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Proposal to improve the ICT service through benchmarking for all fire and rescue services across the UK
© Copyright 2009 Socitm Consulting Limited.
1 Introduction
The purpose of this report is to make a proposal to heads of ICT in the fire and rescue services for benchmarking the ICT service as a group.
The ICT Group of the Chief Fire Officers Association (CFOA) invited Martin Greenwood. Socitm Insight, to present the Socitm benchmarking services on 29 September 2009. 

The presentation highlighted the growing importance of benchmarking for all public sector organisations as they face the challenges of severe financial pressures in the next few years. 

Following that the group invited Socitm to make a firm proposal for its next meeting (25 November) as to how the heads of ICT in fire and rescue services might work together in improving their services through benchmarking.   

2 Background

The context for the proposal is the growing financial pressure facing all parts of the public sector. The final report from the Operational Efficiency Programme (published on 22 April 2009, the day of the Budget statement) recommended that: 

· all public sector organisations employing more than 250 people must collect and publish data using the audit agencies’ approved value for money indicators for back office operations by December 2009 for the wider public sector.

· Benchmarking information from across the public sector should be collected, checked and published on a regular, consistent, auditable and transparent basis in order to drive improved performance.

The audit agencies have accredited Socitm as a benchmarking provider of the value for money indicators; to all intents and purposes the Socitm KPI set includes the value for money indicators for the ICT service. The ICT service is notoriously hard to define, making meaningful comparisons difficult if there is no rigorous and consistent application of definitions. Socitm’s extensive experience in benchmarking the ICT service has overcome potential difficulties (eg treatment of capital, overheads etc). 

3 Proposals for benchmarking
3.1   Scope of benchmarking 
Socitm delivers a wide range of benchmarking services via a number of groups. The services we offer include our main two benchmarking services:

· Benchmarking the ICT service

· Benchmarking user satisfaction

Although not appropriate for the fire and rescue service, we also carry out other benchmarking (eg channel value benchmarking, information assurance and business continuity).

Socitm works with some 100 organisations each year to benchmark their ICT and other services. This is done via a number of regional benchmarking clubs in London, Wales, Scotland and Greater Manchester in addition to groups that are drawn from participants  across the UK. Most participants are local authorities. The proposals set out in this report reflect these experiences.
3.2    Benchmarking the ICT service

Socitm proposes that the fire and rescue service use the two main benchmarking services listed above. 
The Socitm KPIs used in both these services include:

· KPI 1 User satisfaction 
· KPI 2 Resolution of reported incidents 
· KPI 3 Project management 
· KPI 4 Acquisition costs of workstation  

· KPI 7 Support costs per workstation 
· KPI 8 Workstations supported per specialist 
· KPI 10 ICT competence of employees 
· KPI 17 Voice and data communications 
· KPI 18 Total cost of ownership of workstations 
· KPI 15 Service availability 
· KPIs 14 and 90 Cost of ICT services 
· Plus range of other organisational activities 
· Additionally we would be pleased to develop a number of Fire service specific KPIs as advised by your members 
Benchmarking studies start with launch workshops and conclude with workshops where the results are discussed with participants. They are also supported by a help desk for resolving queries.
The Socitm KPIs are closely aligned with the audit agencies’ value for money indicators (VFMIs) for the ICT service. The Socitm KPIs are broader-based and better developed from being very well used over the past ten years. To all intents and purposes using the Socitm KPIs enables organisations to meet the requirements of the audit agencies’ VFMIs.  
3.3    Specific needs of fire and rescue service

Although Socitm has extensive experience in managing benchmarking services, we recognise that any proposal must address the specific needs of the fire and rescue service. One issue that has been raised is that ICT units in many fire and rescue services include responsibility for command and control systems, which are clearly a significant item of expenditure and a critical element of overall performance.

In preparing for the main benchmarking service, we would propose to work with nominated members of the ICT Group in order to incorporate areas like this that are specific to fire and rescue services. By agreeing at the start of the first year revised definitions for the fire and rescue service, using the current Socitm definitions as a basis, this process would enable the Socitm benchmarking service to meet the specific needs of fire and rescue services.    

3.4    Benchmarking user satisfaction 


 Unlike the main benchmarking service which can and should be customised to meet the needs of the fire and rescue service, our other main benchmarking service needs no customisation. Here we use a standard user satisfaction survey, which we update each year with minor enhancements. Over 230 public sector organisations have used it, many of them for two, three or more times as they see it as an essential tool for improving their services. Each year an average of 15,000 users from across the UK complete the survey.
The survey is now predominantly a web-based survey. For those without e-mail addresses a paper survey can be supported at a small extra charge.

The survey results can be analysed by user segment (eg departments), but that involves an extra cost of £940.  

The key point about the survey is that it uses the well-proven technique of gap analysis that allows us to identify strengths and weaknesses of the ICT service as users perceive them and from that to pinpoint areas for improvement. Measuring user satisfaction has little value in itself, unless it provides firm evidence about how to improve the service. The benchmarking element provides a valuable extra dimension for ICT units in the fire and rescue service to learn from each other.  

 3.5   Best practice workshops
In due course when members of the proposed club (and Socitm) gain more experience of benchmarking the fire and rescue service we would suggest the delivery of a number of “best practice” workshops either from our extensive range or particular ones developed with the service.
3.6    Radar charts

Socitm produce radar charts which merge the two study results into one comprehensive chart which identifies performance over six main performance headings. These charts enable participants to see immediately a summary of their performance in comparison with peers. Linked to these charts are resource charts which normalise ICT resources (ie finance, staffing, age of technology) in order to be able to compare different levels of resources (inputs) against performance (outputs). 
See Appendix 1 for example of radar charts
3.7    Fees

.Reflecting the advantages to both parties of a benchmarking club Socitm has significantly reduced its normal fee levels and membership of the club is now offered at £4,750 per annum. Fees will be fixed in price for two years. Fees may be paid either in March or April 2010 (and 2011 for year 2), whichever is most appropriate. 

To be statistically and financially viable Socitm requires a minimum of seven participants.
3.8   Basis of agreement

Participants will be asked to confirm agreement to join the benchmarking club for two years in order to undertake the two recommended studies. This will be at a fixed yearly fee for the two years. If any participant becomes a member, but later cannot sustain the agreement, that participant will be allowed to leave the club without any penalty. 
4 Implementation of the service

Socitm presented this proposal at the 25 November meeting of the CFOA ICT Group.
 Assuming a positive decision to proceed with the formation of the club, we would propose the following key steps:

· Invitation to join the study made to all heads of ICT in all fire and rescue services across the UK (We recognise that CFOA tends to be attended by services in England, but we suggest that the invitation is extended to Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland)
· Confirmation by individual members to join the club
· Formation of a small steering group who would work with Socitm in perhaps two meetings to determine the KPIs to be used and the possible development of additional fire service specific KPIs
· A timetable for benchmarking, starting in April 2010.
· Confirmation (or otherwise) their preference for benchmarking the ICT service in 2010 and user satisfaction in 2011 (see below)

Our proposal will be to carry out the programme as follows (to be confirmed by

 participants by March 2010)


Year 1 (2010)

· Preparation for benchmarking ICT service (workshops in March and April)

· Benchmarking the ICT service (launch May/June, results Sep/Oct)

Year 2 (2011)

· Benchmarking user satisfaction  (survey May/june results  workshop July)

· Summary of performance  (‘radar charts’) in September

.
5 Benefits of the proposal

The financial pressures facing the whole of the public sector make it essential that every ICT unit is run as efficiently as possible. Benchmarking the ICT service enables each ICT unit in the fire and rescue service to compare its performance with its peers and provides a safe environment for each to learn from peers about its strengths and weaknesses. 
This will allow the most sensible decisions to be made in responses to very tight budgets.

Our proposal allows for the right evidence to be presented in the right context for improving the service and reducing its costs. It also allows for customising the ICT definitions to meet the specific needs of the fire and rescue service. Finally, it provides opportunities for ICT units in the fire and rescue service to learn from each other through workshops and to improve their services. 



27 November 2009




Martin Greenwood, Socitm Insight Programme Director



Roland Waterhouse, Socitm Consulting Benchmarking Manager
Appendix 1 
Sample of radar charts

The first chart shows the performance of an ICT unit. The red line represents one organisation. The black line shows the median for the group; The green line shows the best performance for any topic in the group and the blue the worst performance

The second chart shows the relative level of resources available to each ICT unit in the group (eg finance, staff, age of technology) all normalised against size of organisation (eg costs per employee) 
In this example, the ICT unit performs above the median, but one would expect this as it is resourced above the median. 
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