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Benchmarking can play a significant 
role in developing, enhancing, and 
retaining a critical organization’s strategies, 
processes, and resources. Though an 
operation may be deemed critical, its 
managers often receive pressure from 
senior executives who wish to reduce 
costs. Critical operations facility managers 
will have an easier time justifying needed 
resources and changes in processes when 
they can point to what peer organizations 
are doing rather than when they are 
working in a vacuum. Data drives strategic 
decisions.

Comparison studies yield best practice 
ideas. They confirm if your processes are 
optimal and your operation is efficient and 
productive. Benchmarking can help identify 
the best sources for hiring and determine 
if your technologies are current. Facility 
managers frequently gain approval for 
increased staff levels and extended shift 
coverage when they demonstrate peers in 
their industry have greater coverage.

Those wishing to conduct a 
benchmarking study have several options 
available. If you participate in local, 
national, or international industry groups, 
you may find those who facilitate your 
group are willing to conduct a survey 
of members — if you are willing to help 
them define and create the survey 
questionnaire. This option will readily offer 
access to a large group of industry peers 
for comparison data. It will generally take 
more time to receive the comparison data 
you desire than if you initiate a survey on 

your own. You may not have full control 
over the data points included, particularly 
if the industry group solicits input on 
what should be surveyed from the other 
members. If you have a few months, 
this option can produce a larger set of 
comparison data than the alternative.

Facility managers with less time or with 
no membership in a large industry group 
can easily obtain quality data comparisons 
by conducting their own survey. Existing 
service suppliers are usually more than 
willing to identify and provide contact 
information for other customers with 
similar operations. Equipment suppliers 
and consultants will have extensive lists of 
contacts considered your peers. Most of 
these contacts will be interested in talking 
with you when they learn you plan to 
provide them a copy of your benchmarking 
results at no cost.   

Strategic decision support
Benchmarking can be effective for a 

wide variety of strategic decisions. If you 
want help in justifying needed change 
within your operation, the following 
examples of topics observed in data center 
operations benchmarking may generate 
ideas for surveys.  

Facility design choices:
•  Stand-alone vs. shared use facility.
• Single vs. multiple story building.
• Construction methods.
• Geographical location.
• Engineers selected.

Effective processes:
•  Command center daily tasks and 

reporting.
• Computer hardware master plan.
•  Ownership of power and network 

cabling and connections. 
•  Facilities system transfer procedures.
•  Preventive maintenance frequencies.
•  Facility construction processes, 

schedule.
• Commissioning, training.

Personnel: 
• Qualifications.
• Testing.
• Reporting structure.
• Annual objectives.

Costs:
• Operating costs. 
• Capital costs. 
•  Salary ranges for each group, by 

position.
• Utility cost comparisons.

Product selection — types of:
• Server racks.
• Servers, operating software.
• Mainframes, tape devices.
• Switchgear.
•  UPS, batteries, generators, PDUs, 

RPPs.
•  Chillers, cooling towers, pumps, 

CRAHs, CRACs.
• BAS/BMS, EPMS systems.
•  Fire detection and suppression 

systems

In Critical Facilities,  
Benchmarking Data Justifies Choices
Why benchmarking is critical in making  
data-driven decisions, and how to lay the groundwork 
for conducting your own benchmarking survey. 

By David Boston
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If you create your own benchmarking 
survey, the following steps and guidelines 
should be helpful.

First, determine the number of 
comparison organizations you wish to 
display in your benchmarking report. 
Leverage your suppliers and consultants 
for contact information for those with 
operations most similar to yours. Make 
sure the list includes at least 50 percent 
more organizations than your desired 
number of comparisons. Screen for 
comparability: Ask your source to verbally 
quantify how each contact’s operation is 
like yours.

While you’re waiting for lists of 
contacts, develop your comparison 
survey questionnaire. The amount of 
time needed to complete the survey will 
directly influence the number who agree 
to participate. Limit the survey to no more 
than ten questions. Choose a format that 
is easy to read. Ensure all questions have 
quantifiable answers

Now is the time to create a spreadsheet 
for displaying response data received. 
Assign each column a number 
representing an organization’s response; 
do not list the organization’s name. 
Collectively describe the companies that 
participate in the survey by name in a 
summary letter that accompanies the 
report’s spreadsheet, with no reference to 
which column represents which company.

Once you have the contacts, develop 
a two-paragraph invitation email (see 
below for an example) defining what 
you are requesting of the contacts and 
what is in it for them. The key benefit is 
that all respondents will receive a copy 
of completed report, by a specific date. 
Assure the contacts that their information 
will remain confidential; the results will be 
anonymous. Mention that minimal time 

will be required to complete the survey. 
Finally, offer a tour of your own operation, 
including sharing of your processes, for 
anyone interested.

The first paragraph of the message 
should describe incentives. Be sure to 
include a timeline for submitting responses 
(no less than two weeks, no more than 
six weeks). Encourage them to call you to 
further clarify what you are asking for.

As you email the invitations, reference 
your mutual supplier/consultant in the 
subject line. Be sure to enclose a copy of 
the survey questionnaire. Call and leave a 
voicemail shortly after sending the e-mail 
(to personalize the request). Then make 
a follow up phone call to each contact 
roughly midway between the survey issue 
date and your requested completion date.

Mark each response received with a 
number that corresponds to the column 
of the report spreadsheet where you will 
display that organization’s submitted data. 
Enter response data into the spreadsheet 
you previously prepared, as it is received. 
Once you have the number of comparisons 
entered you expect to receive, tally 
the group average for each survey 
question’s responses. Then generate 
a one-page summary letter describing 
your key findings and detailing unusual 
conditions/considerations described by any 
participant.

Finally, make a PDF of the completed 
spreadsheet and summary letter and issue 
these with personalized e-mails to each 
participant, by the promised date.

A benchmarking report will add 
significant weight to justifications for 
resources and process changes, especially 
if the results show you are operating 
with less than others. Alternatively, 
the data can justify retaining critical 
practices. Additionally, best practices 

discovered through discussions with 
survey participants will easily repay your 
investment in the survey process.

David Boston serves as director of 
facility operations solutions for TiePoint-
bkm Engineering, providing assessments, 
staff plans, benchmarking studies, and 
development of procedures and training 
programs for critical facility clients. He has 
conducted over 60 benchmarking surveys. 

Example of benchmarking 
survey report spreadsheet:

Sample of an email inviting 
contacts to participate in 
your benchmarking survey:

Dear XXX,
    YYY of ABC Consultants shared 
that you manage a critical operation 
similar to ours. I would appreciate your 
participation in a brief survey to permit 
us to benchmark operating costs for data 
center facilities. Completing the enclosed 
form should require less than 15 minutes. 
In return for your time, I will provide you a 
copy of the survey report by September 
1, 2018. I will also be glad to have you 
tour our operation at your convenience. 
    If you choose to participate, please 
complete all questions and return 
this survey to dboston@tiepoint-bkm.
com by August 12, 2018. All survey 
responses will remain confidential (no 
site or company name will accompany 
the data in the report). A list of 
companies participating will be shared 
in a summary letter accompanying the 
data spreadsheet. Please call me with 
any questions as you are working on 
your response. And please reply to this 
message to indicate if you will participate.
  Sincerely,
  Your name

How To Create a Benchmarking 
Survey For Data Centers 
Follow these steps and best practices to create and 
deploy a benchmarking survey and report.
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