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MORE ON BENCHMARKING FOR
BETTER PERFORMANCE

Since Fairfax County has spent the past nine years
implementing and refining its performance measurement
system, staff is continually looking for ways to fully utilize
data in order to ensure that the County remains a high
performance organization. Benchmarking is one such
process that provides opportunities to use performance
measurement data to determine how well we are doing
compared to others, as well as identify potential means
of improvement. Previous issues of this newsletter (spring
2004 and fall 2004) included articles on benchmarking -
whatitis, why itis important and some factors to consider
when embarking on a program to benchmark performance.
This article provides additional information for County
staff to consider as they undertake their own
benchmarking efforts.

There are two major approaches to
benchmarking: comparative performance measurement
and process benchmarking. They are not mutually
exclusive. In fact, it is almost always a prerequisite to
collect and compare performance data as a way of
narrowing down the high performers in order to identify
the best processes and then find a way to adapt them in
your own environment. Comparative performance
measurement allows you to address a wide range of
services, but does not foster an in-depth understanding
of the services being studied or why a performance gap
exists.

The second approach - process benchmarking -
is often referred to as ‘corporate benchmarking’ because
it is used frequently in the private sector when one
organization seeks to learn from another - either in the
same industry or a different industry that has similar
processes. This approach fosters an in-depth
understanding of the process under review, but it is
resource-intensive and generally can be done only for a
few select services. Unlike comparative performance
measurement, corporate benchmarking usually addresses
only one process.
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Increasingly the mandate to government, like its
private sector counterpart, is to do things faster, cheaper and
better. To meet this challenge, local governments compare
themselves to others to avoid having to reinvent the wheel -
the desire is to capitalize on existing knowledge. How Fairfax
County is doing compared to last year is interesting, but not
as meaningful as how it is doing in comparison to a national
standard or others performing the same service.

For comparative performance measurement, there are
various sources available. The International City/County
Management Association ICMA) benchmarks the following
service areas: Code Enforcement, Facilities Management,
Fire/ EMS, Fleet Management, Housing, Human Resources,
Information Technology, Libraries, Parks/Recreation, Police/

Benchmark: To take a measure against a reference
point that can be observed or studied.

Benchmarking: A strategic and
analytic process of continuously
measuring an organization’s products, 2
services or practices against a

recognized leader or standard in a particular area in
order to find, adapt and implement best practices to
improve organizational performance.

Best Practices: Innovative business practices that
have been identified during a benchmarking study as
contributing to a high level of performance.

Sheriff, Purchasing, Refuse Collection/Recycling, Roads/
Highways, Risk Management, and Youth Services. Fairfax
County participates in each of these benchmarking efforts
except Roads/Highways because that is primarily a state
function for counties in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Still
other information is available through state, federal and
professional organizations. For an idea of the types of
comparative performance data that Fairfax County publishes
in the annual budget document, go to:
www fairfaxcounty.gov/dmb and click on Volume 1 of the
annual budget. Each program area summary contains
performance comparisons for relevant agencies. The
following page includes examples from the public safety and
parks/recreation/libraries program areas. This information
is updated annually as available.
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Total Fire Incidents Per 1,000 Population Served

San Jose, CA | 1.90
Fairfax County, VA e 2.14
San Antonio, TX S 3
Las Vegas, NV | 35
Austin, TX _|— 3.30
Miami-Dade County, FL | — 3.79
Long Beach, CA |———— /| 0
Portland, OR | — .0 5
Tucson, AZ |ee— 5.3
OHWahoma City, OK | 5.3

POLICE: LIBRARIES:
UCR Part I Violent Crimes Reported Per 1,000 Population Operating and Maintenance Expenditures Per ltem Circulated
Fairfax County, VA m==1.0 Phoenix, AZ $1.99
Virginia Beach, VA |— 1
. B T AZ 268
Calgary, Canada |ee— 3 5 ueson, $
San Jose, CA |—— 3 O Fairfax County, VA | 1$2.73
Austin, TX ————— .7 Prince William County, VA
San Diego, CA | 6.0 .
San Antonio, TX | 6.3 Austin, TX
San Francisco, CA | 6.8 San Antonio, TX
Phoenix, AZ 7.1
Norfolk VA ] 72 Virginia Beach, VA
Long Beach, CA : 7.6 San Diego, CA
Miami-Dade County, FL | 7.6
Portland, OR | 80 Long Beach, CA
Oklahoma City, OK | 85 Richmond, VA
Tucson, AZ | 9.2 .
Richmond, VA 119 San Frandisco, CA ! $6.31
15 $0 $7
Source: ICMAFY 2003 Data Source: ICMAFY 2003 Data
FIRE AND RESCUE: PARKS:

Paid Park Maintenance Full-Time Equivalents (FTEs)
Per 100 Acres of Developed Parkland

Oklahoma City, OK 1.44

Austin, TX 1.60

Fairfax County, VA 1.64

M C ty, OH 4.79
San Francisco, CA | 5.9 7 entgomery County,
Richmond, VA |—— .1 4
Phoenix, AZ 14.89 Pinellas County, FL 5.64
18
Source: ICMAFY 2003 Data 0 7

Source: ICMAFY 2003 Data

There is a significant volume of comparative data out there for those who take the time to identify and analyze it.
Another major issue facing local governments that want to benchmark performance is data comparability. That topic will be
addressed in greater detail in the next issue of this newsletter.

COUNTY EXEC HOLDS ANNUAL FALL STRATEGIC PLANNING/PM MEETINGS

In what has become a rite of fall, County Executive Tony Griffin met with a number of agencies throughout October to
discuss the progress they had made on linking their strategic plans to their performance measures, as well as address how
they are doing in meeting their annual targets. These meetings have been held each fall since 2002 and provide agencies with
an opportunity to showcase progress on meeting strategic priorities.

In some cases, there are barriers to agencies achieving the level of performance they are seeking. These meetings
provide a useful forum to inform County management of those challenges. Sometimes it is necessary to explain performance
that greatly exceeds the target, particularly if that level of performance may be unsustainable given increased service demands
or decreasing resources. Or there may be external forces influencing the service such as homeland security or demographic
trends. These discussions provide excellent context to the performance data. After all, the numbers just tell what is happening;
they do not tell why. Other senior County managers attending these meetings include the Chief Financial Officer, Chief
Information Officer, Deputy County Executives and Director of the Department of Management and Budget who all both learn
and share their ideas and other resources with agencies. While not every agency meets with the County Executive each fall,
the meetings are scheduled to give the opportunity for periodic review of the status of agency strategic plans and performance.

To prepare for these meetings, agencies review reports from the PM Database accessed through the County Intranet.
The Targets Met Summary and Detail Reports are especially useful as agency management can review how many of their
targets they met on aggregate, as well as drill down to determine progress on individual objectives. These reports also identify
the variance from the target and whether it was exceeded or not met. As the County Executive repeatedly stresses during these
fall meetings, “This is not a gotcha exercise.” It is to enable us all to work together to help achieve the countywide vision
through individual agency strategic plans. All agencies, whether they are scheduled to meet or not, should still be looking at
their performance data to identify trends and adjust plans accordingly to manage for even better results.
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FAIRFAX COUNTY RECOGNIZED FOR PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT EFFORTS

Each year Fairfax County submits its annual budget for rigorous review through the Government
Finance Officers Association (GFOA) where three anonymous budget experts use an extensive array of criteria
to rate the budget as a policy document, financial plan, operations guide and communications device. As
part of its application for the Distinguished Budget Presentation Award, Fairfax County’s FY 2006 budget was
singled out by GFOA for special recognition for performance measurement. This is the second year for such
recognition and is a significant accomplishment as only 11 of 1,027 budgets submitted for the award were
identified for special Performance Measures recognition last year. Among the comments by reviewers were:

“...performance measures have been rated as outstanding. Your methodology is an
example that other entities should use as a benchmark. You have managed to quantify
items that many entities have trouble with.”

“Your goals and objectives are the best I have seen anywhere. This is the only budget book I
have reviewed that assigns “purposes” and “strategic directions” to your department groups
(program areas) and then assigns missions, goals and objectives to the separate departments.
Yours is one of the few budget books that even uses the terms consistently.”

These comments are testimony to the significant focus County
management and staff have placed on aligning strategic direction
(where we are going) with our performance measures (results). Praise
such as this by GFOA award reviewers is very difficult to earn, so all
staff who worked on their agencies’ strategic plans and performance
measures should take pride in this recognition.

In addition, Fairfax County’s performance measurement efforts
were again recognized by the International City/County Management
Association (ICMA) with its Certificate of Distinction, for continuing
efforts in measuring and improving performance. This is the higher
of ICMA’s two levels of recognition and acknowledges the County’s
efforts to incorporate performance data into decision-making, sustain
the program through training and process improvement, and share
its successes by networking with others. Only 16 of approximately
100 jurisdictions participating in ICMA’s Center for Performance
Measurement earned the Certificate of Distinction this year.
Presentation of this award took September 25, 2005 at the ICMA
annual conference in Minneapolis, Minnesota.

The County has a longstanding comprehensive program of
performance measurement. The primary purpose is to provide better
accountability and information for decision-making, as well as to enable
continuous improvement. Earning awards has never been the primary
focus. However, it is rewarding to see the hard work of so many staff
recognized by major organizations such as ICMA and GFOA.
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Performance Measurement Matters . .
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