of Medicine, 2003).
Collecting the Data


Once the process to be benchmarked has been identified, planning can begin for the data collection phase of the benchmarking project.  The process to be studied must be thoroughly understood in order to obtain a reliable and useful data about it.  It is essential that those who are most closely involved with the process be involved in planning the study.  Workers closely associated with the process will know which aspects of the process are measurable and what data on the process is already available within existing systems.  Thorough documentation of the process provides baseline data.  Baseline data are used during the analysis phase of the project (Besterfield et al., 2003, p. 213).

After exploring the process to be benchmarked, a benchmarking team including workers involved in the process is formed.  The team sets a timetable for the benchmarking project and decided what will be produced by the study.  This team will also decide what organizations or existing standards should be used to provide information to compare with the baseline data for the process (Besterfield et al., 2003, p. 213).

It is possible that a study has already been completed that can provide useful information for comparison.  Finding a completed study saves the time and money necessary for research.  Standards, guidelines, and benchmarks are available from many professional organizations that describe a variety process.  The Association of College and Research Libraries (2003) offers several standards and guidelines describing preferred practices.  The Medical Library Association (1999-2003) offers standards, guidelines, benchmarks, and average values.  The Association of Research Libraries (2003) offers a wealth of statistical information ideal for use benchmarking studies.  

If data is not already available for use, it must be obtained through original research.
For some processes, it may be possible to use data collected internally.  When several workers do the same task, such as re-shelving items or preparing items for shipment, the best practices among workers can be identified.  If the library has more than one branch or location, best practices can be identified within the organization for tasks performed at all locations.

If the best practice for a task cannot be identified using internal data, peer libraries can serve as benchmarking partners.  Site visits can be helpful for identifying best practices for processes that are easily observable.  Site visits are extremely useful when designing a new building or remodeling an existing facility.  Libraries involved benchmarking partnerships can also benefit from focus groups.  Focus groups can also include customers and vendors (Besterfield et al., 2003, p. 213).
If a site visit or focus group cannot supply the information needed, several ready-made survey instruments are available to collect data in a standard, measurable form.  The Association of Research Libraries (2003) offers instruments to measure service quality, learning outcomes, and the value of electronic resources.  The NCLIS Library Statistics Cooperative Program (n.d.) offers both a questionnaire and an online tool for comparing data from peer libraries.  If no questionnaire is available one must be designed.  Three standards, ISO 11620: Library Performance Indicators, ISO 2789: International Library Statistics, and ANSI/NISO Z39.71995: Library Statistics are available for reference when creating a questionnaire (Deutsch and Silcox, 2003).

Some processes may be comparable to similar processes in other professions or industry.  The market research report “Libraries: How They Stack Up” (OCLC, 2003) compares activities in libraries to similar activities in industry.  FedEx and Amazon are identified as companies providing services similar to those offered in libraries.  Best practices from these companies can be compared to existing processes in libraries.


“Libraries: How They Stack Up” (OCLC, 2003) also compares librarianship as a profession with other professions.  Strategies used to remedy professional issues such as low pay, poor public image, recruitment, retention, and professional development can be identified in other professions and adapted for use by librarians.  Knight-Davis and Johnson (2003) identify strategies used by nurses to combat poor image and low recruitment and discuss how to apply those strategies to librarianship.

Analyzing and Using Collected Data

After completing the collection phase of the project, the analysis phase begins.  Baseline data are compared with collected data.  When the existing process is found to out perform other methods, the workers involved in the existing process should be recognized for their outstanding performance and contribution to quality.  If the existing process is found to perform at the same level as other methods, the existing process should be further investigated to see if improvement is possible.  If the existing process performs worse than other methods, steps to improve the existing process should be taken (Besterfield et al., 2003, p. 213).

The results of benchmarking studies can be used to support improvements.  If poor performance is due to a lack of funding, staff, or space, study results can be presented to support the library’s position when requesting additional resources.  Additional resources will allow the library to change the process and improve performance.  Study results can also be used to help convince workers who do not want to change the existing process that improvement is possible.  When changing a process, it is necessary to set goals for the new process and to build in mechanisms for monitoring results.  Once the process shows improvement, new baseline data can be established and a new benchmarking study can begin.
Conculsion

All libraries should strive to provide the best quality service to customers.  Benchmarking allows libraries to determine if existing procedures need improvement.  Benchmarking is a cyclical process.  Benchmarking begins when the process to be benchmarked is selected.  The existing process is then compared to other processes.  Other processes may come from within the library, form peer libraries in a benchmarking partnership, or from another profession or industry.  When another process out performs the existing process, improvement is needed.  Benchmarking data can then be used to support changing the existing process.  Once performance improves, a new benchmarking project can begin.  
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