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Abstract

The so rapid changes in the world make it too hard to predict the business
environment in future. It causes some business owners not to do anything
to avoid wrong choices whereas sustained success comes after searching
opportunities. So, the important question of “What can we do to make our
business survive and grow faster than competitors?” should be answered. It
is also necessary to appropriately handle the change strategies in both poor
and good times to have a well-run organization. Seeking out and copying
the best products and methods has always been a usual way of life since the
earliest human to modern organizations. For long-standing success and sur-
vival, the ability to translate the successful experience of one organization
for the benefit of others needs a learning development for implementing the
adaptation to each situation. The tool we suggest here to envelop both in-
tra-organizational and inter-organizational learning (either from partners or
from competitors) to implement a best practice effectively is benchmarking.
In this paper we use a modified model of benchmarking (as an organization-
al learning tool) to propose how to make a learning organization for change
strategies implementation.



A benchmark approach for successful changes in corporate strategy

1. Introduction

The so rapid changes in the world make it too hard to predict the
business environment in future. It causes some business owners not to do
anything to avoid wrong choices whereas sustained success comes after
searching opportunities. So, the important question of “What can we do to
make our business survive and grow faster than competitors?” should be
answered. In this regard, we need a comprehensive tool to let us see and
even foresee the novel upcoming situation. Otherwise, some terrible crisis
will be inevitable as it is!

The current crisis that we are in, as an industry and as a nation, is not
the only reason why organizations should focus on change management. It
is also necessary to appropriately handle the change strategies in both poor
and good times to have a well-run organization. According to David Axson,
seeking out and copying the best products and methods have always been
a usual way of life since the earliest human to modern organizations (Axson
2006). For long-standing success and survival, the ability to translate the
successful experience of one organization for the benefit of others needs
a learning development for implementing the adaptation to each situation.
The tool we suggest here to envelop both intra-organizational and inter-
organizational learning (either from partners or from competitors) to imple-
ment a best practice effectively is benchmarking.

To ensure positive changes happening to organizations, managers
should consider resistance to change and lack of a clear understanding of
the change being made. Educating individuals about new ways of operations
in novel situations leads to a durable commitment but if the resistances con-
tinue to exist, achieving change is an impossible process, especially when
time is not on your side.

2. Literature review

2.1. Benchmarking

Traditionally, companies with all of their components of business mod-
els working together can often achieve long-lasting success (Johnston &
Bate 2003: 3). It is often stated that those who benchmark do not have to
reinvent the wheel (Parker 1996).

Benchmarking is not just making changes and improvements for the
sake of making a change, benchmarking is about adding value. No organiza-
tion should make changes to their products, processes, or their organization
if the changes do not bring benefits (Mollaee, Rahimi, & Tavassoli 2009).
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Benchmarking is not just about comparing data or copying your competi-
tors. Benchmarking is more about continuously learning from others, learn-
ing more about your organization strength and weaknesses in the process
and then acting on the lessons learned (Camp 2006). This is what leads to
real improvement. Benchmarking is a mean to an end, not an end in itself.

2.2. Background on benchmarking

Benchmarking can be called the management tool that Xerox revived.
Xerox defines benchmarking as the “continuous process measuring our
products, services, and practices against our toughest competitors or those
companies recognized as leaders (Camp 2006). The Xerox of today is not
the Xerox of the sixties and seventies. During that time period the organi-
zation experienced market erosion from competitors, primarily Japanese.
These competitors were marketing higher quality products in the United
States at the same price or lower as Xerox. Xerox found that the Japanese
were able to assemble quality products at a low price. This was hard for
Xerox to grasp because they were the first to develop the photocopy and
their name had come to be synonymous with photocopies. How could the
Japanese be beating them at their own game? Xerox found that they had to
regroup. In doing this they used reverse engineering and made competitive
benchmarking a fundamental part of their operations by the early eighties.
Xerox began to study other organizations within and out of their industry.

By 1983, Xerox had benchmarked more than 230 process performance
areas in their operation. They looked at all aspects of their business. Identi-
fying the best processes used by others, Xerox adapted them for their own
use. This is how they regained their core competency and strategic advan-
tage in the photocopying industry (Bogan 1994).

Since the first publication on benchmarking in 1989 by Robert C.
Camp of “Benchmarking: The search for Industry Best Practices that Lead
to Superior Performance”, the improvement technique benchmarking has
been established as an important tool in the process focused manufacturing
or production environment. The use of benchmarking has expanded to other
types of industry.

2.3. What benchmarking is?

Basically benchmarking means learned from others. It is using the
knowledge and the experience of others to improve the organization. It is
analyzing the performance and noting the strengths and weaknesses of the
organization and assessing what must be done to improve. A vast number of
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publications exist on benchmarking with no agreed upon definition of the
term benchmarking.

Bendell, Boulter and Kelly (1993) write: “Today, quite clearly, the
term is ambiguous, woolly, a mystery. It appears to require great subtlety
of understanding and clearly means different things to different people.”
(Bendell, Boutler, & Kelly 1993).

The absence of a simple definition that is accepted as the real one,
leads Carey (1995) to take the key points from a number of definitions and
express them stepwise in the following clear terms:

— The methodology of examining in detail something your organiza-

tion does (the performance measures and practices).

— Then comparing it with a similar process being performed more

efficiently and effectively in your own or another organization.

—  With the objective of finding ways of making significant improve-

ments to your own process.
Andersen and Pettersen (1996) write: “The process of continuous meas-
uring and comparing one’s business processes against comparable pro-
cesses in leading organizations to obtain information which will help
the organization identify and implement improvements”’.

2.4. How benchmarking is applied?

Benchmarking is a five-step cycle aimed at ensuring continuous im-
provement, fig. 1. Each step is described briefly (Mollaece, & Rahimi 2009).

Figure 1: Five-step cycle of benchmarking.
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STEP 1: Deciding what to benchmark

You can apply benchmarking to any aspect of business. It makes sense to
prioritize. Benchmarking allows real improvement to be made as you examine
what goes on and how it could be done better. Processes may be at workplace
level (operations) or management level (strategies). Strategic level bench-
marking work can be led by or involve various people, for example managers,
company representatives or trade association representatives. You will need
both senior management and employee commitment and involvement at all
key stages. At this level, organizations start out with few assumptions about
the business itself, what it is “good” at, and what the future will be like.

STEP 2: Analyzing where you are

You need to identify your starting position. You need to think about how
you will Measure where you are and where you want to be. This will help you
measure your improvement from benchmarking. If you use an audit system you
could use your results (sometimes these are ‘scores’) as a measure. Later you
could compare your results with others who use the same system. As part of this
process, you may choose to survey employees to find out what they think.

In particular, we use Balanced Score Card (BSC) to compare the results
with objectives. After a mission has been defined and a SWOT (strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis is completed, an organiza-
tion can then define its measures, goals, strategies, etc.

STEP 3: Selecting a partner

If you are part of a large organization you could find partners both
within your organization (internal benchmarking) and outside (external
benchmarking). Smaller organizations will probably need to look outside,
as they are too small to have a wide range of potential partners to choose
from inside their firms. The chart shows the advantages and disadvantages
of both approaches.

You may choose to work with one partner or a number of them. You
could join a benchmarking club where you will have a range of potential
partners to choose from. Your trade association or benchmarking organiza-
tions sometimes offer this service. You can use different ways to find part-
ners. For management processes you will have a wider choice of partners,
as these processes are common across industries. When you agree a part-
nership there needs to be mutual benefit — ‘give and take ’. You should be
prepared to give your partner something in return. You should also be aware
of the Benchmarking Code of Conduct and check you work within it. This is
particularly important if you are planning to benchmark with a competitor,
as it will help to ensure you keep within competition law (Boxwel 2007).
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Table 1: Advantages and disadvantages of internal & external
benchmarking

Internal

External

e Easier to get information and
therefore cheaper

e Improves consistency within firm

With competitors;

e Easy to identify partners

e Help your competitive edge

o Use as a marketing feature if you
are the ‘Benchmark’

e Can be ‘blinkered’

Advantages | ® Help to improve communication | Within the same industry;
and information sharing o often links already exist with
potential partners
e Easier to get management o speak the same language; share
commitment issues and concerns
® Good practice of technique Different Industry;
before looking for an outside o potential for innovative ideas
organization ® No competitor problems
With competitors;
o Care needed with competition law
e Doesn’t identify overall best ® some potential partner maybe
Disadvan- practice resistant
tages

Different Industry;
o Can be difficult to identify
potential partners

Decide whether you will need to visit your partner’s work place. Shar-
ing information by phone may be enough. It is usually best to meet, so you
can see for yourself, and talk to relevant people. If you decide to visit, in-
volve your managers and safety representatives in the visit because they are
the ones who will be helping to put in place any improvements you identify.

STEP 4: Working with your partner

With the right planning and preparation (Steps 1 to 3), this stage should

be straight forward.
— Berealistic — don’t try to do too much in one go.

— When exchanging information you need to make sure it’s compa-
rable — ‘apple with apples’. For example, you may try to compare
statistics, but if you record this data in different ways it won’t be

a valid comparison.

— ‘Respect your partner’. Remember confidentiality, give and take
equally, keep to agreed topics, do your homework in advance,
show awareness of the Benchmarking Code of Conduct, keep to

timescales and send a message of thanks.
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During contact with partners make sure you really understand what they
do, how they do it and why it’s better. This is the information you will need
to learn. Rather than focus on modest improvements, benchmarking focuses
on making major structural changes to everyday with the goal of substantially
improving productivity, efficiency, quality or customer satisfaction.

STEP 5: Learning and acting on lessons learned

This is a key step — if you don’t get this right, all the work you’ve done
so far will be lost! Remember the purpose of benchmarking is not to copy
but to learn from others, learn more about yourself and, as a result, take
action to improve. Devise an action plan, based on your findings. It’s impor-
tant to make sure your plan fits in with the ‘culture’ of your organization oth-
erwise, the plan doomed to failure. Your partner may have a very different
culture, and the language and methods they use may need to be adapted for
your organization. Make your action plan SMARTT (Specific, Measurable,
Agreed, Realistic Track able and Time bound).

Identify what you need to do, who should do it and when. Make sure
you get senior management and employee commitment to the action plan.
Implement your action plan and regularly review progress with it. Are you
where you want to be? If there are problems it may be useful to contact your
partner(s) again to see if they can help you overcome them. Remember con-
tinuous improvement — keep an eye out to see if standards have moved on.
If they have, reset your benchmark and you can start from Step 1 again. As
in any other area of business, you shouldn’t stand still.

3. Change of strategy

3.1. Goals focus on what, while strategies focus on how

The term “strategy” has been used for years in military planning and
tactics in wars. Nowadays business strategy is so popular that it seems to be
the secret of being successful. Although managers who have planned strategy
can’t always be seen at the zenith of their business but there is evidence to
show that organizations which undertake strategic planning do tend to per-
form better than dose who don’t. Fred. R. David (2007) defines strategy as
“the means by which long-term objectives will be achieved”. He also states
that “strategies are potential actions that require top management decisions
and large amount of firm’s resources”. According to Chris Jeffs (2008) “busi-
ness strategy is the management of organisation’s resources and competences
in order to match the aim of the organisation and the threats and opportunities
in the environment”. He also considers strategy as interdisciplinary subjects to
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encourage practitioners make use of other knowledge such as finance, market-
ing, supply chain logistic and human resource management.

There is a debate about whether business strategy is a science or an art.
One who reviews the development of strategic management can find that
the initial focus on scientific method of management has led to a rational
perspective in analyzing the environment. During the 1980s and dramatic
change in the world economy nature some flexible approaches whose em-
phasis was more on internal potentials to make the old approaches consist-
ent with unforeseen events was developed.

What makes strategy so valuable for managers is the belief that strat-
egy has to do several things simultaneously. Considering strategy as a pur-
poseful attempt to achieve an objective, these items has identified by Anne
Sigismund Huff and others (2009);

— Communicate a compelling purpose or vision to others

— Connect organizational strengths with environmental opportunities

— Exploit current success while exploring new opportunities

— Generate more resources than it uses

— Coordinate and guide activities

— Respond to new conditions over time

3.2. Different approaches towards changes

As mentioned in different changes theories, we have 3 general ap-
proaches to change:

— Change strategies as adaption or selection: looking at change from
the outside

— Change strategies as transportation and evolution: looking at
change from above

— Change strategies as natural evolution or social dynamics: looking
at change from inside

3.2.1. Change of strategies as an adaption or a selection

From the post World War II to the late 1970s changes was deliberately
mentioned as growth and development in an optimistic view. As Demerse
(2007) says; “During that period, change is more or less explicitly conceived
as a process of gradual adaptation. Except for a small group of scholars who
view change as emergent, the dominant view is that adaptation is largely
controlled by management reacting to either internal or external pressure”.
In the other words there is a belief that everything is possible. “Growth is
therefore seen as the normal evolutionary path for organization, because
larger size is associated with economies of scale, higher profits, and higher
survival rates, as well as more prestige, power and job security for execu-
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tives. But among researchers who explain organizational development and
growth in term of internal forces there are three trends” (Demers 2007: 5).

First there is a group of theories that called rational adaptation approach-
es. These theories focus on organizational change in very different from one
perspective to another but they all agree that organizations can change to
pursue goals that are adaptive. The second approach is Organic adaptation.
Cyert and March (1963), characterizing the firm as adaptively rational system
rather than omnisciently rational system, propose a decision process theory
that seeks to explain how organizations adapt. The last approach is life-cycle
theory that developed by Cameron & Whetten (1993), chandler (1962) and
Stopford & Wells (1972). The life-cycle model gains popularity in organiza-
tion and management theory in the early 1970s. In this theory change is a pro-
gressive, natural evolution through a series of fundamental transitions from
birth to adolescence. This period of optimism ends with a recession brought
about according to most accounts, by the 1973 oil embargo. Two approaches
stand out as being particularly important (Demers, 2007: 5-19): population
ecology (Aldrich 1979; Hannan & Freeman 1977, 1984) and neo institutional
theory (DiMaggio & Powell 1983; Meyer & Rowan 1977).

3.2.2. Change of strategies as transportation and evolution

In 1980s a real change is seen as a period of discontinuity, of disruption;
it is talked about in terms of transformation and revolution. There is a recog-
nition that change does not always follow a path of cumulative, gradual adap-
tation; episodes of transformation and radical change now take center stage.
During this period more attention is given to defining what a transformation
and radical change is, as opposed to an incremental or gradual change, to
examining the process by which such a change is realized. This shift in tone
occurs while environmental uncertainty and turbulence initiated by the 1970s
oil crisis. There are four approaches to change in this view (Demers 2007: 43-
58); configurational, cognitive, cultural and political approach.

The configurational approach displaced contingency theory as the
dominant perspective in the literature on change in the 1980s. This per-
spective explores the concept of radical change, in term of both its con-
tent and dynamics. Cognitive and cultural approaches view organization as
archetype or integrated wholes. This conception reinforces the monolithic
top-down view of change as a radical transformation. Thus, the cognitive
school draws attention to the importance of transforming the worldview of
organizational members, starting with top management, to achieve profound
change. According to cultural approach, fundamental change involves a de-
liberate attempt by management to change the basic, taken-for granted as-
sumptions and values that guide collective action. And finally the authors
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of the political view, who adapt a managerial point of view, consider that
organizations are pluralistic entities and change process leading to radical
change as piecemeal and incremental.

3.2.3. Change of strategies as a natural evolution or a social
dynamics

At the end the 1980s, alongside the dominant conception of change
as an episode, a view of change as process without clear beginning or end
became increasingly prevalent. In fact the opposition between continuity
and change itself starts to be questioned. With globalization, due among
other factors to the advent of new information technologies, there comes an
acceleration of economic cycles driven by fierce competition. The transfor-
mation of the world economy results in layoffs and increasing insecurity in
western world. New organizational forms, labeled the virtual, modular, or
postmodern organization, are heralded as providing the flexibility required
to succeed in this new era. In this context the process view of organizational
change take center stage. While a preoccupation with the link between strat-
egy and environment remains strong, strategic change starts being viewed
less as a matter of radical transformation than as a long term process of or-
ganizational renewal, often define d in terms of learning and associated with
innovation. The idea promoted is that change is not only something that is
done to the organization by visionary manager; rather, it is something that
the organization does itself, in which all members are involved.

From the 1990s, the topic of change including anything concerned with
organizational process is subsumed under variety of labels, such as learning,
evolving, innovating, narrating and etc. Under these labels approaches are
presented that look at organizational change as behavioral learning, evolv-
ing, and emerging. In the behavioral or adaptive learning approach devel-
oped by March and his colleagues, the generative mechanism is behavior
modification as a result of experience. In contrast to the cognitive approach,
which describes organizational learning as a change in the dominant coali-
tion’s mental frameworks, organizations are conceived as adaptive systems
that learn from trial and error and that encode and retain learning in routines.

Organizational learning is without doubt the success story of the
1990s. In this view, organizations are adaptively rational systems directed
toward the attainment of goals, whose behavior is generated by rules and
procedures that allow them to react to performance feedback. Performance
feedback rules — problem —driven search and choice rules — are the basic
building blocks of organizations as experimental learning systems. In other
words experience leads organizations to develop relatively fixed rules that
allow for considerable changes in behaviors (Demers 2007: 115-123).
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4. How learning embodies the change?

4.1. Organizational learning

The field of organizational learning explores ways to design organiza-
tions so that they fulfill their function effectively, encourage people to reach
their full potential, and, at the same time, help the world to be a better place.
Before proposing organizational learning main approaches, it’s necessary to
mean what is the concept of learning in the organizational literature.

Learning, we propose, is the process of technical change achieved by
diffusion (in the perspective of technology absorption) and incremental
innovation. In other words, learning is the absorption of already existing
techniques, i.e., the absorption of innovations produced elsewhere, and the
generation of improvements in the vicinity of acquired techniques (Viotti
2001). Learning is best described through the ‘learning organization’ con-
cept, which Senge (1992: 14) describes as ‘an organization that is continual-
ly expanding its capacity to create its future’. Generally, one can distinguish
between two different processes of organizational change that are associated
with organizational learning (OL): adaptive learning and proactive learning.

Adaptive learning it is assumed to involve a lower degree of organi-
zational change. It is seen as a process of incremental changes, more auto-
matic and less cognitively induced. The limitations of adaptive learning in
comparing to proactive learning are also expressed by the different labels
which have been used to describe these two types of OL: “Single-Loop ver-
sus Double-Loop Learning” (Argyris and Schon, 1978), “Adaptive versus
Generative Learning” (Senge 1990).

Cognitive learning turned to the individual’s mental processes. In oth-
er words, it is concerned with cognition: the act or process of knowing. It
was regarding to residing in the heads of individuals; social, cultural, and
technological factors have been relegate to the role of backdrops or external
sources of stimulation (Salomon 1993: xii).

4.2. Balanced Scorecard (BSC)

In response to the question “how balanced scorecard companies thrive
in the new business environment”, Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton
(2001) in their book, “Strategy-Focused Organization” explain how adop-
ters of Balance Scorecard throughout the world include large and small,
manufacturing and service, mature and rapid-growth, public and private,
and for-profit and non-profit organizations achieved remarkable results.
Many evidences from companies like Mobil Oil Corporation’s North Amer-
ica Marketing and Refining Division (Mobil NAM&R), CIGNA Corpora-
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tion’s Property & Casualty Insurance, Chemical (chase) Retail Bank, Nova
Scotia Power Inc, and Brown & Root Energy Services’ Rockwater Division
and others can be regarded as a reasonable proof for their claim that this
program is really a change project.

They believed that one main reason for organizations that had difficul-
ty implementing well-formulated strategies was that strategies — the unique
and sustainable ways by which organizations create value — are changing
but the tools for measuring strategies have not kept pace. To overcome this
problem, they suggested a new approach to managing a strategy-focused
organization. The balanced scorecard provided a framework to look at the
strategy used for value creation from four different perspectives (Kaplan &
Norton 2001):

1. Financial — the strategy for growth, profitability, and risk viewed

from the perspective of shareholder.

2. Customer — the strategy for creating value and differentiation from
the perspective of the customer.

3. Internal business processes — the strategic priorities for various
business processes, which create customer and shareholder satis-
faction.

4. Learning and growth — the priorities to create the climate that sup-
ports organizational change, innovation and growth.

We believe that the most important perspective to make a better under-
standing of the strategy and hence provide long term competitive advantage
and profitability is the last one. That’s why the learning and growth perspec-
tive serve as the foundation for strategies in different types of organizations.
If the strategy focused organization use the balanced scorecard, strategy im-
provement will be possible rather that tactics, by a new feedback system and
learning method.

4.3. Modified model for a successful strategy
accomplishment

We suggest that learning is the best starting point to achieve a long
term, sustainable change strategy. Maybe the low consensus about defining
and proposing a model makes it harder to address. A genius design of a mod-
el which connect learning strategies to other elements offer an opportunity
for executives to align their limited organizational resources including hu-
man resources, financial resources, information technology and so on. What
is proposed here, take a look at Balanced Scorecard as a necessary but not
sufficient tool in its first perspective; Learning and Growth!
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A nearer look to the organization reveals that managers have to deal with
human behaviors. Although there is usually one person in charge, the man-
agers interact with others in problem solving. So we have to start our course
of action from individuals. The process of decision making in an uncertain
dynamic environment, where the information are ambiguous and incomplete
about future, requires cognition as defined by Stephen K. Reed (2007) as both
the acquisition and the use of knowledge. Organizational learning as discussed
before includes cognitive learning. Contrasting to the personal life decisions
that we all face, organizational goals will guide the group decision making.
Some factors like threatening mistakes, competing goals, and changing envi-
ronment makes it necessary to improve the strategy over the time and hence
a dynamic strategy will exist. With both individual cognition and systemic or-
ganizational learning, it is likely to have a better perception on what the organ-
ization is intended to do; what is labeled as dynamic strategy understanding.

Modified Model for Strategy Implementation

Dynamic Environment Balanced Scorecard
Perspectives

Goal Achievement 14 Financial
fdf
[ Strategy Accomplishment l Customer
{1
Strategy Alignment l Internal
4\%‘ Business Process
]

Environmental Dynamic Strategy Understanding

Concerns

Organizational Learning l | Learning and
Growth

Organizational
Issues

]
Individual Cognition ]

Factors

Creating synergy is also important to find valuable combination in
which the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. By strategy alignment,
cooperation and coordination of different Strategic Business Units (SBU’s),
more integrated solutions will be found to enhance strategy accomplish-
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ment. Finally the there is a considerable need for feedbacks. Strategy aware-
ness (internal adaptation) and making adjustment to business ever-changing
environment can never occur except to have an immediate feedback system.
What you can find as a double-loop learning system in related literatures
is covered here. By the wide-ranging feedback system a direct communi-
cation make the analysis of happenings easier to perform and understand,
participation of different organizational level will be enhanced, the budget
and resource allocation will be adjusted corresponding to the dynamic en-
vironment, and finally goal achievement will be measured simultaneously.

5. Summary

Strategy is a matter of concern for managers. In the rapid changing
environment it’s impossible for organizations to adapt the environmental
uncertainty. On the other hand if the organizations choose a strategy, they
will need to provide a clear understanding of strategies to align its resources
directed to the goal achievement. What we proposed in this paper is a mod-
ified model for strategy implementation. Our findings show that Balanced
Scorecard chooses a proper foundation, but it should be considered that in-
dividual cognition stands before organizational learning.

A Dbetter understanding of strategy needs both personal cognition and
organizational level perception of happenings. It is also a must to have a dy-
namic strategy in changing environment. If the strategy does not meet the
early objectives defined in strategy map, it should be adjusted correspond-
ing to the external and internal alteration. By a wide-ranging comprehen-
sion of strategy, aligning resources leads to a great accomplishment. What is
planned as feedback has a key role in overall awareness. It makes learning
a continuous process which spreads all over the organization. Using this
modified model managers can ensure they set genius strategies which works
both in poor and good times to have a long standing well-run organizations.
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