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According to Agenda 21’s Chapter 28 on Local 
Authorities, ‘because so many of the problems and 
solutions being addressed by Agenda 21 have their 
roots in local activities, the participation and 
cooperation of local authorities will be a 
determining factor in fulfilling sustainable 
development objectives’. Having this principle in 
mind and from the point of view of an institution 
dealing with data and information exchange to 
support action and policy making, we stress the 
importance of exchanging data, information and 
knowledge not only among local authorities, but 
between the different levels of management and 
planning. In a world where globalisation is a 
message used and abused, it is never redundant to 
claim the importance of each level of exercising 
power – substantiating a right level of action - or to 
highlight the requirements and the urgency for an 
interchange of information between all levels. 
European cities are undergoing an urban 
renaissance, and increasingly are the subject of the 
most diversified types of reflection – no wonder for 
instance that one of the first Tate Modern shows 
and a homage to the world culture, is called the 
‘Century City’ which, focusing at 9 different cities 
throughout the world, looks at how the urban 
experience shapes culture, and our views of the 
planet, and at the same time recognizes a general 
urbanization trend where metropolis emerge as 
cosmopolitan crossroads, sources of innovation and 
knowledge.

European local authorities have widely varying 
responsibilities, competences, capacities, 
organization and power, reflecting quite different 
state structures. Nevertheless, being the level of 
governance closest to the people, and those using – 
effectively - an array of planning and management 
tools, not to mention monitoring and reporting 
capabilities, they play a vital role in implementing 
measures leading to and promoting sustainable 
development, as well as in educating, mobilising 
and responding to the public.

In the spirit of the ‘New Public Management’ 
paradigm, or similar models, benchmarking is a 
management tool to be introduced in the 
municipalities – and which is used already in 
Europe although not in relation to environmental 
issues – to help them achieve better performance. 
Benchmarking is also a ‘buzzword’ increasingly 
heard, but not always fully understood, in all its 
dimensions and shapes. This report is an attempt 
to clarify and present the many definitions of 
benchmarking. It also attempts to explain the basic 
steps of benchmarking, to show how this tool can be 
applied by local authorities as well as to discuss its 
potential benefits and limitations. Providing a 
series of examples it illustrates the effective use of 
this management tool, and its requirements for 
comparable data and information. An extensive 
list of sources of information will, for sure, help 
local authorities to proceed in their task of 
achieving better performance in their 
environmental activities and mission towards 
sustainable development.

It is my firm belief that if cities use indicators and 
progressively introduce targets to improve 
management and related urban life quality, and to 
measure progress towards more sustainable 
development, we will also create a sound 
competition among cities and foster innovation. 
And it is my dream that one day cities will be 
categorised also by means of environmental 
sustainability scoreboards and that permanent 
national and European initiatives focused on 
progress can be established equalling the rivalry 
existing in football (and for a better cause)!

Domingo Jiménez-Beltrán

EEA Executive Director
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This report addresses the use of 
benchmarking as a management tool in the 
context of municipal and local community 
actions towards sustainability management. It 
is motivated by the growing interest at the 
European policy-making level to stimulate 
the use of sustainability management tools 
and exchange of best practices among local 
authorities. This is seen to be important 
because local authority actions play a vital 
role in responding to the challenges of 
enhancing the state of the environment not 
only in policy-making, but also in the 
provision of services and in the planning 
process.

Local communities therefore need to be 
aware of their own sustainability 
performance levels and should be able to 
engage in exchange of best practices to 
respond to these challenges. This has been 
promoted through a number of actions at 
the policy level. The increased use of 
sustainability management tools and the 
exchange of information between 
communities are stressed in several 
documents issued by the European 
Commission or city networks. The first 
European Conference on Sustainable Cities 
and Towns in May 1994 in Aalborg was an 
important starting point for implementing 
Agenda 21 processes and improving the 
influence of cities and towns as key players in 
the process of changing lifestyles, 
production, consumption and spatial 
patterns. The importance of the use of 
sustainability management tools, the 
monitoring of performance, the use of 
indicators, and the exchange of experience 
between cities and towns is stressed in the 
Aalborg Charter (1994), which was a product 
of the Aalborg Conference and has already 
been signed by more than 700 local and 
regional authorities across Europe. The 
European Sustainable Cities and Towns 
campaign was initiated in order to support 
the adoption and signing of the Aalborg 
Charter. Principal activities of the campaign 
are, among others, to facilitate mutual 
support and information exchange between 
cities, to collect and disseminate information 
on good examples at the local level, and to 

organise an annual ‘sustainable city award’. 
The importance of such activities is also 
mentioned in the follow-up documents from 
the next conferences, the Lisbon action plan 
(1996), and the Hannover call (2000).

Tools such as quality and environmental 
management, performance measurement, or 
activity-based costing are increasingly used by 
local authorities to increase their efficiency 
concerning environmental services. 
Furthermore, cooperation between 
communities through networks is increasing. 
These actions can be seen in the context of 
sharing experience and learning from each 
other. Benchmarking is in this context often 
mentioned as the ‘magic tool’ to foster 
healthy competition between communities 
and lead to improvements. It is often defined 
as the structured process of learning from 
others — internally or externally — who are 
leaders in a field or with whom legitimate 
comparisons can be made. However, for the 
lack of precise guidelines, the term 
‘benchmarking’ took on a broader usage 
within environmental performance 
improvement discussions. It meant different 
things to different users. Thus, one of the key 
objectives of this document is to put some 
order to the user of the concept of 
‘environmental benchmarking’ and to offer a 
road map to its different applications.

Although benchmarking is not explicitly 
mentioned in the above-described policy 
documents, it is implicitly addressed. The 
European Commission initiative ‘Sustainable 
urban development in the European Union: 
A framework for action’, presented at the 
European Urban Forum in Vienna in 1998, 
addresses priorities in European Union 
policies and instruments and takes up these 
points as well. Action 20 (‘Awareness raising, 
exchange of experience and capacity 
building for sustainable urban 
development’) concerns, among other 
things, the establishment of a linked network 
of EU databases on urban issues. The action 
also stresses the development of an urban 
dimension in the new European Network for 
Detection of Good Practice, which aims at 
collecting and disseminating good practice 
and facilitating exchange of experience. 
Furthermore, the EU wants to support local 
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government networking activities and an EU 
award scheme for innovation and progress 
made by individual cities and towns 
concerning urban sustainability. Action 23 
focuses on improving comparative 
information on urban conditions:

‘Increasingly, decision-makers need to be 
informed on how individual cities compare, 
both in terms of characteristics at one point 
in time and underlying trends… . 
Benchmarking has proved to be an effective 
technique for continuous improvement. It 
can be applied to urban services and systems 
through self-assessment by local government. 
The European Commission will build upon 
its work of detecting best practice, on the 
experience of its existing pilot benchmarking 
exercise in urban transport and the work on 
urban indicators in order to encourage a 
more intensive use of benchmarking at urban 
level.’

The need for benchmarking in communities 
— although not with a focus on the 
environment — is also stressed in other 
publications by the EU (1).

The European Environment Agency (EEA) 
plays an important role in relation to 
benchmarking, through its objectives of 
providing the Community and the Member 
States with objective information necessary to 
frame and implement sound and effective 
policies, ensure that environmental data at 
European level are comparable, ensure 
broad dissemination of reliable 
environmental information and stimulate 
exchange of information. In providing 
reliable information on the environment, the 
EEA is dependent on input from many 
sources at national and international level. 
The EEA puts a lot of effort into improving 
the quality and relevance of the data and 
information it receives and into streamlining 
data flows, in order to maximise the benefit 
and minimise the burden for all involved.

The EEA works closely together with national 
focal points in the national administrations 
and with its European topic centres to define 
core sets of policy-relevant indicators and 
derived data requirements for several priority 
areas, identifying redundancy and 
duplication in current reporting activities.

The EEA has developed a consistent and 
comprehensive structure for its work on 
indicators, to help bring together 
information needs under the EU sustainable 
development strategy, the sixth environment 
action programme and sectoral integration 
activities (the so-called Cardiff process) into 
one coherent framework. Headline 
indicators, environmental indicators (as in 
the Environmental signals 2000 report) and 
sectoral integration indicators (as in TERM 
2000) are all part of this overall package. 
Within this context, the EEA works closely 
together with partners within and outside the 
Community framework, including the 
following.

• Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the 
European Communities — Both 
organisations work closely on a common 
approach to the development of a 
reporting system to support reporting of 
progress under the sixth environment 
action programme, which builds on work 
already done on indicators and the 
emphasis in the sixth programme on 
analysis and information to support 
assessment of policy effectiveness.

• Joint Research Centre (JRC) — A 
memorandum of understanding, signed in 
1999, and a joint work plan for 1999–2000 
have been systematically implemented 
concerning mainly the following thematic 
areas: (a) the development of policy-
relevant indicators in the fields of nature 
protection and biodiversity assessment, 
land cover and land use, soil, marine and 
coastal areas, and urban areas; (b) spatial 
data and GIS information management 
support including the characterisation of a 
European river basins’ map to support 
monitoring and reporting under the water 
framework directive and the EU strategy on 
biodiversity; (c) ‘Clean air for Europe’ 
programme — joint support to the 
Directorate-General for the Environment.

• Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) — Cooperation 
focused on four main areas during the year: 
environmental outlooks, sectoral 
indicators, data collection, and a joint 
database on environmental instruments.

• United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe (UNECE) — The EEA participates 
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in the ‘Environment for Europe’ process 
under the auspices of the UNECE.

• World Health Organisation (WHO) — 
EEA–WHO cooperation is focused on 
supporting developments in aligning 
monitoring and reporting systems in order 
to deliver common information to policy-
makers.

• Council of Europe — Cooperation with the 
Council of Europe on nature conservation, 
biodiversity and landscape led in 2000 to 
the setting-up of a memorandum of 
understanding between the two 
organisations.

The relevance of the information provided 
by the EEA is thus structured in four steps:

• identifying redundant monitoring and 
data, so releasing resources for developing 
new needs;

• streamlining and focusing existing data 
into policy-relevant indicators;

• improving the data flows and institutional 
arrangements so as to avoid duplication 
and maximise the timeliness and efficiency 
of reporting;

• developing new information needs and 
assessment tools based on emerging 
perceptions, priorities and approaches.

During 2000, the EEA made several strategic 
decisions concerning EnviroWindows, a 
public platform for dissemination of 
environmental information and data from 
different actors: the EIONET extension for 
business and local authorities which will 
enable the use of a single electronic 
repository (based on the Internet), providing 
information for the public in line with the 
transparency principles of the Aarhus 
Convention (Convention on Access to 
Information, Public Participation in 
Decision-making and Access to Justice in 
Environmental Matters).

In line with these strategic orientations, the 
EEA started to work on the Urban 
Communication Platform, as a general tool 
for dissemination of data and information on 
urban issues. This tool is proposed to be an 
open, public, Internet-based platform using 
EnviroWindows. Basically, it will offer cities 
and other partners a source of information 
and a ‘meeting point’, as well as the other 
facilities of EnviroWindows — server space, 
help-desk facility and interest groups.

The Urban Communication Platform was 
launched at the Hanover Conference 2000 — 
third European Conference on Sustainable 
Cities and Towns — as a tool to support, 
among other projects, ‘European common 
indicators — Towards a local sustainability 
profile’, a project initiated by the Directorate-
General for the Environment in March–April 
1999. To support the reporting aspect of the 
common indicators, cooperation with the 
UNEP/GRID-Arendal CEROI project was 
developed to help adapt the European 
common indicators context.

Finally, negotiations between the European 
Commission and 13 candidate countries in 
central Europe and the Mediterranean area 
on agreements to join the EEA were 
successfully concluded in 2000. The new 
members will join the EEA when the 
agreements have been ratified nationally and 
by the Council. This is likely to take place 
during 2001 for most, if not all, countries, 
resulting in an Agency of 31 countries 
stretching from Iceland to the Caucasus and 
from Lapland to the Mediterranean. The 
EEA is the first EU body to be open to 
enlargement, have a pan-European 
dimension (60 % increase in area and 45 % 
increase in population) and require a 
response to the different environmental 
characteristics of the new geographical areas 
covered and the environmental priorities of 
the new members.
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Benchmarking is a ‘buzzword’ which can be 
heard increasingly in discussions around 
comparisons between cities, indicators, and 
exchange of best practices, and it is a tool 
that is being supported by EU policies. 
However, the interpretations of what 
benchmarking actually means are quite 
different, and often there are 
misunderstandings. The objectives of this 
report are therefore the following.

• clarification of the definitions around 
benchmarking and explanation of the 
generic steps of benchmarking;

• adaptation of the concept of benchmarking 
to its use for local authorities, with a focus 
on the environmental field; the different 
types of benchmarking are explained as 
well as the potential benefits that they can 
yield, and the limitations that have to be 
encountered;
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• provision of examples of current 
environmental benchmarking activities by 
local authorities.

The interest of the report is manifold and 
addresses the European, national, and local 
authority levels.
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This report contains an introduction to 
benchmarking as a tool for improvement. It 
provides an overview of the terms used in this 
context and the basic methodology. The 
focus is thereby on how benchmarking 
concerning environmental issues can be used 
by local authorities. It should be noted that it 
is often difficult to distinguish between 
environmental and non-environmental 
issues. In fact, it might not be necessary to 
make this distinction. There is a need to 

move away from a one-dimensional analysis 
to environmental problems, and to view 
developments in a more integrated way. 
Efforts in communities are increasingly 
aimed at improving sustainability 
performance in general, encompassing the 
environmental, economic and social 
dimensions. However, this report focuses on 
the environmental dimension, since there 
are specific challenges tied to the 
comparisons of environmental performance 
data in particular.

The report proposes a framework for 
structuring environmental (or sustainability) 
benchmarking activities, and provides 
examples of current activities in this field, 
with the focus on Europe. However, examples 
from benchmarking activities in the United 
States of America and Australia are also 
mentioned.
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2.1.1. Definitions
There is a considerable confusion as to what 
the term ‘benchmarking’ actually means. 
Often, benchmarking is understood as a 
process of simply comparing numerical 
performance levels across different 
organisations. However, if benchmarking is 
understood as a tool for improvement, it is 
more than just comparing and ranking. It 
goes beyond the establishment of 
benchmarks, standards and norms, and 
investigates the practices that support the 
benchmarks (2). The philosophy of 
benchmarking is very well expressed through 
the following statement:

‘Benchmarking is the practice of being 
humble enough to admit that someone else 
is better at something, and being wise 
enough to learn how to match and even 
surpass them at it’ (3).

Benchmarking is about finding out why there 
are differences in performance and about 
learning from others’ best practice. The 
concept of benchmarking was pioneered by 
the Xerox Corporation to meet the Japanese 
competitive challenge of the 1970s.

There is an array of definitions of 
benchmarking (see box). Nearly all 
emphasise the importance of learning from 
others through a systematic method of 
identifying best practices for a particular 
process or activity. For the purpose of this 
report, the first definition (by the APQC) 
seems to be the most appropriate one.
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Almost any process or activity of an 
organisation is a candidate for 
benchmarking, such as (8):

• work processes;
• products and services;
• support functions;
• organisational performance;
• strategies.

Often, the terms benchmarking and 
performance assessment are used 
interchangeably, even though they are not 
exactly the same. Performance measurement 
or assessment could be defined as the initial 
work done to specify and gather data on the 
criteria that account for the performance of a 
programme or service. Knowing the factors 
that are important in effectively performing a 
particular service or function is the 
foundation of benchmarking practice.
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It could be said that benchmarking per se is 
the next step, which is taken to discover what 
those identified as having best practices are 
doing that you are not doing (9).

It also has to be noted that there is often a 
confusion made between a benchmark and 
the actual process of benchmarking. A 
benchmark is simply a standard of 
performance. The standard may be 
established by the organisation as a goal or 
expected level of performance or for various 
other reasons. Benchmarks may also be 
established by looking outside the 
organisation. However, setting benchmarks 
does not necessarily have to imply a 
benchmarking process, since benchmarks 
can be used for other management tools, 
such as quality management or 
environmental management.

An important element of the definition of 
benchmarking is best practice. Best practice, 
in the more traditional uses of 
benchmarking, is defined by Robert Camp as 
‘those practices that please the customer 
most’. Thus it is argued that the goals of a 
benchmarking study should be based on 
customer needs, whether the customers are 
internal (departments within an 
organisation, higher management levels, 
employees) or external (consumers, citizens, 
regulators, legislators, local and national 
environmental groups, investors). 
Conducting a benchmarking study is 
immaterial if it is not designed to meet a 
specific customer requirement.

2.1.2. Benefits of benchmarking
The goal of benchmarking is basically to 
learn from others’ best practice. It is an 
improvement tool. If used properly, it leads 
to true, fundamental process improvement, 
which, in turn, leads to bottom-line 
performance improvement. A benchmarking 
study by Statoil to improve the delivery 
process of casing for oil wells cost in total 
GBP 205 000. However, compared to the 
achieved savings of GBP 5.1 million, this gave 
a good return on investments (10). The 
estimated costs for a 10-month 

benchmarking study by Pacific Bell, in order 
to improve its systems for measuring 
customer satisfaction, were USD 70 000, 
whereas the annual savings were estimated at 
USD 5 million annually, with the potential for 
more savings (11). According to Robert 
Camp, often called the initiator of the 
‘benchmarking wave’, the payback 
experienced in benchmarking activities is 
generally 5 to 25 times the investment (12).

It has to be noted that, especially concerning 
environmental issues, costs and benefits 
cannot always be expressed in quantitative 
terms. If there are improvements in air 
quality as a result of a benchmarking 
exercise, it might not be possible (or not 
appropriate) to express all the benefits in 
financial terms. Also, benefits like the 
creation of networks and partnerships are 
difficult to quantify. These qualitative aspects 
have to be taken into consideration when 
assessing the usefulness of a benchmarking 
study in the environmental field.

Additionally, some of the specific attractions 
of benchmarking are as follows (13).

1. Benchmarking helps the organisation 
understand and develop a critical attitude 
to its own business processes. It helps to 
overcome complacency (‘it’s OK the way it 
is’) and convince the ‘non-believers’.

2. Benchmarking promotes an active process 
of learning in the organisation and 
motivates change and improvement. It can 
break down ingrained reluctance to 
change and create momentum — 
employees become more receptive to new 
ideas.

3. Through benchmarking, the organisation 
can find sources for improvement and new 
ways of doing things outside their own 
organisation without trying to reinvent the 
wheel.

4. Through benchmarking, reference points 
for measuring the performance of the 
organisation’s business processes are 
established. It provides early warning for 
lagging cost structures, customer 
satisfaction, technology and business 
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processes. It can also correct inaccurate 
perceptions about competitor strengths, 
weaknesses and strategies.
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2.2.1. Definitions
How is ‘environmental benchmarking’ 
different from ‘normal benchmarking’? 
Principally, the idea and methodology of 
environmental benchmarking do not differ 
from any other benchmarking process. In 
fact, it could be questioned whether the term 
‘environmental benchmarking’ should be 
used at all. In order to avoid 
misunderstandings, it might be more 
appropriate to use expressions like 
‘benchmarking of environmental 
performance’, ‘benchmarking for 
continuous environmental improvement, 
‘benchmarking for cost improvement in 
waste management’ or ‘benchmarking of 
environmental strategies’, depending on the 
scope of the benchmarking process.

As with general benchmarking, there are 
different notions about what environmental 
benchmarking actually means. Often, the 
term ‘environmental benchmarking’ refers 
simply to listing and comparing or ranking 
environmental performance of different 
organisations. For example, the efforts of 
third parties such as environmental NGOs to 
compare and rank air emissions or waste 
figures of different companies, or 
performance of products, are often called 
benchmarking. However, if environmental 
benchmarking is understood as an 
improvement tool, it should go further. It 
should involve analysing the practices which 
lead to superior environmental performance.

The following box lists two definitions of 
environmental benchmarking.
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There might be some controversy about 
whether the aim of environmental 
benchmarking should in the first place be an 
improvement from the environmental point 
of view, or whether the driver for 
improvement is, at the end of the day, simply 
costs. The definition by Szekely et al. stresses 
that the goal of environmental 
benchmarking is excellent environmental 
performance, which should go along with 
superior economic performance. A best 
practice in this sense should conserve the 
environment and at the same time be cost-
effective.

Summarised, it could be said that 
environmental benchmarking is about 
finding out how ‘best-in-class’ organisations 
achieve high performances in managing the 
environment or eco-efficiency, and about 
trying to adapt these superior practices to the 
own organisation. Eco-efficiency in this case 
refers to better environmental quality and 
higher citizen satisfaction at lowest possible 
costs.

2.2.2. What is benchmarked in environmental 
benchmarking?

The scope of environmental benchmarking 
needs to encompass all areas of an 
organisation’s activities. Improvements are 
not limited to manufacturing processes. The 
subject of environmental benchmarking can 
be (16), for example, development, resource 
assessment, environmental accounting, 
environmental performance measurement 
and data management systems, energy 
management, waste prevention and 
minimisation, emergency response systems, 
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environmental education and training 
systems, customer service, environmental 
policy development, or auditing practices.

Environmental benchmarking can also be 
used to improve environmental management 
systems in general. For example, an investor-
owned utility wanted to compare the 
development of its environmental 
management system to its competitors and 
non-competitors. As a result of the study, the 
utility learned what was and was not 
successful in its relationship with regulators, 
where its management system could be 
improved, and where it stood along a 
spectrum of ‘enlightened companies’ (17).

Benchmarking helps to focus more closely on 
an area for improvement. Which areas are 
benchmarked is determined by an 
organisation’s specific goals, which again are 
determined by the customer/stakeholder 
needs.
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Benchmarking activities can have very 
different objectives and scopes, and there is 
no single way to approach benchmarking. 
Different types of benchmarking processes 
can be distinguished, and one way of 
classifying them is according to what is 
compared and against whom comparisons 
are made.

Benchmarking of what (18) (19)?

• Performance (or data) benchmarking 
(‘How well should we be doing it?’) is the 
comparison of performance measures 
(often financial, but also operational). 
According to the definition provided in 
Section 2.1.1, this is not strictly 
benchmarking as such but an analysis of 
benchmark data. The benchmark might be 
a standard or target that has been 
established (internally, a nationally defined 
target or a target set by a professional 
advisory group) or performance data of 
other organisations.

• Process benchmarking (‘How do others 
achieve it?’) is the comparison of methods 

and practices for performing business 
processes, for the purpose of learning from 
the best to improve one’s own processes. It 
goes beyond the pure analysis of 
performance data and tries to identify the 
design and characteristics of a process, that 
is the best practices that lie behind the 
good performance of others. The concept 
of ‘a process’ is a critical one for 
benchmarking. The technical description 
is that a process is a set of activities that 
convert inputs into outputs, which meet 
agreed customer requirements.

• Strategic benchmarking (‘What should we 
be doing?’) is the comparison of the 
strategic choices and dispositions made by 
other organisations, for the purpose of 
collecting information to improve one’s 
own strategic planning and positioning.

Benchmarking against whom (20)?

• Internal benchmarking is the comparison 
between departments, units, subsidiaries, 
or countries within the same company or 
organisation.

• Competitor benchmarking is the direct 
comparison of own performance/results 
against the best real competitors, i.e. that 
manufacture the same product or deliver 
the same service.

• Functional benchmarking is the 
comparison of processes or functions 
against non-competitor organisations (e.g. 
customer, suppliers) within the same 
industry or technological area. It tends to 
involve comparisons between firms that 
share some common technological and 
market characteristics and to concentrate 
on specific functions. For example, 
Telecom Australia might benchmark its 
billing process against the billing process of 
British Telecom, or Disney World and an 
open-pit coalmine could benchmark their 
maintenance of hydraulics. The big 
advantage of functional benchmarking is 
that it is easier to identify willing partners, 
since the information is not going to a 
direct competitor.

• Generic benchmarking is the comparison 
of own processes against the best processes 
around, regardless of industry or service. It 
is the study of innovative methods or 
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technologies that can be used in a variety of 
business processes. It compares your own 
process with one that was designed for a 
different use, but which can be adapted to 
your process. For example, in order to 
improve fast patient admission in hospitals, 
comparing with hotel receptions could give 
new ideas. This type of benchmarking 
requires more creative effort and is 
therefore more difficult to do. However, 
the potential for identifying new 
technologies or practices that will lead to 
breakthroughs is highest in generic 
benchmarking. One example is the spread 
of bar coding from industry to industry. 
Especially concerning environmental 
management, it could be said that 
successful practices are rarely industry-
specific, and may therefore easily be 
adopted elsewhere.

Some combinations of ‘types’ of 
benchmarking are more relevant than 
others. Table 2.1 gives an overview of what 
combinations of the different types are 
supposed to give the highest benefits.

Looking at companies’ benchmarking 
experience, it could be said that in many 
cases there is some kind of succession in the 
types of benchmarking used, which is ‘data 
benchmarking before process benchmarking’ 
and ‘internal benchmarking before external 

benchmarking’. Process benchmarking 
cannot be performed if the organisation does 
not have an idea about the areas of 
insufficient performance. If an organisation 
decides to do process benchmarking with no 
prior benchmarking experience, it is often 
recommended to start with internal 
benchmarking before looking for external 
partners, for example benchmarking 
between sister plants or strategic business 
units. However, especially concerning the 
environment, it is very likely that 
breakthrough ideas are not found internally. 
But still, it could be said that internal 
benchmarking is ‘the place to start and to 
learn’ about how to benchmark (21).
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Benchmarking is a process — a series of 
actions, steps, functions, or activities that 
bring about an end or a result: the 
identification and importation of best 
practices to improve performance (22). As 
explained in Section 2.3, there are several 
types of benchmarking, and the steps of 
action can therefore differ. The following 
focuses on process benchmarking, as this is 
the source for ‘true’ improvement. The 
objective is to learn how to design and 
operate processes in a much better way than 
is currently happening.
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There are dozens of sources which describe 
the benchmarking process. It is called by 
some ‘the nine-step benchmarking process’, 
or by others ‘the four steps of 
benchmarking’. The following description is 
based on Andersen and Pettersen, which call 
the process ‘the benchmarking wheel’, in 
order to indicate that benchmarking is an 
ongoing process (23).

The time required (and, accordingly, also the 
costs) for a process benchmarking study 
depends on the scope and depth of the study, 
but it normally takes at least 8 months, and 
up to 18 months. The actual full 
implementation of improvements can take 
much longer, depending on how radical the 
change is.

2.4.1. Plan
The planning phase is the most crucial of all 
the phases. It includes the following activities.

Select the process to be benchmarked
This selection should be based on the 
organisation’s strategy. An organisation 
should not embark on a benchmarking study 
without a clear strategic vision. Without clear 
strategic objectives, the benchmarking study 
may focus on issues that do not have the 
potential to deliver the improvement the 
benchmarking study is aiming at (24).

The process to be benchmarked can be 
selected, for example, according to the 

impact of the process on the company’s 
critical success factors (CSFs), on the 
importance of the process for the main 
functions of the company, and according to 
whether the process represents or impacts on 
obvious problem areas in the organisation.

(a) Selecting the process based on CSFs
A critical success factor can be defined as a 
limited number of factors that highly impact 
on the organisation’s competitiveness, for 
example price, delivery time, quality, or 
product attributes. There are dozens of tools 
for identifying CSFs, and for assessing 
performance and importance of certain 
processes in respect of these CSFs. The spider 
chart is included as an example of a very 
popular tool for assessing the performance of 
the own organisation’s critical success factors 
and comparing them to the competitors.

After defining and ranking the CSFs, as well 
as identifying areas of performance gaps, the 
next step is to identify which processes 
influence these CSFs. The process to be 
benchmarked might then be one that has a 
very high importance for a certain critical 
success factor, and at the same time shows 
very low performance.

(b) Selecting the process based on the organisation’s 
main functions
The process can also be selected according to 
its relation to the organisation’s main 
functions, such as marketing, purchasing,
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research and development activities, 
finances, manufacturing, etc. In this case, the 
benchmarking study will focus on a main 
function that is considered to perform 
unsatisfactorily. The process which will be 
chosen to be benchmarked will consequently 
be one that is very important for the success 
of that particular main function.

Form the benchmarking team
The benchmarking team should consist of a 
process owner, one or more of those who 
perform the process, one person with 
connection to management, and preferably a 
supplier and a customer. One person can 
take several roles, depending on the size of 
the study. Persons that are significantly 
involved in the process should take part in 
the benchmarking study, as their 
commitment is very important for the success 
of the whole study.

Understand and document the process to be 
benchmarked
Prior to observing the processes of 
benchmarking partners, it is extremely 

important to understand one’s own process. 
The process has to be defined in terms of 
input and output and the parties involved in 
the process, such as suppliers and customers. 
This has to be for the whole process as well as 
for the steps within the process.

After constructing a detailed flow chart of the 
process, some misconnections and illogical 
steps might be identified, and often first 
improvements can already be made at this 
point.

Establish performance measures for the 
process
In order to determine the present levels of 
performance and compare them to 
benchmarking partners, performance 
measures for the process have to be 
established. The three main dimensions 
often mentioned for performance measures 
in industry or services’ benchmarking are 
quality (e.g. defect rates), time (e.g. delivery 
times), and cost. If the focus of a 
benchmarking study is on environmental 
improvement, then certainly environmental 
performance has to be either stressed as a 
‘fourth dimension’ or integrated into the 
other three (e.g. quality understood as 
environmental quality, and costs as 
environmental costs).

Many indicators are used to describe the 
environmental performance of an 
organisation (e.g. amount of waste, energy 
use) or the state of the environment as such 
(e.g. air quality, water quality) (25). However, 

,/6- )���
�
�����
	������
� �����
������)���
�
�����
	������
������������������
��
��
�
�����$��
�����
��
�����
�
��#�� �%������	��%��

����1;;:&

)���
��/&/& 4���	�
����

���
���������
���
����
����	��
���
���
9&4��:



)	����������
��
��
������	�	�


��� �0

in order to analyse an organisation’s efforts 
and its efficiency, it is also important to 
incorporate indicators that aim at describing 
the actual management concerning the 
environment. Such indicators could be, for 
example, the number of environmental 
audits conducted, hours of staff member 
training, or supplier assessments (26).

Looking at the types of environment-related 
indicators, it is important to distinguish 
between absolute and relative indicators. 
From an ecological point of view, the 
absolute indicators are the primary focus, 
since they represent the organisation’s total 
consumption of resources and emissions into 
the environment (e.g. total water use, total 
emissions of CO2). However, in comparing 
efficiency aspects of individual departments 
or organisations, these absolute indicators 
must be related to a reference figure (e.g. 
number of employees or inhabitants, annual 
output volume). In this sense, the relative 
indicators represent an organisation’s 
environmental performance relative to its 
size or production capacity. In order to get a 
comprehensive picture of the situation and 
draw the right conclusions, absolute and 
relative indicators have to be used together.

Environment-related indicators can be 
quantity- or cost-related. Environmental 
indicators are often quantity-related, i.e. 
physical measurements such as tonnes (e.g. 
tonnes of waste) or items (e.g. number of 
violations against environmental laws). It is 
important, however, to develop 
environmental cost indicators at the same 
time. Cost-related information can be used 
for absolute indicators (e.g. total costs for 
waste management) as well as relative 
indicators (waste management costs per 
tonne of disposed waste).

2.4.2. Search
A primary task is to search for and identify 
suitable benchmarking partners. This 
includes the following activities.

• Design a list of criteria which an ideal 
benchmarking partner should satisfy. 
Criteria can cover issues such as 
geographical location, size, structure, 
products, technology, industry, and 
organisational climate.

• Search for potential benchmarking 
partners, i.e. organisations that are better 

than oneself at the process in question. 
Sources of information about 
benchmarking partners could be the 
organisation’s network, subject and area 
experts, industry and trade organisations 
(statistics, conferences, exhibitions), 
publications, the media, or public 
information such as national statistics or 
trade offices. It also has to be remarked that 
there is an increasing amount of 
benchmarking networks and associations 
for different industries and processes, 
which are specialised in providing 
performance data and in helping 
companies to find partners.

• Compare the candidates and select the 
best-suited benchmarking partner(s). It is 
recommended to select more than one 
possible benchmarking partner.

• Establish contact with the selected 
partner(s) and gain acceptance for 
participation in the benchmarking study.

Benchmarking is also about establishing an 
environment or network where it is accepted 
and legitimate to compare one against the 
other. One can benefit from contacts that can 
be actively used for later studies.

2.4.3. Observe
The purpose of the observation phase is to 
study the selected benchmarking partner(s) 
to understand its(their) processes. Before 
visiting the partner organisation, the 
organisation performing the benchmarking 
study should be well prepared. This means 
that it should know its own process very well, 
and also that it should have gathered as 
much information as possible about the 
benchmarking partner beforehand. A site 
visit should not be used to obtain trivial 
information that can be gathered, for 
example, from publicly available data.

The steps of the observation phase are as 
follows.

Assess the information needs
Information on three levels should be 
collected.

1. Performance levels, which indicate how 
good the partner is compared to oneself.

2. Practices or methods, which make it 
possible to achieve these performance 
levels.
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3. Enablers, which make it possible to 
perform the process according to these 
practices or methods.

Select the method and tool for collecting 
information and data
There are many ways to collect data, and the 
organisation has to select the most efficient 
and suitable way. Different tools can be used, 
such as questionnaires, interviews, or direct 
observations. Also, it has to be decided how 
these tools shall be used, for example 
whether a questionnaire should be sent by 
mail, whether it should be done over the 
telephone, or whether it should be filled in 
during a personal interview. Even a certain 
tool can be designed in many ways. The way 
the questions are posed in an interview, for 
example, can influence the outcome 
considerably.27

Observe and debrief
It is important that after the visit a debriefing 
is conducted as soon as possible in order not 
to lose any details of the observation which 
might not have been put down on paper.

2.4.4. Analyse
The main purpose of the analysis phase is to 
uncover the following.

• Gaps in performance levels
between own and partners’ process

The collected data and information have to 
be sorted, controlled for quality, and 
normalised before they can be analysed for 
performance gaps. However, the team has to 
be aware of not ‘normalising away’ all the 
explanations between the performance gaps. 
Often, for the analysis, some kind of 
comparison matrices are made to present 
performance measures collected from the 
benchmarking partners.
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• The causes of the gaps, i.e. the methods and 
practice that make it possible for the partners to 
achieve their high performance levels

For the analysis of the causes, different tools 
can be used, such as comparison of flow 
charts, qualitative data matrices, relations 
diagrams, root-cause analysis, or the cause-
and-effect diagram (also called the fishbone 
diagram).

• The enablers that particularly
contribute to the gaps

It can be observed that often, having visited 
one or more partners, the study can lose 
some of its momentum. The team might lose 
some of the motivation to start the analysis, 
and the quality of the results will accordingly 
be poorer. The team might not manage to 
find any performance gap and the causes of 
it. Very often, it will be hard to find and 
collect numerical data from the partners, 
which will, to a large extent, eliminate the 
quantitative part of the analysis. Instead of 
first determining a performance gap, one will 
proceed directly to identifying why the 
partners are better. This part of the analysis 
will be based more on qualitative 
observations.
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2.4.5. Adapt
The main findings from the analysis phase 
must be communicated and gain the 
acceptance of the involved persons, 
otherwise the study will not be successful. 
Simply identifying best practices without 
importing them to one’s own organisation is 
not benchmarking. The findings have to be 
adapted to the organisation’s own conditions 
and implemented within it. Improvement 
opportunities have to be identified, targets 
for improvement set, measures implemented, 
and progress monitored. Furthermore, the 
benchmarking study should be well 
documented and closed with a final report.

2.4.6. Recycle
Benchmarking should not be a one-time 
event but a continuous process for improving 
the organisation’s performance. Benchmarks 
identified in benchmarking processes are not 
static. They will change as organisations 
improve their processes, and therefore have 
to be recalibrated.

The long-term objective is to establish 
benchmarking as a natural problem-solving 
and improvement technique on the level of 
other more established methods. Thus, 
benchmarking can be put to work in 
different situations:

• for developing goals, strategic or 
operational, benchmarking can be used to 
ensure that sufficiently ambitious goals are 
set;

• for specific problems which the 
organisation is facing, benchmarking can 
contribute to finding solutions by studying 
others which have already solved similar 
problems.
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There are several organisations that maintain 
databases of environmental performance 
(and practice) data in various industry 
sectors, such as ‘Contour environment, 
health and safety benchmarking’ by the 
Confederation of British Industry (CBI) (29) 
and Enviro-Mark (30). Member companies
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can access these databases and compare their 
environmental performance with 
competitors.

However, many organisations are more 
interested in discovering how others actually 
tackle environmental issues than simply 
ranking themselves against each other. There 
are not many professional environmental 
benchmarking associations and networks 
equivalent to the dozens of other 
benchmarking associations existing for the 
industry, dedicated to different themes or 
industries, such as the Human Resources 
Benchmarking Association’, the Distribution 
and Logistics Management Benchmarking 
Consortium, or the Automotive Suppliers’ 
Benchmarking Association. Some 
organisations and initiatives with 
environmental focus have, however, emerged 
in the last few years, such as SHEiiBA and the 
EEBN.

31 32

Environment-oriented industry NGOs like 
GEMI (Global Environmental Management 
Initiative) also foster benchmarking activities 
among their members and have issued 
several benchmarking reports, for example 
about EHS cost accounting practices, EHS 
information management system issues, EHS 
auditing, or partnering with suppliers.

Often also national databases, like the ‘Toxics 
release inventory’ (TRI) in the United States, 
are used to compare emissions or waste 
generation. This is often done by third parties 
such as environmental NGOs, without active 
involvement of the concerned organisations. 
The results are then published in order to 
depict the ‘bad performers’ and build 
awareness among the citizens. For example, 
the ‘Scorecard’ is an information service 
provided by the US Environmental Defense. 
This information service gives access to 
pollutant emission data, land contamination 
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and certain types of waste in any 
community (33), based on authoritative 
scientific and government data (e.g. the TRI). 
The ‘Scorecard’ (34) can rank and compare 
the pollution situation across the US, and 
rankings can be made by state, by county, by 
community or by facility. For example, it can 
be seen from this database that Baton Rouge, 
LA, has the highest amount of reported 
emissions of ozone-depleting chemicals (CFC-
11 equivalents) within the United States. 
Which facilities are responsible for the main 
part of this pollution can also be extracted. 
The UK-based Friends of the Earth’s ‘Factory 

Watch’ (35) is a similar service, offering league 
tables concerning different types of pollution 
by factories. The UK Environment Agency has 
published the ‘Hall of Shame’ (36) since 1998, 
where it ‘points the finger at guilty polluters’ 
by producing a list of businesses which have 
been found guilty of offences against the 
environment. The company ICI, with total 
fines of GBP 382 500, was at the top of the 
league table in 1998. Such initiatives are 
mostly targeted towards the public, in order 
to raise awareness and support the citizens’ 
‘right to know’ about pollution in their 
surroundings.

,99- �	�
����	��
�����	���������	�����J�
�	�����
�!	

���������
���
�����
�!	

���������������
�
�
�������
	��
���������
��������
������������
��������
	������	
����
��&�

,98- ���!#%%���&��	
���
�&	
��C���
���
��#��������
	������
�5��������/6:���
7���������	�����'���Q	
7�
10010&

,96- ���!#%%���&�	�&�	&�7%����	
������%)
������	��������
���C�0
��
����
���&
,94- ���!#%%���&����
	�����(������&�	�&�7%��
��%�����&����C�,�$��
���������������$��
�������������"�.
���


����
���/���



�� ��������	�
��
�	����������
���
�����
��
����
�	��
����
����	�


�
����
��	

$' ��������	�
��
�	����������
���
�����
��
����
�	�

$'�' =��
������
�����
��
����
�	�

��
	�������	�
��

�	����������>

The reasons for benchmarking in local 
authorities are basically the same as for 
private companies. The responsibilities for 
environmental protection and providing 
environmental services are increasing, and so 
are the costs related to them. Communities 
want to improve the quality of their services, 
and they have to do it in a cost-efficient way.

With general cost pressure, the public sector 
is increasingly adapting practices used in the 
private sector, and concepts like ‘new public 
management’ (NPM) (37) are gaining 
importance in public services. Local 
authorities have to increase transparency — 
towards the government as well as towards 
the public — about how they are using the 
taxpayers’ money. This also applies to 
environmental responsibilities. The public 
wants a healthy environment; however, it still 
has to be affordable and traded off against 
other needs. This means that local 
authorities have to learn how to identify and 
improve areas of insufficient performance.

Often, municipalities use legal standards as 
benchmarks concerning environmental 
quality, and therefore set their goals 
according to these standards (e.g. 
environmental quality standards, emission 
limits). However, especially concerning costs 
of environmental protection or the citizens’ 
satisfaction concerning environmental 
services, due to lack of comparison 
municipalities often do not know how well or 
how badly they are really performing and at 
what level they should set their goals. 
Comparisons with other cities and towns can 
in this sense help them to find out where they 
stand and where the performance gaps are.

Environmental friendliness is also 
increasingly used as a marketing argument 
for cities in order to be more attractive for 
tourism or business. Such competition 

between communities provides further 
incentives to measure their environmental 
performance and to compare themselves 
with other communities.

Even if a local authority knows where it is not 
performing well, it might not have enough 
resources to develop own tools or own 
technologies which can lead to the 
envisioned improvement. Certain processes 
are chronically performing badly and the 
involved persons might run out of good ideas 
on how to improve them. The core idea of 
benchmarking is to learn from others’ best 
practices. It can prevent trying to reinvent 
the wheel by simply looking at how others do 
it. Best or good practice databases on 
sustainable urban management are 
increasingly built up with the aim of 
exchanging ideas and practices, and they can 
support benchmarking efforts.

Environmental issues and ways for 
improvement should not be tackled in an 
isolated way. Improvements in the 
environmental dimension have to be 
compatible with financial constraints and 
social issues. This report takes this into 
consideration, focusing on areas and 
processes which concern environmental 
responsibilities of local authorities.
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3.2.1. What can be benchmarked?
As stressed in Section 2.4, benchmarking 
always happens with a specific objective in 
mind. It has to be clear what has to be 
benchmarked and what should be the 
expected outcome. What should be the goal 
of environmental benchmarking in the case 
of a community? Overall, it can be said that 
the idea is to find out how other communities 
manage to be ‘eco-efficient’, meaning how 
they manage to get a required (or an 
optimal) degree of environmental protection 
and citizen satisfaction with the lowest use of 
financial resources.
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Local authorities have many responsibilities 
that are environmentally relevant. 
Depending on the size and the structure of 
the community, these responsibilities are 
carried out by a separate department or 
integrated into another department. 
Sometimes, it might be difficult (or 
impossible) to draw a line between 
‘environmental’ and ‘non-environmental’ 
areas. The following list provides an overview 
of some of the main responsibilities.

— Procurement (in-house ecology, 
procurement for public buildings, etc.)

— Urban and spatial planning

— Traffic policy (public transport, traffic-
reduction measures, road safety, etc.)

— Construction

— Maintenance of green areas and 
biodiversity

— Energy management (energy planning, 
building design, standards in insulation, 
heating efficiency, etc.)

— Noise abatement

— Water management (providing drinking 
water, protection of water, wastewater 
treatment, etc.)

— Air (emission control, enforcement, etc.)

— Soil protection (identification and 
remediation of contaminated sites, 
protection from erosion, acidification, 
etc.)

— Waste management (education of public, 
waste collection, reuse, recycling, proper 
disposal, etc.)

Different aspects concerning these areas can 
be the focus of a benchmarking effort:

• state of the environment (environmental 
quality, e.g. air quality, soil quality);

• resource management (e.g. water saving, 
waste reduction);

• costs of environmental protection (e.g. 
waste management costs, soil remediation 
costs);

• quality of provided environmental service, 
measured in customer satisfaction. The 
customers are in this case the citizens and 
the businesses/organisations located in the 
area (driver might be increased or chronic 
complaints);

• efficiency and effectiveness of enforcement 
(driver for improvement might be high 
costs, low customer satisfaction, or 
insufficient environmental performance of 
enforced processes);

• monitoring and performance 
measurement methods;

• environmental management systems;

• policies for influencing the drivers of 
pollution.

Benchmarking can be performed for a very 
specific process, or it can be on a higher level 
and relate more to organisational issues or 
policies. Deciding what to benchmark does 
not necessarily pre-define the purpose of the 
project. The goal of the improvement might 
concern the actual quality of the state of the 
environment in one case, whereas in another 
case the focus could be on environmental 
costs or the satisfaction of the citizens with 
environmental services. The public’s needs 
and opinions should in any case be taken 
into consideration when deciding on which 
processes to improve and benchmark. After 
all, the citizens’ notion of environmental 
quality and the willingness to pay for it might 
differ very much from one city or region to 
another.

As discussed in Section 2.3, there are 
different types of benchmarking. Which one 
is the most appropriate depends on the 
objectives of the benchmarking and the 
chosen area. The different types of 
benchmarking require different tools and 
yield different benefits. Chapter 4 proposes a 
framework for classifying environmental 
benchmarking for communities. The 
advantages and drawbacks of the different 
types are further elaborated in the Sections 
4.1 to 4.5.

3.2.2. Who to benchmark against?
There are certain constraints to how 
comparable different communities are 
concerning environmental matters (see 
Section 3.3). Choosing the right partners to 
benchmark against can be crucial for finding 
ideas for improvement and drawing the right 
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conclusions. The type of benchmarking used 
and the objectives of the benchmarking will 
influence the criteria for choosing 
benchmarking partners. Factors that might 
influence the criteria for choosing partners 
for environmental benchmarking at local 
level are as follows (38).

• Demonstrated performance. The 
benchmarking partner should have a good 
or ‘best’ performance in the area that is 
planned to be benchmarked.

• Geographic location. The location of a 
partner, the climate and the geographical 
features might weigh heavily on selection 
criteria, especially in the environmental 
field.

• Organisational structure. The allocation of 
environmental responsibilities can differ 
very much between local authorities of 
different countries, which does not always 
allow comparability.

• Type of government. In some cases, it may be 
important that a partner represent a 
particular form of government. Differences 
in legislation can constrain comparability 
and adaptability considerably. A best 
practice that is applied in one city might 
not be applicable in another city because 
the competencies are distributed in a 
completely different way.

• Size of partner community or organisation. 
Certain environmental problems or the 
design of policies might be very much tied 
to the size of the community.

• Work processes. The simplest benchmarking 
project is one that directly compares a 
particular function or process to virtually 
the same process or function in another 
organisation. The more experienced and 
proficient an organisation becomes at 
importing best practices, the better able it is 
to search for partners that are less similar to 
itself. A city could also find benchmarking 
partners for certain processes in the private 
industry.

• Performance measures. A community may 
prefer to select all partners from a common 
database in order to have a guarantee of 
data availability and better comparability.

• Number of functions to be benchmarked.

• Demographics. Characteristics of the 
jurisdiction, such as unemployment rate, 
average income and years of education, 
etc., may influence partner selection. Other 
important considerations may be urban 
versus rural environment, average age, 
family size, and mode of transportation. 
The community should select only the 
demographics that are relevant to the 
project.

The next question is how the desired 
benchmarking partners can be found. It may 
be very difficult for a community to find out 
which partners could suit their criteria. 
Sources of information about possible 
partners can be:

• national or regional statistics;

• environmental reports by regions or 
communities — increasingly, 
environmental reports are also made 
available on the Internet, which facilitates 
the search;

• conferences, seminars, articles in 
magazines and newspapers;

• reports and databases issued by NGOs or 
researchers;

• best and good practice databases;

• networks of local authorities/cities and 
personal contacts.

Often, benchmarking partners are simply 
chosen on the basis of data availability. 
Municipalities are chosen as partners because 
they have done much in the field of 
performance measurement and 
development of indicators and have 
communicated this. However, they might, in 
fact, not be very suited for comparisons due 
to different legislation or different 
geographic characteristics. The current 
information availability might in many cases 
not be sufficient for finding appropriate 
benchmarking partners, especially for 
process benchmarking. Exchange of good or 
best practices is still quite a recent 
phenomenon, but it could be expected that 
it will rapidly increase, due to the growing
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number of policies and charters supporting 
it. Furthermore, such activities will be 
increasingly facilitated with the growing use 
of the Internet. The Internet with all its 
possibilities for structuring data and its 
search functionalities offers an ideal platform 
for information exchange.
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In the spirit of new public management and 
similar models, benchmarking is a tool that 
has already been introduced for some years 
in many municipalities in Europe. However, 
these benchmarking studies have so far 
hardly ever concerned environmental issues. 
One reason could be the fact that 
environment-related costs and benefits are 
often problematic to identify and quantify 
(see also Section 2.1.2). It might be difficult 
to justify the effort of a benchmarking study 
because the ‘real’ environmental costs and 
expected benefits are difficult to prove. 
Ecosystems are very complex, and it is not 
always possible to allocate certain effects to 
certain specific measures — from the 
ecological as well as the financial point of 
view.

Many local authorities might also feel that 
comparisons concerning environmental 
issues are rather questionable or too difficult 
to perform. Some reasons for such a point of 
view are as follows.

• Different cities or regions have different climatic 
and geographical circumstances. This makes 
especially comparisons of the state of the 
environment difficult, for example in the 
case of soil quality (acidification, erosion) 
or water quality. The fact that city X has less 
soil acidification than city Y does not 
necessarily imply that city X is better at 
dealing with sources of acidification. It 
might just be because it has a different type 
of soil that better neutralises the acid rain, 
and because the wind does not blow much 
of the pollution to that city. A 
benchmarking example from Australia 
shows such constraints.39

• Different size and demographics of communities. 
Many environmental aspects and 
environmental responsibilities are tied to 
the size of a community. For example, 
approaches dealing with public transport 
cannot simply be transferred from a large 
dense city to a small scattered town. The 
fact that city X is having a lower share of 
citizens using public transport than city Y 
does not necessarily have to lead to the 
conclusion that city X is having less 
sustainable transportation patterns.

• The data basis for performing comparisons is 
missing. Often, environmental 
responsibilities are tied to other functions, 
such as construction or planning. Many 
municipalities have no formal 
environmental management, and 
especially smaller ones do not have activity-
based costing or full cost accounting 
concerning environmental issues, 
combined with insufficient performance 
assessment. A lot of environment-related 
information is simply not measured or only 
partly measured. Therefore, it might simply 
not be known what is the state of the 
environment, how much is spent for the 
different environmental areas, and how 
efficiently it is spent.
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Even if data are available and comparisons 
made, municipalities might react with 
disbelief to the comparisons, or might not 
know how to interpret performance gaps.

They might simply deny the comparability, 
and therefore no improvement action will 
follow. Apart from the different climatic 
conditions, other reasons for this ‘non-
comparability’ are as follows.

• Different ways of measuring performance, 
structuring and presenting information. For 
example, there are no agreed ways on how 
energy use in a municipality should be 
measured, calculated and presented. 
Furthermore, the interpretation of certain 
definitions can vary considerably between 
different communities or countries. For 
example, the definition of municipal waste 
or hazardous waste varies considerably 
within Europe.

• Different legislation and extent to which the 
principle of subsidiarity is valid. This has an 
influence on:

— the organisational structure of the 
municipalities, capacities and division of 
environmental tasks;

— the extent to which municipalities are 
responsible for an environmental issue 
and have the power to implement own 
laws and regulations (one municipality 
may be responsible for dealing with 
hazardous waste; in the other case, it 
may be the responsibility of the county 
or even the country);

— procedures (there might be room for 
improvement in the process of issuing 
permits, but it is constrained by the 
procedure required by law).

The abovementioned problems have to be 
seriously taken into account when 
considering a benchmarking study. However, 
they should not prevent communities from 
comparing themselves concerning 
environmental issues and to learn from each 
other.
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The following, Table 4.1., is an attempt to 
adapt Table 2.1. presented in Section 2.3. to 
the situation of a community and the area of 
environmental protection. Concerning the 
question of who it is benchmarked against, a 
distinction between functional 
benchmarking and generic benchmarking 
was not considered to be so important in the 
case of communities. Considered important 
was the distinction between internal 
benchmarking, benchmarking against 
another community, and benchmarking 
against another organisation (public or 
private). Furthermore, the comparisons and 
ratings performed by third parties were 
added to the classification.

In the following, the different combinations 
or types of benchmarking shall be more 
closely analysed. The ‘pros and cons’ of the 
different types are explained, and a choice of 
examples is mentioned.

%'�' �	��������	
9��
��
�:

�	����������

Performance (or data) benchmarking is 
basically performed to know ‘where you 
stand’:

• in relation to your own goals;
• in relation to local, regional, national or 

international legislation;
• in relation to voluntary goals set on a 

‘higher level’, for example the Agenda 21;
• in relation to other units in your own 

organisation;
• in relation to other organisations.

Performance benchmarking involves 
numerical comparison of the performance in 
key areas, such as state of the environment 

(e.g. NOx concentration in the air), cost (e.g. 
costs of wastewater treatment), quality, 
outcomes, or customer satisfaction (e.g. 
number of citizen complaints about noise per 
year). The comparisons can be done on the 
basis of raw data, different types of indicators 
(aggregated, absolute, relative, etc.), or 
indices.

4.1.1. Performance benchmarking and 
environmental or sustainability indicators

The topic of performance (or data) 
benchmarking for communities is closely 
linked to the developments in the area of 
environmental and sustainability indicators. 
Increasingly, raw data are aggregated into 
indicators in order to simplify the 
interpretation and make the results 
understandable for a larger audience. There 
are a lot of initiatives by communities, or 
networks of communities, throughout 
Europe to find appropriate indicators that 
can show whether or not the community or a 
region is moving towards sustainability.

Different directions of focus
in indicator developments
Developing indicators is a challenging task, 
since they always have to match certain 
criteria to be accepted as ‘good’ indicators. 
Thereby several directions of focus in the 
development of indicators appear.

• Focus on specificities of a certain community
The indicators are in this case closely tied to 
the specific environmental aspects of the 
community and ideally integrated into the 
environmental management system. The 
main function of the indicators should be to 
show progress towards the locally set goals 
and will therefore be applied mainly 
internally.
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• Focus on comparability between communities
The goal of these initiatives is to develop 
indicators which can be used for comparisons 
between cities. The selected indicators 
should therefore not be too sensitive to local-
specific conditions. Increasingly, such 
indicator systems aim at monitoring 
performance concerning sustainable 
development, and do not solely focus on the 
environmental dimension.

• Focus on relevance for monitoring performance 
towards goals set in international agendas

The idea of these indicator systems is to 
monitor progress over time towards goals and 
objectives set in different agendas, like 
Agenda 21 or Habitat Agenda. The criteria 
for selecting the indicators are therefore 
determined by how well they can reflect 
progress towards these goals.

All these sets of indicators can be used by 
local authorities, and quite a few of the 
indicators are overlapping or similar. Which 
systems of indicators a community finally 
applies depends on the goals and objectives 
that lie behind using the indicators. 
Indicators should be quite local-specific if 
they are to help find performance gaps in 
areas that are relevant for a community, and 
if results of data benchmarking are to give 
decision-makers direct input for deciding 
how to set priorities in order to improve. 
Comparisons on the basis of indicator 
systems such as the European common 
indicators show performance over time and 
patterns within Europe, and are probably 
well suited to address priorities in policy-
making on European, national and regional 
level. However, they are not sufficient for 
giving local authorities direct input to their 
policies and management. In this sense, 
different indicator systems can be 
complementary to each other.

Structuring indicators for analysis
In order to facilitate the analysis, sets of 
indicators are preferably structured. The way 
of structuring may depend on the goal of the 
benchmarking process or any other intended 
analysis. The DPSIR approach described 
below is one example of an increasingly 
internationally used framework.
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Indicators could also be categorised 
according to different environmental 
themes, according to scorecard approaches, 
or according to the dimensions of 
sustainability. In any case, a good indicator 
system should allow the analysis of links 
between the different indicators. It can show 
links within themes and between different 
themes (e.g. air and water), as well as 
between different dimensions (e.g. the 
ecological and the economic dimension). 
Furthermore, the indicator system should 
provide a good basis for the analysis of 
developments over time.

4.1.2. Performance benchmarking
and the ecological footprint

A concept increasingly used for assessing 
communities’ impact on the environment is 
the ‘ecological footprint’. It is a measure of 
the load imposed on nature by a given 
population. The principle of the ecological 
footprint is to convert all the loads on the 
environment caused by the resource 
consumption and waste generation of a 
community into the area of land theoretically 
required for this. For example, paper use is 
expressed in the area of land required to 
plant the trees needed to produce the paper.
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Energy consumption from fossil fuels can be 
calculated as the area of land with vegetation 
needed to bind the CO2 that is released 
during the combustion of the fuels. If all 
these theoretical land requirements caused 
by the different activities of a city are added 
up, the sum — which will be a number of 
hectares — will represent the ecological 
footprint. The ecological footprint of a 
community can be presented as a total or as 
footprint per inhabitant. This can be 
compared over time and with other cities or 
nations. A comparison of the actual footprint 
with the available ecological capacity of a 
certain country is also interesting. In many 
countries, this difference is negative, i.e. 
there is a deficit.46

The ecological footprint is a very good tool to 
communicate the load of the human 
activities within a city to the public, as it is 
easy to understand and visualise. Publication 
of comparisons of a city’s or a nation’s 
ecological footprint with the ‘fair share’ can 
raise awareness among citizens as to where 
they stand and how far from sustainable their 
consumption is.

The concept of the ecological footprint can 
also be a good tool for internal performance 

assessment and analysis of performance over 
time. However, basing external performance 
benchmarking studies solely on the 
ecological footprint might not lead to many 
clues. The fact that a city knows that it has a 
larger ecological footprint than another city 
will probably not directly give input for 
concrete actions in different policy areas. 
The analysis of the performance gaps still has 
to go into more detail if priorities for 
improvement areas want to be set. 
Furthermore, although an accepted model, 
there is no agreed methodology for 
calculating the ecological footprint (47), and 
direct comparability is often not guaranteed.

4.1.3. Performance benchmarking and 
environmental reporting

Related to the efforts of developing 
sustainability indicators is the increasing 
trend of environmental reporting by local 
authorities, and the efforts to find common 
frameworks for reporting. Environmental 
reports are often focused on the description 
of the state of the environment and related 
goals and measures taken in the field. 
However, they may also contain information 
about costs of environmental protection, and 
rather detailed descriptions of practices in 
certain areas. A trend towards moving from 
the pure environmental focus to a 
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description of the whole ‘sustainability 
situation’ and approaches to implementing 
Agenda 21 can be observed.

Environmental reports issued on national, 
regional or local level can constitute valuable 
sources for benchmarking activities. 
Environmental reports can provide data for 
comparison in the sense of performance 
benchmarking, but they can also constitute a 
good source to evaluate benchmarking 
partners for process benchmarking.

So far, comparability of information and 
indicators on the basis of local environmental 
reports is rather poor. As mentioned in 
Section 3.3, definitions of environmental 
terms vary from country to country or even 
from region to region. Data are measured 
and presented in different ways, the systems’ 
boundaries are different, and priorities for 
reporting can vary considerably depending 
on environmental relevance, legislation, 
organisation or responsibilities of the 
reporting bodies.

There are several initiatives aiming at 
standardising environmental reporting and 
helping communities to set their priorities in 
the reports. The efforts of the EEA, with its 
main aim to improve environmental 
information in Europe, are in this respect 
very important. One of the three main 
instrumental pillars of the EEA is 
streamlining and improving national 
monitoring and European reporting. It tries 
to bring together, in compatible formats, the 
best available environmental data from the 
individual countries. It would also be 
important that local performance 
measurement and reporting seek 
compatibility with national monitoring and 
reporting.

The following is an example of an initiative 
which takes into consideration the increasing 
use of the Internet as an ideal tool to present 
complex information and perform 
comparisons in a user-friendly way.

Initiatives such as CEROI increase easy access 
to data by the public and foster comparability 
between cities. This is beneficial to all 
benchmarking activities.
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4.1.4. Internal performance benchmarking
Within their own environmental or quality 
management, communities are increasingly 
measuring their performance concerning 
environmental issues in order to analyse 
progress over time, to compare with the set 
goals, or to compare performance of 
different departments within the community. 
Data have also been gathered more 
systematically as communities started to do 
environmental reporting. Data and 
information are collected and 
communicated concerning the state of the 
environment, the emissions into the 
environment, the costs of environmental 
protection, or the satisfaction of the citizens 
with environmental services. As mentioned 
above, the use of indicators is increasing. A 
limited set of indicators can simplify the 
analysis, and they may also be easier to 
communicate to decision-makers and the 
general public.
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4.1.5. External performance benchmarking
Performance benchmarking against other 
municipalities can be focused on certain 
areas of performance, or concern a whole 
system of environmental or sustainability 
indicators (e.g. the newly established 
European common indicators). Examples of 
compared performance figures could be 
concentration of air pollutants, costs of waste 
management, or percentage of green areas. 
Performance data concerning certain 
processes or services could also be compared 
with organisations other than municipalities 
performing the same process or service. For 
example, paper use and waste production 
within the city administration could also be 
compared with paper use and waste 
production of a bank or another service 
organisation.

Information for performing data 
benchmarking could be gathered from local 
or national statistics, environmental reports 
and other publications concerning 
environmental issues by communities or 
regions, personal contacts, or exchanges 
within networks. Increasingly, it also exists in 
regional or national databases with 
information about the performance of local 
services, which also contain data about 
certain environmental services such as waste 
management or wastewater treatment (52).
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4.1.6. Benefits of performance benchmarking
Performance benchmarking is a good tool to 
find out where you stand, whether you are 
‘doing it right’, and which are the areas that 
need improvement. It provides the basis for 
benchmarking that should go further and 
into more detail, like process benchmarking.

Comparing performance measures against 
own benchmarks (e.g. goals, legal limits) 
within an environmental management system 
or the total quality environmental 
management system of a community is 
absolutely necessary in order to know the 
progress over time and the effectiveness of 
implemented policies and measures in order 
to reach certain goals. It could be discussed 
whether such internal comparison against 
benchmarks, as described in the two 
examples of Section 4.1.4, should actually be 
called ‘internal benchmarking’. In fact, it is 
simply environmental performance 
measurement and control. However, 
performance measurement and control are a 
prerequisite for any benchmarking activity.

The advantages of internal performance 
benchmarking as opposed to external 
benchmarking are that it is often easier to 
define comparable activities, data and 
information are easily accessible, and often 
on a standard format. Internal performance 
benchmarking between different 
departments of a community, for example 
concerning energy use or time used for 
issuing permits, can be a very good tool to 
stimulate competition between different 
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departments. No department likes to be the 
worst performer and will therefore strive for 
improvement. Internal data benchmarking 
can also help to show where within the 
community there might be good practices, 
and where the others could learn from.

Performance benchmarking with other 
communities can often open the eyes to what 
performance level is actually possible, for 
example how low costs for waste 
management or wastewater treatment can be, 
or how ‘clean’ the air can be elsewhere in a 
similar city. If data are analysed over time, 
this can also show how much progress could 
be made in other communities, whereas 
one’s own community might not have 
improved for the last five years. Such data 
benchmarking, or benchmarking of 
sustainability indicators between cities, can 
be a trigger for improvement, especially if 
benchmarking results are published to a 
larger European or international audience. 
Cities increasingly try to use ‘environment-
friendliness’ to market their city, as it can 
help to attract more tourists and more 
citizens who like to live in a healthy city, and 
it might be more popular for conferences 
and/or as a site for businesses. Performance 
benchmarking helps in this sense to reward 
good performers and to motivate bad 
performers.

4.1.7. Limits of performance benchmarking
Performance or data benchmarking is a good 
diagnostic tool; however, it does not 
necessarily guarantee further action and 
improvement. A city can recognise an area of 
insufficient performance based on 
performance benchmarking. However, the 
pure comparison of figures and indicators 
might not help any further, as it does not tell 
anything about the ‘why’ of the performance 
gap and about the ‘how to improve’.

As mentioned in Section 3.3, there are a 
number of problems with comparability of 
environmentally related data. Even within a 
community, data can be measured and 
assessed in different ways, for example energy 
use or waste. Definitions of terms are not the 
same everywhere, as they might vary with the 
environmental significance and different 
legislation between towns or regions. This 
can be seen very well in the example of the 
urban audit provided in Section 4.1.5. How 
can it be explained that Copenhagen has five 

times more and Gothenburg twice as much 
waste per capita as Stuttgart, even though the 
living standards should be quite similar in 
these three cities? Obviously, the definition of 
waste and the ways of measurement are 
different. Without any further explanation, 
the comparisons are not very useful.

If a city, on the basis of a comparison of a set 
of sustainability indicators with another city, 
realises that it has considerable performance 
gaps in the area of energy consumption or 
waste production, the reaction might just be: 
‘the cities are not comparable anyway, as 
there are different climatic circumstances, as 
we have a different mix of industry and 
private households, as the waste figures must 
have been calculated in a different way, etc.’ 
— and nothing will be done to diminish that 
gap. Summarised, it could be said that if a 
benchmarking process stops with the 
comparison of data, this might often lead to 
the so-called ‘three Ds of benchmarking’: 
disbelief, denial and despair (59).

• Disbelief: one does not believe the 
presented results of the comparisons.

• Denial: one denies the results by claiming 
that the organisations are not comparable.

• Despair: one gets paralysed and unable to 
act because one does not know how to 
catch up with the best performers.

%'�' ����	��
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Process benchmarking focuses on a specific 
process which has been identified as not 
performing well, and which is crucial for the 
success of a certain function or service in a 
municipality. As an example, a community 
might want to improve the recycling rate of 
organic waste to the level required by law, or 
it might want to improve cost-efficiency of 
waste management, but the measures so far 
implemented have not been successful 
enough. Another example might be the air 
pollution prevention department of the city 
that wants to improve cost-efficiency of the 
enforcement of air emissions control 
regulation.

4.2.1. Selection of the process to be benchmarked
The general steps and points to consider to 
identify the ‘right’ process to benchmark are 
described roughly in Section 2.4.1. Process 
benchmarking is resource-intensive, and a 
process is only worth being benchmarked 
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against external partners if the expected 
improvements are considerable. A 
benchmarking study should only be 
performed with a strategic intent and 
concrete goals. The choice of an ‘ideal’ 
process is therefore crucial. The following is 
an example of how Salt Lake City chooses the 
processes which are worth being 
benchmarked.
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Similar to the criteria listed in the example of 
Salt Lake City, Keehley et al. (61) mention 
several characteristics important for choosing 
the ‘right’ process to be benchmarked (62).

1. The process should be meaningful; it 
should have a high impact on the customer, 
preferably the external customer. It should 
address the needs of the citizens and 
taxpayers, responding to their concerns 
about service quality and cost.

2. The process should be highly visible.
3. The process should be resource-intensive.
4. The process should have a history of 

problems.
5. The process should have the opportunity 

to improve; it needs to have the flexibility 
to be changed and not be significantly 
constrained by regulations, statutes, laws, 
and so forth.

6. The process needs an environment 
conducive to change.

7. The process needs to be understood.
8. The process should support the mission, 

vision, and strategic direction of the 
agency.

9. The process should need ideas from other 
sources to be improved.

The latter point stresses that if the process 
can be improved through standard quality 
improvement tools and techniques or has 
many clear opportunities for improvement, 
benchmarking may not be needed. 
Benchmarking is most effective with 
processes that have experienced long-term, 
chronic performance problems — financially 
or environmentally — and for which process 
owners and stakeholders have had difficulty 
finding good ideas for improvement. A 
search for best practices in these situations 
expands the pool of possible solutions and 
fosters creative problem solving.

Similar processes to be benchmarked against 
could be found internally or externally. 
External partners could be other 
municipalities, but for certain processes it 
might just as well be another public service or 
a private company.

4.2.2. The search for best practices
The core idea of benchmarking is to identify 
best practices and try to adapt them to the 
own organisation in order to improve 
performance. Keehley et al. stress that the 
search for a best practice should address an 
activity that is resource-intensive and has a 
significant impact on external customers. 
Criteria which characterise best practices are 
among others (63):
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• Successful over time. A best practice must 
have a proven track record.

• Quantifiable results. The success of a best 
practice must be quantifiable.

• Recognised positive outcome. If quantifiable 
results are limited, a best practice may be 
recognised through other positive 
indicators.

• Innovative. A programme or practice should 
be recognised by its peers as being creative 
or innovative

• Repeatable. A best practice should be 
replicable with modifications. It should 
establish a clear road map, describing how 
the practice evolved and what benefits are 
likely to accrue to others who adopt the 
practice.

• Has local importance. Best practices are 
salient to the organisation searching for 
improvement. The topic, programme, 
process, or issue does not need to be 
identical to the importing organisation, 
however.

• Not linked to unique demographics. A best 
practice may have evolved as a result of 
unique demographics, but it should be 
transferable, with modifications, to 
organisations where those demographics 
do not necessarily exist.

It could be discussed whether process 
benchmarking efforts in communities should 
really aim at identifying only ‘best practice’, 
or if it is enough to find simply a ‘better 
practice’. Many municipalities might not 
have the funds or staff resources to support 
an extensive search. They might have to rely 
on data available in published reports or in 
best or good practice databases, or might 
have to find partners in the surrounding 
region. Often, they must limit their search to 
finding a better practice than their current 
one, rather than the best. Especially 
concerning environmental issues, it could be 
discussed whether the term ‘best practice’ 
can actually be used, or whether one should 
rather talk about ‘appropriate practices’. A 
‘best practice’ successful in one city might 
not be applicable in another one due to 
different circumstances, and ‘best’ is in this 
sense quite relative.

4.2.3. Process benchmarking and best or good 
practice databases and networks

The issue of process benchmarking is closely 
linked to the efforts made in the area of 
databases for best or good urban 
management. The idea of such databases is 
similar to benchmarking — it is about 
‘practice sharing’. Such databases are used to 
raise awareness about how cities can be 
managed in more sustainable ways, to learn 
from the experience of others, to network, 
for capacity building, and for analysing 
current trends. Internationally, there is a 
wide array of such best practice databases of 
different size and focus. There is an 
increasing number of databases dedicated to 
specific areas, for example energy 
management or transportation. The 
examples provided below are a selection of 
the largest databases available on the 
Internet and mostly used in Europe. These 
are rather broad in scope, covering any issues 
concerning urban sustainability.

All of the mentioned databases have lists of 
cases and search engines where cases can be 
searched according to keywords or preset 
choices, for example concerning the topic, 
the management instruments, the country, 
the size of the authority, or the functional 
characteristics of the location. Several of the 
databases are interlinked, as there are the 
same organisations involved. However, it is 
not always very evident to the user in which 
way the information provided in these 
databases overlaps, and where it differs from 
one another.

It can be noticed that this link between 
process benchmarking and best practice 
databases does not yet appear so clearly. It 
seems that process benchmarking in the 
environmental area is not yet performed very 
often by local authorities. Such best practice 
databases are therefore not yet used to the 
extent they could be, for example, for 
searching for benchmarking partners.
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4.2.4. Internal process benchmarking
In internal benchmarking, a municipality 
benchmarks a specific process or topic 
against other similar processes within the 
same municipality (68), like, for example, 
benchmarking of green area management 
between different areas in the city, or energy-
saving measures by the different municipal 
bodies.

The way to proceed is basically the same for 
internal and external benchmarking, with 
the difference that the search for partners 
and the collection of data are probably less 
complicated for internal benchmarking.

4.2.5. External process benchmarking
Process benchmarking is already performed 
quite frequently between communities, but, 
however, seldom with the focus on 
environmental issues. Looking for best (or 
better) practices, the search for 
benchmarking partners should not be 
limited to other cities and towns. Many 
processes concerning environmental issues 
are very specific responsibilities of 
municipalities and might not be found in a 
similar form in the private industry. However, 
in some cases, similar processes can also be 
found in other public or private services or in 
the private industry. This could concern, for 
example, complaint management, 
wastewater treatment, traffic management, or 
environmental management systems.

Due to the fact that process benchmarking is 
quite an expensive tool, it might be 
favourable, especially for smaller 
communities, to perform a process 
benchmarking study in cooperation with 
other communities. In this way, costs can be 
shared, for example for consultants or for 
searching for and visiting partner 
organisations. Also, the workload of the 
members of the benchmarking team can be 
reduced, and they can benefit from synergy 
created by a range of people with different 
specialisation and backgrounds (69).
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The following example describes a 
benchmarking effort that was performed 
within a syndicate of councils. Whether 
benchmarking within a syndicate is called 

internal or external benchmarking could be 
discussed. In any case, this example shows 
well the steps that are taken in a process 
benchmarking effort.
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4.2.6. Benefits of process benchmarking
Concerning internal process benchmarking, it 
could be said that it is good as a start, in order 
to ‘learn how to benchmark’. Experience can 
be gained about how to proceed and which 
things to focus on when benchmarking 
against an external partner. It is also cheaper 
than external benchmarking. This is due to 
the fact that it is easier to find and contact 
benchmarking partners, the communication 
might be easier, and also the data collection 
should be less complicated, as data are in 
many cases collected and structured in a 
similar way within a municipality.

Section 2.1.2 described the general benefits 
of benchmarking, whereby the 
argumentation was quite focused on external 
process benchmarking. External process 
benchmarking opens your eyes to what is 
possible, and it prevents you from trying to 
reinvent the wheel. It can give you ideas for 
using certain tools in a completely different 
area or in a different way.

Difficulties in getting access to data and lack 
of comparability can also appear in process 

benchmarking; however, this might not 
constitute as big a problem as in 
performance benchmarking. Process 
benchmarking goes beyond the pure analysis 
of data, and the focus on practices 
concerning one particular process or area 
allows more use of qualitative information, of 
narrative, of personal conversations, and of 
direct observations on site.

It has to be stressed that benchmarking is not 
a one-off activity, but should be incorporated 
into the quality and environmental 
management as an integral improvement 
tool. Once established, contacts with 
benchmarking partners can be used for 
further benchmarking activities and provide 
a good basis for building up long-lasting 
partnerships between cities and towns.

4.2.7. Limits to process benchmarking
Process benchmarking is a resource-intensive 
tool, especially if performed with external 
partners. The benchmarking exercise will not 
be worth the investment if there is not full 
commitment to improvement and to 
learning from others.
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Concerning internal process benchmarking, 
there could be limitations to finding 
benchmarking partners within the 
municipality for many processes in the 
environmental area. Municipalities often 
have separate departments dedicated to 
specific environmental areas. The way waste 
management is organised and how waste 
collectors are contracted might be the same 
in the whole city, with one single department 
responsible for the coordination. Therefore, 
partners will have to be found externally. 
Furthermore, internal process benchmarking 
is not very likely to reveal breakthrough 
ideas. Different departments within a city 
might very well learn from each other, but 
the probability of finding approaches that are 
completely different and ‘open the eyes’ is 
much smaller compared to external 
benchmarking. Obstacles to internal 
benchmarking could also come from the 
members of the organisation themselves. 
There might be some reluctance to share 
experiences between different departments, 
especially if the authority works according to 
principles of NPM, and there is a certain 
competition for budgets or incentives and 
bonuses for good performance.

Concerning external benchmarking, the 
issue of choosing the right benchmarking 
partner can be crucial. Issues of 
comparability and adaptability have to be 
taken into consideration very thoroughly 
when setting up the criteria for choosing the 
benchmarking partner(s). Finding the right 
benchmarking partner can, however, 
constitute problems, even if the criteria are 
set. The amount of information which can be 
used for searching for partners is increasing, 
for example the number and size of best 
practice databases or the number of 
environmental reports by authorities. 
However, compared to professional 
benchmarking networks existent for private 
businesses, the information exchange 
between authorities concerning 
environmental benchmarking information is 
still only beginning. Local authorities often 
do not have the resources to support an 
extensive benchmarking partner search and 
have to rely on existing available information. 
The partners found for benchmarking might 
therefore not provide enough input to take 
advantage of the full improvement potential.
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Whereas performance and process 
benchmarking aim at exploring possible 

performance levels and ways to achieve them, 
strategic benchmarking tries to answer the 
question ‘What should we be doing?’ in the 
first place. Between businesses, it is the 
comparison of the strategic choices and 
dispositions. Applied to local authorities, one 
could say that strategic benchmarking is 
benchmarking which is on a ‘higher level’. It 
is not focused on specific processes, but 
rather concerns the area of policies and 
visions.

A local authority could, for example, 
benchmark its vision for the future with other 
authorities. How do other authorities foresee 
the developments in the next decades? Do 
they have a vision of a ‘sustainable 
community’, and how does this influence 
their policies and processes? What are their 
priorities?

Strategic benchmarking can also aim at 
comparing what other communities do to 
tackle a specific area. What are the visions, 
policies and legal instruments concerning 
transportation? What are the best ways to 
reach goals concerning emission limits and 
industry? Is it pure command and control, is 
it through voluntary agreements, or self-
monitoring? What is the most cost-efficient 
and environmentally effective?

It might be difficult to always make a clear 
distinction between process benchmarking 
and strategic benchmarking (see, also, the 
example ‘Citizens Network Benchmarking 
Initiative’ in Section 4.5). However, this 
distinction might not be that important, as 
long as the goals and the methodology of the 
benchmarking process are clearly defined.

Strategic benchmarking yields its highest 
benefits when performed against 
‘competitors’, i.e. other similar local 
authorities. Internal strategic benchmarking 
will probably not lead to great improvements, 
as the ‘way of thinking’ is often quite similar 
throughout an organisation. Strategic 
benchmarking against organisations other 
than local authorities will also be of limited 
value, as visions and strategies cannot just be 
adapted from an organisation, which is 
designated for a completely different 
purpose.

4.3.1. Benefits of strategic benchmarking
Instead of focusing on improving a particular 
process which is not performing well, 
strategic benchmarking rather tackles the 
question ‘Should we be doing this process at 
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all?’. Maybe this process should be operated 
by a private company and not be the 
responsibility of a local authority in the first 
place. Strategic benchmarking tries to 
question ‘the way things have always been 
done’. It can help local authorities to ‘go in 
the right direction’ and not to ‘get stuck’. It 
helps to be open to different policy 
approaches, ways of solving problems and 
setting priorities and areas of responsibilities.

4.3.2. Limits to strategic benchmarking
Visions, policies and strategic decisions are 
very much tied to the history of a community, 
to the way the organisation is built up, to 
legislation, and to political forces within the 
community, which vary considerably between 
EU member countries, and, in general, 
throughout Europe. It might therefore be 
difficult to find benchmarking partners 
which are similar enough to find adaptable 
approaches (unless within one country). 
Even if new approaches and opportunities 
for improvement are found, implementing 
changes on the strategy and policy level 
might be more difficult than on the process 
level. There can be a considerable internal 
resistance to changes, as certain powers and 
responsibilities may be threatened through 
these improvements. The improvement 
process can be very slow, since the decision 
process for implementing changes normally 
involves a lot of parties.
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Comparisons and ratings performed by third 
parties are often called benchmarking. They 
cannot exactly be classified into any of the 
above-described benchmarking categories. 
Normally, they are on the level of 
performance benchmarking, focusing on the 
pure comparison of performance data or 
aggregated indices. They seldom go into in-
depth analysis of processes and practices, due 
to limited access of the third parties to 
process data. Such rankings for the industry 
are often focused on specific themes, such as 
comparison of air emissions between 
different factories, regardless of industry 
sector (see ‘Scorecard’ or ‘Factory Watch’ in 
Section 2.5). Other ratings aim at analysing 
the whole ‘sustainability performance’ of a 
company, such as the Dow Jones 
Sustainability Group Index (71).

Concerning local authorities, there are 
rankings performed by NGOs, or 
governmental bodies, often focusing on 
quality of life. An example is ‘Asia’s best 
cities’ (72), issued by Asiaweek. The ranking is 
based on the cities’ performance concerning 
23 indicators, covering issues from life 
expectancy over education, housing prices, 
and GDP growth, to air quality and 
percentage of population with sewerage.
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4.4.1. Benefits of ratings performed by third 
parties

The idea of such rankings is to inform the 
citizens and increase awareness about the 
quality of life, the state of the environment 
and the activities carried out by the 
communities where they live. Informed 
citizens can put more and better pressure on 
communities to make changes and improve 
their quality of life. Such ratings, of course, 
also directly motivate communities to 
compete for being ‘the most sustainable and 
the most environment-friendly city’. It is a 
good advertisement for local authorities to be 
at the top of such rankings. No city wants to 
be depicted as not providing quality of life 
and not being sustainable.

Rankings published by third parties often 
have more credibility than performance 
benchmarking results published by local 
authorities themselves. For marketing 
purposes, third-party rankings can therefore 
be very beneficial for a community.

4.4.2. Limits to ratings performed
by third parties

Ratings by third parties are often based on 
publicly available information. The 
information basis for performing such 
ranking might therefore not be the same for 
all the rated communities. Some data might 
be missing for certain authorities, and some 
data might be calculated in a different way, 
and be defined in a different way. Often, such 
ratings and indices are calculated from only a 
few criteria, being biased towards certain 
topics or communities that have a better 
framework for measuring that particular 
data. The sources of information and the 
criteria for making the ratings are not always 
declared very clearly or stressed in the 
publication of the ratings. Also, explanations 
concerning ‘non-comparability’ and notes 
for explaining differences in data are often 
missing.

In some cases, this might therefore lead to 
misinterpretations by the audience or 
‘undeserved’ positive or negative publicity 
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for certain communities, without giving the 
concerned communities a platform for 
explaining the results. Such ratings and 
rankings are very useful for allowing an 
impression of some proportions, giving 
incentives and providing ‘food for thought 
and discussion’, but they should be 
interpreted very carefully.
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As mentioned in Section 2.3, some kind of 
succession in which benchmarking types are 
used can be observed. Some degree of 
performance measurement and comparison 
against goals is a prerequisite for quality and 
environmental management in a local 
authority, and necessary for any 
benchmarking process. Some form of 
performance benchmarking is often done 
prior to process benchmarking, and 

comparisons are often first done internally 
before finding external benchmarks.

However, very systematic data benchmarking 
and systems of indicators might not 
necessarily have to be a prerequisite for 
embarking on a process benchmarking 
exercise. Cities sometimes know quite well 
which processes are not doing well, even 
without having the proof through a perfect 
system of indicators and performance 
benchmarking against other cities. It may just 
be ‘a gut feeling’ of the involved people, 
without any systematic assessment. 
Nevertheless, the process to be benchmarked 
has to be understood, and there has to be 
some way of performance measurement.

The following example shows that a 
benchmarking initiative can also contain a 
combination of several elements of the 
different benchmarking types described in 
the Sections 4.1 to 4.4.
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Keehley et al. stress that the organisation 
always has to ask itself whether it is actually 
‘ready’ for a successful benchmarking study. 

Focusing on process benchmarking, they 
mention five ‘readiness levels’ to 
consider (77):
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1. Benchmarking readiness. Do we have a similar 
organisation with which to benchmark, 
and is there a similarity between the 
processes to be benchmarked? The more 
dissimilar the organisations and the 
processes, the more benchmarking 
experience and skilled staff are necessary 
to make the process successful. Without 
sufficient benchmarking readiness, 
organisations will find it difficult and 
expensive to import best practices.

2. Culture readiness. Is our organisational 
culture and environment ready to import 
best practices? Organisations may have 
different cultures and different concerns. 
However, an organisation has to make sure 
that there is a commitment to 
improvement, that it wants to learn, and 
that it is ready to share. Importing new 
practices into an organisation that has a 
‘not-invented-here’ attitude will not be very 
successful.

3. Implementation readiness. Do we all have the 
same understanding of why we are 
benchmarking and what we want to 
achieve? The organisation has to make 
sure that the process to be benchmarked is 
understood and analysed, otherwise it will 
not be able to learn from others. The 
benchmarking organisation and its key 
stakeholders need to come to a common 
understanding of the reasons for the study. 
Furthermore, it is important that the ‘right 
people’ for the study are available, and that 
there is a communication strategy within 
the organisation as well as towards 
stakeholders in order to ensure ongoing 
support of the study.

4. Operation readiness. Can we ensure that the 
imported practice will be successfully 
operated once it is in place? The 
organisation needs to have measures in 
place to monitor the new approach and 
determine how well it is working, so that 
the team can adjust it if necessary. Those 
responsible for managing the imported 
practice have to be trained and informed, 
and have also to make sure that the 
imported practice would be continually 
improved.

5. Technical readiness. Do we have the 
technical skills to conduct a benchmarking 
study and to import best practices? This 
refers to the knowledge, skills, ability, and 
experience available for the study. Do we 
know how to analyse practices and 
organisations, how to interpret data on 
performance, how to look for partners, 
how to prepare questionnaires for the 
partners, etc.? The expertise may be 
developed in-house or may be acquired 
through consultants, contractors, 
universities, or other external sources. 
Expert assistance may be helpful, since 
professionals with experience in 
benchmarking can help maximise the 
benefits and point out problems to avoid.

The choice of which kind of benchmarking 
to apply depends on the goals that should be 
achieved with the exercise, the benchmarking 
experience and readiness, the personnel and 
financial resources available, the data 
availability, and the choice of other 
instruments which could be used as an 
alternative to benchmarking. The following 
table contains an overview of the ‘pros and 
cons’ for the above-described benchmarking 
types.
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If properly implemented, benchmarking can 
lead to dramatic improvements in an 
organisation’s processes. However, there are 
several pitfalls that can undermine the efforts 
and turn benchmarking into an expensive 
process which does not yield the benefits 
expected (78). The following points are 
important to consider for a successful 
benchmarking exercise, especially in the case 
of process benchmarking.

• Benchmarking efforts should be tied to an 
organisation’s strategic objectives. It is critical 
to follow the dictates of integration and 
consistency, so that the processes and 
systems selected for benchmarking are the 
most important ones for achieving the 
organisation’s strategic intent with regard 
to the environment.

• Setting out to benchmark a process requires the 
organisation to carefully scrutinise its own 
process(es) prior to talking to any other 
organisation. Often, once an organisation 
has committed to benchmarking a process, 
the eager team immediately wants to get on 
an aeroplane and benchmark another 
organisation. This is called ‘professional 
visiting’. The team will have a nice visit, but 
most likely they will not be asked back, no 
long-term contacts will be established, and 
it is unlikely that any serious information 
exchange will take place (79).

• Emphasising numbers rather than the processes 
behind the numbers leads to skewed findings that 
fail to improve overall processes. If those 
completing the study fail to understand 
their own processes and procedures fully, 
the study group can easily recommend 
changes which are less workable than the 
ones that are currently employed.

• For process benchmarking, data collection should 
be kept within limits. Excessive data collection 
is an indication that the benchmarking 
team did not properly define their 
benchmarking mission. Consequently, 
excessive data-collection efforts reflect the 

fact that the benchmarking team is not sure 
what to look for.

• Knowledgeable, interested people with authority 
to implement change must be assigned to the 
benchmarking effort. If the best personnel are 
not applied to benchmarking, then the 
effort is not receiving total support from 
the organisation.

• The study should not focus on issues that are too 
broad. Asking a chemical company to 
benchmark the way it achieves good water 
pollution control is much too broad. In 
addition, broad topics usually exceed the 
scope and authority of benchmarking team 
members to implement meaningful 
change.

• Failing to identify a person or work unit as the 
‘customer’ for the benchmarking study will result 
in findings that amount to no more than 
gathered information. A benchmarking study 
should be sponsored by people who plan to 
take action with the information they 
obtain.

• Timetables should be realistic, otherwise this will 
affect the quality of a benchmarking study. 
Successful, objective benchmarking must 
be deliberate, not rushed. A typical 
benchmarking study lasts 6 to 12 months.

• Benchmarking partners have to be chosen 
carefully. Partners should be chosen because 
they are the superior in a process that has 
parallels with the organisation’s process.

• It has to be ensured that a proper protocol is 
always followed. Benchmarking balances 
between borrowing information from 
another organisation and stealing 
proprietary information. Attention must be 
paid to ethical and legal issues. In addition, 
the benchmarking team should be willing 
to share lessons learned with its study 
partners.

Concerning environmental benchmarking 
for public and local authorities, it can be said 
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that the potential is not yet used in Europe to 
the extent it could, especially concerning 
process benchmarking. The benefits of 
benchmarking can be considerably improved 
with increased efforts in the following areas.

Environmental benchmarking as an integral 
part of EMS or TQMS
Environmental or sustainability 
benchmarking can be used as an integral part 
of local authorities’ environmental or total 
quality management systems (TQMS). This 
presupposes that communities set goals and 
targets, that they establish performance 
measures to reflect these goals, and that they 
have adequate information systems to 
monitor performance in the significant areas 
in the first place. Benchmarking should be 
seen as one of the many improvement tools 
that can be used within such management 
systems.

Guidelines and harmonisation concerning 
sustainability performance measurement and 
reporting
Comparability of environment-related data 
on the basis of local, regional or national 
environmental reports is still very weak. 
Generally accepted guidelines on how to 
define certain environmental terms and how 
to measure and report performance could 
add to comparability and to the better use of 
environmental reports for comparisons and 
for finding benchmarking partners. For 
example, Europe-wide agreed definitions of 
the different waste categories and ways of 
treatment (recycling, recovery, etc.) could 
reduce misinterpretations and simplify the 
analysis of comparisons considerably. 
Complete harmonisation might be difficult 
due to the fact that many of the definitions 
and ways of measurement are tied to country, 
region or community-specific legislation and 
organisation. In this case, at least a 
transparent way of declaring differences 
should be envisioned.

The Internet as tool for publishing 
environmental and sustainability reports 
could be better explored. The Internet offers 
the possibility of structuring and customising 
information to the needs of the users without 
overwhelming them with information they 
do not need. Initiatives such as CEROI (see 

Section 4.1.3) are very valuable for 
harmonisation of information and for 
allowing comparisons and an effective search 
for specific information, and should be 
supported.

Harmonisation of existing practice-sharing 
databases
In general, the exchange of information 
between communities and sharing of 
practices should be fostered. The potential 
of the Internet could in this respect be better 
used. It provides an ideal tool for such 
information exchange, since it offers many 
ways of storing and accessing complex 
information.

It appears that best practice databases are not 
used for benchmarking partner search to the 
extent they could. This can be partly because 
of lack of awareness, but also because the 
current situation concerning best/good 
practice databases is a little confusing. There 
are a number of such databases, and some of 
them are interlinked and may even contain 
the same cases. However, it is not always 
transparent for the user how these databases 
are connected, and what are the differences. 
Increased harmonisation and better 
communication about the connections 
between the databases would be of benefit to 
the users. For an efficient search of 
benchmarking partners and comparisons, it 
would also be practical if the databases had 
the same or similar structure. Agreed criteria 
on how to assess and describe good and best 
practices would also be useful. 

Strengthening of the link between 
sustainability indicator initiatives and best/
good practice databases
There are many initiatives concerning 
sustainability indicators, and a considerable 
amount of best practice databases. However, 
there is a very weak link between the two 
fields. Some of the good practice databases 
do contain key performance measures, but 
not, however, according to specific 
guidelines. For an efficient search of 
benchmarking partners, it would be 
favourable if such practice databases 
contained more performance measures and 
a selection of indicators drawn from 
currently used indicator frameworks.
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Please note that the following compilation is by no means comprehensive. It only lists the 
organisations, initiatives and tools mentioned in the report.
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