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Learn from the Stars 
 
Benchmarks and Best Practices  
 
Effective use of benchmarks starts with an organizations ability to benchmark internally, 
to establish baselines. That is, to have operation definitions that define measures 
consistently and a data collection system that can develop reasonably accurate data. 
Sometimes, the internal benchmark is the best place to start.   
 
A  benchmarking  study  is  a  formal  process  that  requires  significant  effort  and  
commitment  of resources. A benchmarking  initiative requires a purpose and defined 
scope of the effort, assembly of cross-functional teams, and study of the processes 
under investigation. With regard to collection and analysis of information relevant to 
benchmarking, the team would:  
 

1. Identify other organizations that may have best practices. Use procurement 
accreditations and awards to identify similar organizations that are most likely to 
have relevant benchmarks and best practices.  

 
2. Collect information directly from those organizations, information that both 

describes and measures processes where available.  
 

3. Consider differences in organizational context that may affect relevance of  
benchmarks, for example, centralization v. decentralization, significant 
differences in segments in data owing to legal differences (e.g. small purchase 
thresholds), quality of the data used in establishing benchmarks. 

 
4. This  may  require  interviews  and  even  site  visits.  

 
5. Compare the team’s data, both descriptive and quantitative, to the organization 

used as a  benchmark  
 

6. Determine  gaps  between  the  team’s  performance  measurements  and  those  
of  the  “best in class” organizations studied.  

 
7. Determine the differences in practices that caused the gaps. 

 

Discussion questions: Have you  looked at other organizations’ practices  or 
benchmarked against them, procurement cycle times for example? What are reasons 
that the relevance of those practices or benchmarks might be limited?  Brainstorm 
questions to ask; questions only please!
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Systems Thinking  
 

Discussion questions: Below are 10 questions used to assess best practices in continuous 
improvement initiatives. Number 8 asks about systems thinking and unintended consequences.  
Have you ever encountered an unintended consequence in a project? How about 
suboptimizing a process at the expense of another?  What can be done to avoid unintended 
consequences? Could stockpiling of PPE have intended consequences? 
 
Ten Questions to Assess Best Practices in Continuous Improvement Initiatives 
 

1. Was there anything in the organizational culture that either promoted or hindered 
moving forward on the project?  
 

2. How did the circumstances affect the outcomes, maybe in unexpected ways?  
 

3. Who was not on the team but should have been?  
 

4. What worked and what didn’t in terms of project communications?  
 

5. Did they identify the right stakeholders and have them involved in the appropriate way?  
 

6. What did they measure, why did they use the measure, and how effective was it?  
 

7. Was there resistance? What did they do to help stakeholders understand, forecast, and 
exercise some amount of autonomy over change?  
 

8. Were there unintended consequences that they hadn’t forecasted, perhaps impacts on 
other  aspects  of  the  system  that  were  not  anticipated?  
 

9. Did they conduct an after-action review? What were the main things they learned?  
 

10. What one thing should you do first to start your project? 
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