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Compare
to Whom?
A Reflection on 
Benchmarking

Benchmarking represents one of the most common management 
tools used by businesses.1 As unfortunately happens for many 
tools and models of strategy, where as time passes from their 

introduction the awareness of their complexity declines, with the risk of 
using gradually simplified versions that are different from the original, 
the same has happened with benchmarking analysis. introduced at the 
end of the 1970s by Xerox Corporation with the aim of recovering the 
competitiveness lost in regard to its Japanese competitors, benchmar-
king is based on a comparison between the company’s internal processes 
and those of the best businesses/organizations in certain sectors, and on 
the subsequent adoption of the best external practices identified.2 it is 
an extremely complex and detailed process that involves some impor-
tant elements of decision-making: a) identifying the external group for 
comparison; b) gathering information on that group’s practices; and c) 
choosing which among these practices are advisable/feasible to adopt 
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internally, and how. each of these 
passages is particularly delicate and 
requires specific attention, not only 
because the choices made in each 
phase condition the subsequent pha-
ses, but also because they are based 
on assumptions that are often not 
explicit, but which limit the resul-
ts of the overall analysis, and thus 
need to be recognized. 

the first important assumption is 
that best practices are present in the 

best companies. to identify those practices is it thus necessary to start 
with the best entities and then analyze them. that is, the external com-
parison group, whether limited to competitors or extended to companies 
belonging to other sectors, is based on a ranking in terms of a specific 
measure of overall performance (for example, market share or profitabi-
lity). Within that ranking the entities are identified that are at the top 
of the list, and then certain specific practices are analyzed, comparing 
them with the company’s internal practices. if it is decided to use only 
competitors in the reference group, in addition to the difficulty of obtai-
ning detailed information on their practices, the result is often limited 
to the reduction of a gap or reaching a situation of operational parity, 
but not achieving a strategic advantage. if it is decided to include in the 
reference group companies belonging to other sectors, the exchange of 
information can be facilitated by the absence of mutual competition. this 
entails the risk, however, of examining situations that are so distant that 
it becomes difficult to adopt their practices or achieve the same results. 

these two situations, despite being opposite, should not be considered 
as equidistant. if the goal of benchmarking is to obtain a competitive ad-
vantage with respect to competitors, the comparison group should inclu-
de entities belonging to other sectors, so as to adopt innovative practices 
not yet exploited in the company’s own sector. in benchmarking analy-
sis, this set is often identified as the “group of peers” though, limited not 
only to competitors, but selecting those competitors that are similar or 
close to the company, also in terms of performance. the analysis is thus 
reduced to a single need (to know what competitors are doing) and to a 
dangerous and simplistic conclusion (if most of our peers adopt similar 
practices, then we should adopt them, too). in this process, not only is 
the original aim of benchmarking analysis lost, but the logic of the resul-
ts obtained is lost as well. Choosing to adopt a practice only because it is 
widespread does not in fact mean adopting the best practice. 

the other critical aspect, once identified, regards the internal adop-
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tion of that practice. it is often not a simple “paste and cut” operation 
regarding independent elements, but true organizational “transplants” 
that require time and resources, and if not executed carefully, can gene-
rate a crisis of rejection. A recent documentary on the acquisition of an 
American factory by a Chinese multinational corporation provides an 
indicative example. in this case, the attempt to transfer to the united 
States the same practices adopted by the company in its Chinese facto-
ries turned out to be a failure.3 the error consists of considering one 
practice independent of other elements in which it is located – both the 
company and the context – thinking that it can be injected into a new 
entity to thus obtain the same performance, even if the other elemen-
ts from which it was extracted are lacking. in benchmarking analysis, 
instead of an organic vision, a mechanistic vision often prevails, that is 
even more dangerous at the moment in which the comparison group in-
cludes companies belonging to different national and cultural contexts. 
But precisely because the predominant approach is based on competitors 
and competition is often at the global level, that phenomenon and the 
consequent risk are frequent.

Benchmarking analysis thus requires great attention in being carried 
out, but at the same time, it is also necessary to avoid dedicating too 
much attention to its use. the risk is in fact to give too much impor-
tance to what others do and to consider the outside context as the only 
source, or the most important one, from which to draw. Benchmarking 
analysis meets the company’s goal to improve in order to respond in the 
most effective and efficient manner to satisfy demand from its consumers 
and clients, and from its stakeholders in general. there is a consolidated 
vision in economics that considers competition the primary, or even the 
only driver of such progress. According to this approach, it is compe-
tition with outside subjects that creates mechanisms of innovation and 
mutual imitation. that vision, however, often forgets that the drive for 
innovation and improvement can come from the inside, 
from the simple desire to try to do something better wi-
thout any outside pressure. more than a challenge with 
others, this can be a challenge with ourselves, that exists 
or should exist even in the absence of competition. the 
danger of using benchmarking analysis exclusively, or as 
the primary tool, is the atrophization of companies’ ca-
pacity to respond internally, and the risk of generating 
an automatic reflex of needing to look outside of the 
company first. over time, the company will be trained to 
imitate more than to think independently. this does not 
mean that businesses should give up on learning from the 
experiences of other businesses. it is important to have 
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outside examples as references. often, though, examples are not sought, 
but found. that is, they are the result of being attentive to what goes 
on outside, in a broad, not focused sense. the risk of seeking examples 
systematically and obsessively is that of losing oneself.

the dossier in this issue is dedicated to the management of healthca-
re. in this case as well, it is an area in which comparison with other 
countries and benchmarking analysis are frequent, especially in these 
past two years of the pandemic. in fact, every day we found ourselves 
comparing our situation and the performance of our healthcare system 
with that of other nations. Covid-19 showed not only the importance 
the healthcare system, but also that its performance – and in the case 
of the pandemic this meant the difference between life and death of pa-
tients – depends not only on the quality and effort of doctors, nurses, 
and all healthcare personnel, but on their organization and the proper 
management of resources. in some cases and at some times the system 
performed excellently, while in others there were evident limits and de-
ficiencies. to re-design the future, we must start from both components 
and learn from them. enjoy reading!

1 «Management Tools & Trends», Bain & Company, 5 aprile 2018. 
2 Sull’analisi di benchmarking si vedano: R.C. Camp, Benchmarking: the Search for industry Best practices 

that Lead to Superior performance, New York, Productivity Press, 1989; T. Stapenhurst, the Benchmarking 
Book, Londra, Routledge, 2009.

3 Il documentario in questione è «American Factory», 2019. Sul tema dei «trapianti» organizzativi si veda: J. Fruin, 
P.S. Adler, Remade in America: transplanting and transforming Japanese management Systems, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 1999. 
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