
Given the dramatic changes in today’s global eBusiness
environment, the ability to know what’s truly driving your
business is more important than ever. That knowledge is
derived from benchmarking.

Benchmarking has been defined as the process of identi-
fying, understanding, adapting and applying outstanding
business practices and processes. It facilitates the comparison
of similar functions across organizations, companies and
industries to identify best practices, set goals for improve-
ment and measure progress. More simply, benchmarking is
measuring how you stack up against the competition. 

Yet putting this time-tested technique to work for
Internet-age companies can be tricky.  

“Benchmarking eCommerce is difficult,” admits Mark
Czarnecki, president of The Benchmarking Network, a
Houston-based consulting firm and benchmarking consor-
tium. According to Czarnecki, while the greatest improve-
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ments to benchmarking in recent years can be credited to
Internet technologies, so can the challenges.

“One of the biggest
challenges for eCom-
merce is having meaning-
ful standards to measure
achievement and perform-
ance by,” says Czarnecki.
Because the concepts and
principles relating to
eCommerce are still evolv-
ing, doing business in the
new economy means doing
business without estab-
lished norms, models, or
anchors. Czarnecki adds that
there is a certain maturity

necessary to set standards,
and few eBusinesses have
the kind of track records to
establish that maturity.

Says Paul Claymore, 
analyst with The Bench-
marking Network, “The
situation with eCommerce
is, it’s still somewhat in the
experimental stage, trying a
lot of different things. By 
its very nature, it lends
itself to changeability,” says 
Claymore. “And, because
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many of these experiments will fail or morph into
something else, we still don’t know if this is a process
with some staying power.” 

Claymore gives the example of a hypothetical
benchmarking study of overnight mail delivery. “If 
I’m looking at the business processes and practices 
of overnight delivery services, I absolutely must look 
at Federal Express,” says
Claymore. Since Fed Ex has
emerged as the de facto
leader, he says, “If I didn’t
look to them, my methodology
would be suspect.” 

That type of scenario 
doesn’t exist in the eCom-
merce arena. “Now let’s say I’m
doing a benchmark on online
transaction processing,” says
Claymore. “Who do I look to?
There’s no icon; there’s no
acknowledged leader.” 

The good news is, leaders
are emerging. “Just because
we say ‘eCommerce’ doesn’t
necessarily mean we’re talking
about a start-up with no track
record,” says Christopher
Bogan, president and CEO of
Chapel Hill Best Practices
LLC, and author of Bench-
marking for Best Practices:
Winning Through Innovative
Adaptation. 

“There is a distinction
between ‘eCommerce,’ as in
the dot-com experience, where companies are trying to
reinvent business processes, and in companies simply
expanding their business to the web,” says Bogan.
“When we say ‘eCommerce’ as shorthand for the way
we do business today, then there definitely are models
of excellence emerging. It’s not a complete void.” 

According to Bogan, who conducts benchmarking
and best practice studies for many Fortune 500 com-
panies, as leaders in the bricks-and-mortar world
migrate to the Internet, we get a clearer picture of effec-
tive practices supporting important business issues. 

“Fidelity, GE, Cisco, they understand critical busi-

ness processes – sales, service, customer fulfillment.
They have established histories that lend themselves to
comparison and analysis.”  

Bogan sees progress in true eCommerce enterprises
and pure play companies as well. “Those still standing
have learned something about what keeps a business
going. They may have stumbled a bit at first, but 

several years into this, we see a deeper understanding of
Internet processes and practices [with them] as well.” 

Says Bogan, “I see a pretty exciting picture of what
eCommerce looks like when it’s done well – not a 
complete picture yet, an emerging picture, but an
exciting one.” 

Success strategies

So to whom should eCommerce companies look for
process benchmarks and best practices? 

“One tactic I recommend is to spread a wider net
when finding benchmarking sources,” says Claymore.
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Ariba Benchmarking Scores
At its headquarters in Mountain View, Calif., Ariba’s Customer Advocacy
department runs a benchmarking service in hopes of helping its cus-
tomers achieve greater value from their Buyer implementations. “The
Ariba Benchmark Scorecard program shows customers what their
strengths and weaknesses really are,” says project manager Steve
Carlson. “The numbers don’t lie.” 

The program is simple: individual company information is collected elec-
tronically; customer participants run the scripts and query the database.
The results are then sent to Ariba, which runs the numbers, generates
reports, and sends them back to participating customers. Although the
program has been available for less than a year, currently about half of 
all Ariba Buyer customers take advantage of the Scorecard program,
including Ariba’s biggest and smallest customers from every industry
imaginable, says Carlson. 

What’s more, the Ariba program is free to all customer buyers. “There are
no fees at all. It’s simply a service to help our customers understand their
usage and how they can improve,” says Carlson. Participation requires
only 15 minutes per quarter, and specific participating customer names
and numbers are kept strictly confidential.

“Without a benchmarking program in place, companies are left with a 
hit-or-miss proposition,” says Carlson. “Ariba’s program gives customers
a real understanding of their usage and how it compares to that of other
Ariba users.”                                                                                    –  NW
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“Of course look at companies within your niche. But
don’t stop there.” Claymore suggests looking at success-
ful eCommerce, IT, or B2B companies, as well as to
leaders in the “traditional” industries for comparisons. 

Comparison companies can be selected based on
business focus, such as manufacturing, service or dis-
tribution, company size or geographic location, or
organizational structure. Perhaps the best yardstick is

to look at companies that have similar business strate-
gies, rather than simply being in the same industry. 

“For instance, if you’re cost-driven and the company
you’re looking at is known for its innovation, you
probably won’t get much out of it,” says Tim Patrick,
associate director at Cap Gemini Ernst & Young, a
Cleveland-based management consulting firm. “Yet
companies tend to say, ‘Well, they’re in our industry, so
we’ll look at them anyway.’”

Another approach is profit-centered benchmarking,
since one common denominator shared by eCommerce
organizations is the drive to profitability. Finding the
answers to some basic business questions can yield a
bevy of potent information. Information that leads to
knowledge, from knowledge to improved performance,
and improved performance to increased profitability
and better cash flow. 

Cornerstones

Steve Carlson, customer advocacy project manager
at Ariba says that any benchmarking effort should look
at a company’s bottom line. “You have to answer the
fundamental questions, ‘Where are we, and where do
we want to be?’ It’s the nuts and bolts,” says Carlson,
who administers Ariba’s benchmarking program.
Other possible questions might be, ‘Are we capitalized
like comparable businesses? Are we generating a similar

rate of return? Is our spending like other similar busi-
nesses? Are we getting similar results from the same
products as others who are using them, and are we as
profitable as other businesses on a comparable basis?’”

As companies look for eCommerce benchmarks, it’s
good to remember that the best practices of the ‘old
economy’ remain the cornerstones of business success
in the ‘new economy.’ The Internet is simply a new

channel to provide these core processes.
As Czarnecki points out, “Just because a

business carries an ‘e’ in front of it, it doesn’t
repeal the value, principles and approaches of
traditional benchmarking. The fundamentals
remain constant.” Fundamentals such as prod-
uct development, marketing, sales, the full
spectrum of customer service, accurate billing,
fulfillment, relationship management, and
strategic alliances. 

“Whether you’re dealing with a website or
breakfast cereal, the dynamics are very sim-

ilar,” says Dr. Peter S. Fader, associate professor of 
marketing at the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton
School. “What many people fail to acknowledge is
that, in many cases, the Internet is just another distri-
bution channel, and thus it is natural that the same
tools should apply to it as in the bricks-and-mortar
world.” 

The Internet advantage

eCommerce companies large and small, find that
the benefits of benchmarking efforts far outweigh the
possible drawbacks. When Dell Learning incorporated
benchmarking into its Business Process Improvement
(BPI) efforts, the focus was on servicing customers.
Today, Dell credits the benchmarking effort with
adding financial value, technological value, and rela-
tionship value to their company, as well as to their 
customers. “Benchmarking really helps Dell gain and
maintain a competitive advantage,” says Dell bench-
marking project coordinator Brad Sherrick.

Ariba’s own benchmarking program has yielded
similar results. “There is huge value to Ariba,” says
Ariba’s Carlson. “Our company gains valuable insight
into how our customers are currently using our prod-
ucts and what they are wanting to do in the future.
Ultimately benchmarking lets us know how we can
better serve the customer, as well as how to develop and
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market our products.”  
The best practices identified in a typical study may

offer ideas for quick fixes as well as long-term strategies
for improvement. Many companies see immediate results
while, over time, the use of best practices contributes to
greater organizational effectiveness, better information
flow, cost savings, and higher levels of satisfaction
among all parties involved.

Indeed, by leveraging the power of the Internet and

taking advantage of increased cooperation among com-
petitors, companies are benefiting from a new standard
of value-added benchmarking.

Spurred by organizations determined to improve
vital business processes, and who understand the reali-
ty of Internet time, companies are increasingly sharing
information that formerly was off-limits. 

“When we first started benchmarking eight years
ago, people would give you a little flavor, but you
weren’t sure if what they were saying is what they 
really did,” says Bill Musser, director of accounts
payable at Weyerhaeuser, Federal Way, Wash. “People
are a lot more open and receptive these days because
they realize that they can learn from you, as well as have
you learn from them.”

One side effect of the Internet’s hypergrowth has
been the increased accessibility of corporate informa-
tion, making the Net a rich source of organizational
and financial data. While much of the information
available was designed for product promotion and
public relations, a significant result of this new open-
ness is the facilitation of benchmarking. 

“Now, a great deal of information about a company

or a process can be researched before engaging the time
and resources necessary for a complete benchmarking
study,” says Sherrick.

Indeed, there are repositories on the web that con-
tain best practices, and many industry networks are
developing online benchmarking consortiums. For
example, the American Productivity and Quality
Center (APQC) in Houston offers members an online
portal to a variety of benchmark topics, such as case

studies, white papers, and company
reports, as well as customized informa-
tion for a modest fee. 

The Information Systems Man-
agement Benchmarking Consortium
(ISMBC) facilitates benchmarking
among information systems profession-
als and the companies they represent.
The organization also conducts consor-
tium studies and networking. 

And at The Benchmarking Network
website, members are privy to research
and training in sectors ranging from
human resources to banking to B2B.
The Network conducts benchmarking

studies and facilitates networking relationships
between member companies. Membership is free,
while individual study costs are shared by member 
participants.

New benefits

“Don’t overlook possible information sources, like
online libraries, trade publications, databases, vendors
and professional associations,” says Czarnecki. “As
technology continues to evolve, search engines and
databases are getting more sophisticated and providing
a richness of content that has greatly enhanced the data
available in the marketplace.”

The Internet supports benchmarking in other ways
as well. In addition to improved access to information
about organizations and their practices, is the
improved speed at which information can be collected
and shared, accelerating and abbreviating benchmark
efforts. “The speed of access and transmission will
reduce some of the delays classically associated with
contacting organizations and gathering information
from them,” explains Michael J. Spendolini, president
of Monarch Bay, Calif.-based MJS Associates, and
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author of The Benchmarking Book. 
“One of the key effects of the Internet [on benchmark-

ing] is the acceleration of knowledge acquisition and
exchange,” says Bogan. “When doing studies in the recent
past, you had to identify target issues, mail participant 
surveys, and then follow up on phone over the next few
weeks. The entire process had an elapsed time counted in
months. Now, we create an Internet-based survey, send it
out electronically, and use LISTSERV to communicate
back and forth.” Bogan says, “In the most dramatic case,
we had data from eight participant companies back in a
matter of three hours.”

This accelerated approach to benchmarking has resulted
in many companies opting for shorter cycle times between
benchmarking sweeps. Says Bogan, “In the non-‘e’ world,
a company may order a benchmarking project every 
24 months. On Internet time, that’s a decade.” Experts
suggest looking at benchmark data quarterly, or even an
ongoing stream of benchmarking exercises, as opposed to
a finite project. AT&T currently conducts successful

benchmark projects, completed every three months
through a process it calls BenchCasing, an abbreviated
approach to benchmarking using secondary research.

And the shift toward Internet-aided benchmarking will
only continue, say the experts. “Going forward, I think
benchmarking will become more of an online activity as
opposed to a personal activity,” says Spendolini. “The
amount of best practices information being cataloged and
stored will increase exponentially. Search engines and data-
bases will gain sophistication, and a richness of content
will greatly enhance the data available in the marketplace.”

With all that the Internet brings to the benchmarking
process, what it doesn’t do is crunch the numbers, do the
analysis, or implement the findings. “No matter the technol-
ogy, it can’t do the thinking for you,” adds Bogan. “It may lay
them at your feet, but it doesn’t create the solutions.”

Natalie Walker Whitlock is a freelance journalist in
Chandler, Ariz. Contact her at casaflora@aol.com.
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