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Synopsis 
“Using ‘Corporate-Style’ Benchmarking to Improve the Performance of Local Governments: Examining the Development Review Process”

Using a form of benchmarking rarely deployed in the public sector, nine North Carolina cities and towns
 discovered an array of ideas for improving their development review processes—the processes that property owners or their agents must navigate to gain permission to develop property in a community.  The rapid adaptation and implementation of many of these ideas by participants in this benchmarking project confirms the viability of corporate-style benchmarking as a method of improving performance in local governments.
Commonly, benchmarking in the public sector means something different than its meaning in the private sector.  In the public sector, it usually means that a benchmarking government is merely comparing its performance statistics, perhaps for several functions, with accepted standards or with the performance statistics of other governments.  Rarely does it take the form of the private sector’s search for best practices.
The 22-month project outlined in this proposal, sponsored by nine local governments and administered by the University of North Carolina’s School of Government, followed the benchmarking model of the private sector.  The project was initiated in 2006 and completed in 2008.  It focused narrowly on the development review process; identified “best in class” performers via a nationwide search; gathered a great deal of information about the subject processes, including information from site visits to the three benchmarking partners—Henderson, Nevada, San Diego, California, and Tallahassee, Florida; analyzed the information; and served as the catalyst for adaptation of key elements of the most successful processes for implementation by the sponsoring local governments.


Altogether the site visit teams identified 78 noteworthy ideas in Henderson, San Diego, and Tallahassee.  Ideas ranged from strategies for more effectively informing and engaging stakeholders to strategies for improving the quality and reliability of development review services and strategies to help pay the costs of the development review function.  
By May 2008, only a month and a half following the final site visit, 47 of these 78 ideas already had been adapted and implemented by at least one of the sponsoring communities.  These ideas and many of the others were already on the drawing board for implementation in the near future in other communities or were regarded by local government officials as having “pretty good” or “excellent” likelihood of implementation.  

The presentation proposed for the TLG Conference will describe the major elements of the project, the experience of participants, and the lessons learned for development review and for benchmarking.

A publication more thoroughly describing the project, to be co-published by UNC’s School of Government and the Alliance for Innovation, will be available by the time of the conference.
Components of Your Presentation: 

1. Innovation/Creativity:  How did you encourage creativity in order to generate solutions? How did your program/concept stretch or improve the boundaries of ordinary governmental operations? Were new technologies necessary and what methods and/or applications did you incorporate? Was an outside consultant used? If yes, indicate the level of involvement and identify the firm.
The entire project was focused on creativity—first, finding creative ideas being applied elsewhere and, second, encouraging the creativity of project participants in figuring out how to adapt good ideas to make them work in their own operations.  Group meetings and post-site-visit debriefing sessions had brainstorming components.
Faculty and graduate students from the University of North Carolina played an important role in the project, but subject matter expertise (i.e., technical expertise in development review) came from staff members of the participating communities.

2. Citizen Outcomes: What customer needs and expectations were identified and fulfilled? How did your initiative improve access to your government? How has the health of your community improved as a result? 
A key facet of the project—and many of the best ideas that emerged from the project—focused on customer and citizen engagement in development review.  Many of these ideas have been implemented and many others are regarded as having good or excellent prospects of implementation.
3. Applicable Results and Real World Advice: What are the applications you could share that would be of value to another local government? What are the results/outcomes? If performance measures were used, please describe those results. 

The results were two-pronged and the presentation will also be two-pronged, featuring not only the most implementable ideas for development review and the statistics on rapid implementation among participating North Carolina communities but also the evidence suggesting that the benchmarking model followed in this project—one very different for the more common model in the public sector—can work well in other local government performance improvement initiatives if applied properly.
� Asheville, Cary, Concord, Durham, High Point, Matthews, Salisbury, Wilson, and Winston-Salem, North Carolina.





