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The changing environment in which we live, which particularly affects the telecommunication entities, has engendered a number of management systems which help us to deal with change, to adapt and to survive while preparing for life in the future.


Thus, the various entities are learning and introducing administrative methods aimed at guaranteeing customer satisfaction, ensuring quality management, implementing changes through process re�engineering, etc., etc. Attempts are being made to apply some of the new concepts which have emerged, sometimes with only a superficial understanding of what they mean. The results are often disappointing, simply because insufficient understanding can lead to the omission of a number of fundamental elements. Benchmarking is a case in point, and the purpose of this article is briefly to discuss its meaning.


Introduction


The great expansion and popularity of strategic planning (also known as long-term planning) began in the 1960s. It constituted the basis for company strategy designed to face the challenges of the future.


However, these strategies often remained at the level of "general framework programmes" without truly penetrating into the enterprise. What was needed was a process that could be applied by the managers of any organization to improve their respective areas of responsibility and thus enhance the competitiveness of the organization as a whole.


Line managers must become involved in benchmarking, and can benefit from doing so by learning how to devise improvements and implement them at a tactical level. As their name suggests, most of the strategic planning tools are designed for strategic purposes only and take little account of implementation, not really telling the management how to do anything.


Benchmarking is not a strategic planning tool in itself, but fits into the strategic planning process at the juncture between planning and execution.


What is benchmarking?


In fact, benchmarking involves two things: proposing goals on the basis of external and objective standards, and learning from others. Learning how much, and perhaps even more importantly, learning how.


Various articles published in HRDQ have mentioned the importance of avoiding duplication of efforts by taking advantage of what has already been done and has already produced good results. For years, the ITU's efforts with respect to human resources training, management and development departments have been directed towards the creation of a horizontal cooperation network aimed at interchanging resources and experience and avoiding duplication, i.e. repeating the mistakes that have already been made and corrected by others.


In the business management area, it is usually more important and more valuable to understand how a given company has obtained its results than to come up with some quantified measurement. Thus, the objective of benchmarking is to learn.


There is a wealth of common knowledge and experience in the "collective brain" of the world's managers and workers. The purpose of benchmarking is to delve into this enormous reservoir so that the knowledge it contains, i.e. the collective training and experience of others, can be used by those who wish to improve their own organizations.


There are three basic reasons why benchmarking is so widespread:


•	It is a very efficient way of introducing improvements. Managers can apply processes whose efficiency has already been tested by others and can, from the very outset, fully concentrate their attention on improving those processes and adapting them to the processes and corporate culture already existing within their own organization.


•	It helps the organization to introduce its improvements more rapidly. A well-developed capacity for benchmarking within an organization makes it possible to proceed more efficiently and more rapidly, in that the benchmarking processes can be applied more quickly.


•	It has the potential to enhance significantly the collective performance of enterprises.


In practice, benchmarking is used to give organizations a competitive edge and to permit them to outperform their competitors. In short, whatever the form of benchmarking used, what it does is to incite managers to look further afield, i.e. at their competitors or other companies at the top of their category, and to use the collective knowledge of those organizations to strengthen their own organizations.


By doing so, they are able to achieve quantitative leaps in performance rather than the gradual improvement that so often takes place when the process involves simply scratching the surface of an activity rather than the required shakeup. Just imagine: quantitative leaps rather than gradual improvement!


Study in Latin America


The ITU/BDT's human resources development efforts include among its collective learning activities on behalf of the developing countries the MANDEVTEL Project (Management Development for Telecommunications).


This activity involves taking advantage of the "reservoir of common knowledge and experience in the 'collective brain' of telecommunication managers and workers" to produce handbooks and case studies aimed at improving telecommunication management in the entities located in the developing countries.


In Latin America, four entities are participating in this project, and, under the guidance of the ITU, are conducting a study on Customer Satisfaction, Quality Management and Process Re-engineering. In spite of the basic differences in their corporate structure, these four entities are highly regarded in the region as organizations which have been successful in developing the telecommunication systems for which they are responsible. They are:


•	Telemig de Brasil, a State enterprise which is preparing for private competition;


•	Telecom de Colombia, an industrial State enterprise with competition;


•	ICE of Costa Rica, an administration with a monopoly on basic services; and


•	CTC of Chile, a private enterprise with competition.


Sharing the knowledge and experience of these four entities and producing reference material that can subsequently be used in training managers and executives is of enormous value and benefit for all.


The project is interesting in that it brings together all of the efforts aimed at changing and improving enterprises, such as the above-mentioned focus on customer satisfaction, quality management and process re-engineering as well as, for example, computerization and the use of information technologies, etc., "under the same umbrella"; in other words, it introduces some coherence among them, preventing scattered application and seeking clear corporate transformation objectives.


One specialist from each entity is working in the group coordinated by the ITU on preparing a handbook to be used as supporting material for a workshop whose purpose will be:


a)	to discuss the basic processes of quality and re-engineering as applied in real telecommunication situations;


b)	to assess various models for the implementation of quality and re-engineering programmes based on a comparison of real situations in entities exposed to varying degrees of competition;


c)	to evaluate strategies for the incorporation of the different corporate development efforts into a comprehensive model for the transformation of telecommunication concerns.


The material to be developed will contain the following:


1)	basic concepts of quality and re-engineering (including customer attention);


2)	a case study of the implementation of the quality and re-engineering processes;


3)	comparison of the situations of entities exposed to different degrees of competition;


4)	assessment of models for the implementation of quality and re-engineering programmes;


5)	benchmarking as seen through Telemig and CTC and, if possible, another operator.


This work has been made possible by the full cooperation of the four participating entities, which have understood that they stand to benefit by learning from each other.


The other countries of Latin America will also benefit from this experiment, since once it has been completed (around July), all of the operating entities in the region will be invited to participate in a regional workshop (around October 1995). At the same time, the work will be translated into English and French and, in keeping with the spirit of the MANDEVTEL project, it will be made available, as of next year, to the operating entities of the developing countries in other parts of the world.


Cooperative benchmarking


The above-mentioned example is a case of cooperative benchmarking, in which a group of enterprises share their knowledge of a particular activity in the hope that they will all benefit from what they learn.


Among the numerous other efforts in this respect is the American Productivity and Quality Center (APQC) in Houston, which is forming a benchmarking data distribution base which, it claims, will constitute a database of the "best ways of proceeding, made available either in the form of a summary or in the form of a complete text".


There are obviously other types of benchmarking, such as competitive benchmarking, which is the most problematic type since, as its name suggests, the target companies are not usually interested in helping the benchmarking team. Gathering data from competitors is clearly no easy matter.


Competitive benchmarking involves measuring one's own operations, processes, activities, products, and services, comparing them with those of competitors and introducing improvements aimed ideally at making them the best in their category or, if that is not possible, at least better than those of the competitors. 


Another interesting type of benchmarking used by large enterprises is internal benchmarking, which is in fact a form of cooperative benchmarking. It forms the first step in a study which will later develop an outward focus.


This approach is recommended for two reasons: firstly, it enables the benchmarking team to complete its learning process; i.e., to develop or increase their knowledge of the subject under consideration with the help of their colleagues, who will be less reluctant to share information than their counterparts in other companies. The second reason is that it enables the benchmarking team to offer more to the management of the external target companies when asked to cooperate in carrying out a particular study.


Finally, it should be mentioned that where benchmarking studies have failed, their failure has in most cases not been due to the impossibility of gathering data, but rather, to the fact that the managers, having spent good money on obtaining the information, DO NOT USE IT to introduce positive changes on the basis of what they have learned.


Expected results


In addition to the Latin American experiment, the expected results of which were described above (a workshop on customer satisfaction, quality management and process re-engineering - all forming part of a common theme which could be called corporate transformation - which would include the benchmarking experiences that could help the other developing countries), the ITU expects other results from its MANDEVTEL project.


Indeed, a group of Portuguese-speaking countries, coordinated by AICEP and the ITU, are engaged in a similar process aimed at preparing handbooks and workshops on the basis of actual comparisons of what happens in the enterprises participating in the experiment. This study, which covers the subjects "tariffs and tariff-setting strategies" and "financial management and business", will also be translated and made available in Spanish, English, and French for the benefit of all of the telecommunication entities in the developing countries.


Another similar activity is being conducted under the auspices of the Swiss Government. In this case, the work is being carried out in cooperation with entities from Senegal and Burkina Faso, making it possible to conduct real comparisons of what happens in the area of "transformation of an administration into a State corporation and, subsequently, a private enterprise" as well as in the area of "corporate management, including the management information service (MIS)".


It is hoped that this activity will result not only in a series of publications and workshops for senior management, but also in a source of information on what is happening in telecommunication entities, particularly in the developing countries. In other words, the aim is to produce a database, as suggested at the last world human resources development meeting held in Brasilia 1994.


Obviously, this database, containing information that could serve to conduct comparisons and engage in benchmarking studies, cannot be compiled without the cooperation of the telecommunication entities from whom the necessary information is required. The ITU will very shortly be contacting each one of them with a view to obtaining the necessary information.


The ITU hopes that with help of computerized data transmission and communication facilities it will be able to ensure remote access to the database through its TIES system to which the different countries can connect through the Internet network or other means such as X.25 or X.400.


How is benchmarking carried out?


Like any other process, benchmarking is carried out in a number of stages, namely planning, design, implementation and the evaluation of results, subsequent to which the conclusions reached can be put into practice.


A typical case of benchmarking applicable to practically any enterprise would proceed as follows:





Stage�
Activities�
�
1)	Planning of the study�
•	Determination of the enterprise's important activities, from whose improvement it would stand to gain the most;


•	value-oriented determination of the key factors of those activities. These would be the factors to measure in a benchmarking study;


•	identification of the enterprises that have gone the furthest in these value-oriented activities. These could either be competitors or enterprises in sectors other than telecommunications, and should be those which have gone the furthest in applying value-oriented practices, that is, practices oriented towards the lowest costs or the highest value for the customer, according to the circumstances.�
�
2)	Design of the study�
•	Detailed preparation of the nature of the data to be compiled;


•	taking steps, possibly through internal benchmarking, to define the information and advantages that can be offered to the other companies;


•	negotiation with the companies selected to obtain the official agreement needed to conduct the study. Choice of the form in which data will be interchanged etc.�
�
3)	Implementation�
•	Measurement of the achievements of the companies with more advanced practices in order to be able to quantify their performance and understand why and how they obtained their results;


•	measurement of the company's own performance and comparison with the best performance. This measurement will probably already have been conducted during the design stage in order to be able to negotiate with other enterprises. However, it is sometimes necessary for companies to measure their performance once again should the other enterprises ask them to perform other types of measurement.�
�
4)	Evaluation of results�
•	Analysis of the results, comparing them with the enterprise's own results;


•	development of plans to equal and surpass the most advanced practices or, where applicable, to consolidate the company's leadership. This stage does not involve copying, but rather creating or adapting processes that enable the company to improve;


•	obtaining a commitment from all levels of the entity's management and staff to the implementation of the planned transformation. A serious benchmarking study serves as a key element in convincing the managerial levels.


•	Application of the plan and evaluation of the results.�
�



The applications of benchmarking are clearly infinite. However, the resources available for benchmarking are finite, and the entities must therefore establish guidelines to determine the functions, activities or processes to be studied within a given benchmarking programme. It is also clear from the above outline of the process that each entity must adapt the basic process to its specific needs.


Using information technology


In placing improvement efforts in the areas of customer service, quality management, process re-engineering etc. under the same corporate transformation umbrella, it is essential to give due consideration to another tool, namely the use of information technology. Process re-engineering must not be confused with computerization and the use of information technology. However, in today's world, process re-engineering aimed at creating a different, more efficient and more economical way of doing things, goes hand-in-hand with the tool known as IT (Information Technology).


Information technology is nowadays so closely associated with the process of corporate planning that a considerable number of enterprises already consider the planning and utilization of such technology to be an urgent priority. It can be said that information technology (IT) - computers plus telecommunications plus work stations plus storage of data - is one of the driving forces behind the transformation of the competitive environment.


It is difficult for entities, in particular telecommunication operators, to define an efficient corporate strategy that is not largely dependent on information technology. Let us take a look at some of the corporate realities of the 1990s:


•	Between 25 and 80% of the funds generated by companies are processed on line.


•	Electronic data exchange is a standard feature of any operation.


•	Sales points and electronic payments form part of any electronic transaction systems.


•	Image technology is an operational necessity.


•	Companies are directly linked electronically to their main customers and suppliers.


•	Restructuring is the rule rather than the exception.


•	Work is becoming more and more independent of its location.


These forecasts, which are already a reality in the industrialized countries, are far from bold with respect to developing countries, where many of them have likewise become a reality. The telecommunication entities CANNOT IGNORE THEM.


All of these business realities of the 1990s represent a challenge to management. They constitute a competitive opportunity for the companies that move rapidly and efficiently, and a necessity for those that lag behind. None of these measures are easy to put into practice. They call for complex organizational changes, a careful choice of business priorities, good timing and complex technical decisions.


The problem lies in the fact that senior management lacks a management process with the capacity to absorb information technology which, though very widespread, is in fact a very recent development in the management context. Up until a few years ago, computers and telecommunications were practically limited to back-office operations and were considered as general expenses. Managers HAVE NOT developed the same experience and expertise in information technology as they have in other areas of management such as finances, human resources and accounting. 


Telecommunication entities cannot afford such ignorance of information technology on the part of their senior management. In many telecommunication entities, the senior managers and executives are ill at ease with information technology and feel uncomfortable owing to their lack of understanding, not so much of the technology itself as of the key decisions required for its operation; indeed, very few of them consider it to be their responsibility.


To return to the idea with which this article began: "Attempts are being made to apply some of the new concepts which have emerged, sometimes with only a superficial understanding of what they mean. The results are often disappointing, simply because insufficient understanding can lead to the omission of a number of fundamental elements." Many of the disappointing results of investments in information technology are due to the fact that its application has been limited to automation of the status quo without any effort to re-consider what tasks are necessary, how such tasks can be carried out, and which tasks are superfluous.


And this is exactly where re-engineering steps in, consisting as it does in an awareness of the need to re-organize work flows and operational posts in terms of their business potential and the available technologies.


The benchmarking of processes will clearly serve to highlight the need to use information technology in order to carry out corporate transformation, in addition to which it will re-emphasize the need for all entities to establish and maintain an educational strategy designed to ensure that all staff members at all levels have the skills and knowledge necessary to implement the desired corporate transformation. The primary target of this educational strategy should be the directors and senior management, followed by the remaining executives and the staff members.
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