 Best Practice – Where to from here?

1. What has CAUL achieved so far?

· Performance Indicators and measures established for:

· Materials availability

· Document delivery

· Client satisfaction (Rodski survey)

· Initiation of the successful EIP project resulting in publication of Guidelines for the Application of Best Practice in Australian University Libraries: Intranational and International Benchmarks and the subsequent Best Practice Handbook for Australian University Libraries
· Sponsorship of the CRIG working party developing indicators for reference services

· Annual collection of statistics

· Commenced development of website for sharing best practice

Building on this work is essential, not only in preparation for the AUQA audits but to enhance our capacity to demonstrate the value and relevance of our services to universities and the wider community.

2. What is Best Practice?

Best practice is simply the best way of doing things. It is working for outcomes and empowering the workforce. It relies on problem-solving, objective setting, planning and measuring at the operational level. It fosters the concept of continuous improvement as part of the organisational culture. Most importantly, it focuses on meeting the needs of the customer. (St Clair, G. 1997:60)

Best Practice is the pursuit of world class performance. It is the way in which the most successful organisations manage and organise their operations. It is a moving target. As the leading organisations continue to improve the ‘best practice’ goal posts are continually moving. The concept of continuous improvement to the achievement of best practice. (Wilson, A. et. al. 1999)

‘Proven’ Best Practice

A good practice that has been determined to be the best approach for many organisations, based on analysis of process performance data. (Jarrar, Y.F. and Zairi, M., 2000: 240)
Enablers of Best Practice

Performance data and benchmarking help identify processes which can be described as best practice. Perhaps the more interesting question is how can we determine the characteristics or attributes which contribute to managing a process which achieves excellent outcomes.

A Process Enabler may be a system, measure, method, document, tool, skill or technique that contributes to a process or activity being best in class. (Evans, A. 1994: 192). The Best Practice Handbook is an example of the recording and sharing of enablers in the form of case studies.

3. How can CAUL drive Best Practice?

The development of the CAUL Performance Indicator Web site will help build on the Best Practice Handbook data by collecting, recording and communicating  performance outcomes. It should facilitate the identification of enablers that may lead to ongoing improvement and continuous learning across member organisations. The web site should incorporate the following:

· Sharing of qualitative as well as quantitative outcomes by identifying and articulating the characteristics or attributes which drive and define performance outcomes. For example, characteristics of high performing libraries are described in Mary E. Jackson’s study on Interlibrary Loan Operations (ARL:1998)

· Sharing of data other than that derived from the CAUL Performance Indicators, for example:

· performance trends not included in the CAUL Performance Indicator Kits but which are common to CAUL sites

· case studies related to particular activities or processes, eg planning, returns, shelving, information literacy 

· outcomes from benchmarking such as CHEMS or Universitas 21 benchmarking exercises

· outcomes from self assessment against selected frameworks, eg ABEF, McKinnon, Walker & Davis Benchmarks 

· a mechanism for CAUL members to test their internal practices, eg by seeking test partners in the examination of a process or activity, for example,  how do we know our planning process is working well? For this process to work effectively, it may be useful, in the first instance, to identify a broker to assume an intermediary or liaison role amongst members. The broker could, for instance, establish a contact list  and manage requests for information or for informal and formal benchmarking by representing the requesting organisation with the potential host organisation.

Recommendations

· Allocate resources for a process owner/web site content owner with responsibility for developing and managing the website including  updating of performance results against CAUL Indicators

· Develop a code of conduct for the contacting of web site contributors and for subsequent benchmarking activities

· Determine if there is a need for a best practice or benchmarking broker to act as an intermediary between parties

· Explore the development of performance indicator kits for electronic materials availability

· Investigate ICOLC web statistics as a generic professional metric for CAUL members

Use of Organisational Self Assessment (OSA) to identify best practice?

Organisations use self assessment activities to evaluate the health and vitality of internal processes and practices. OSA encourages critical introspection to identify performance gaps and improvement opportunities. Self assessment allows an organisation to examine how well it mobilises all of its resources and integrates and directs all of its activities towards achieving its stated goals.

Self assessment is usually conducted against a recognised standard or framework which provides criteria or benchmarks to enable comparisons to be made. The benchmarking manual developed by McKinnon, Walker and Davis (2000), is an example of such a framework. A drawback of this model is that it can too easily be used as a checklist for subjective evaluation of performance. To test the rigour of the activities described within the manual, a series of thought-provoking questions could be developed which may help determine the effectiveness and efficiency of activities as well as identifying improvement and learning opportunities.

Example: Benchmark 9.1 – Library and information services planning

Thought-provoking questions:

· Can you demonstrate how your plans link to the university’s strategic plans?

· How do you know that your service is actually having a positive effect on the teaching and learning outcomes of the University?

· How do you check for staff understanding and support for the developed plans?

· How do staff contribute the planning process?

· How is stakeholder support generated for the library’s strategies?

· How are client needs and expectations determined? How are these needs translated into library goals and objectives?

· How do you measure the success of your planning activities?

· How do you review the effectiveness of planning processes? Describe some changes you have made as a result of such reviews

Recommendation

Request CAUL members using the McKinnon benchmarks as a tool to evaluate organisational performance to report on the effectiveness of the model and recommend improvements or strategies for other members who may wish to use the model.

4. Libraries and AUQA

The key role of AUQA is to investigate the extent to which universities and accrediting bodies are achieving their missions and objectives and how they measure achievement. The audits will pay particular attention to:

· Quality Assurance and improvement plans

· Rigour of performance monitoring against institutional plans

· Comparison of standards

· Course and program approval and monitoring

· Research activities and outputs

· Reviews of departments, faculties, courses and programs etc including the rigour of the review mechanisms involved

· Communication with stakeholders

· Overseas operations

AUQA will not prescribe which QA systems universities should implement, on the contrary, AUQA is encouraging institutions to develop their own QA systems and to regard the AUQA audit as an incidental and occasional event, rather than designing systems and procedures with AUQA in mind.

What will this mean for the libraries of the universities being audited?

It is difficult to estimate the extent to which libraries will be involved in AUQA activities, however, libraries can prepare and support their parent organisation by critically examining the following activities:

· Alignment of improvement strategies with the University’s vision, mission, goals and objectives, eg strategic plans, quality improvement plans

· Quality assurance mechanisms used by the library, eg ISO9001, internal KPIs, service standards, scheduled reviews against recognised QA frameworks

· The types and frequency of internal review of processes

· Evidence of effectiveness, eg trend data – client satisfaction, cost effectiveness 

· Evidence of continuous learning and improvement. 

· Evidence of benchmarking or comparative performance against best practice standards

As evidenced in the EIP Best Practice Report, a variety of quality assurance frameworks are being used. Examples include: 

· CAUL Performance Indicator Kits

· CRIG Performance Measures for Reference Services

· Balanced Scorecard

· Australian Business Excellence Framework

· ISO 9000 series

In addition to formal QA frameworks or models, locally developed standard operating procedures, service standards or service guarantees, performance indicators and their related measures are widely used as a means of ensuring the quality of library services and programs.

Experience of audits suggests that there will be an expectation of devolved process/service monitoring and process improvement. While it is critical that the executive or senior management teams are aware of performance trends within their organisations, audit teams are also interested in talking to the people directly involved in the execution of a process or activity. Interest is primarily focussed on how standards of performance are determined and maintained and how operational staff use and analyse process data to identify improvement opportunities. This implies a certain level of knowledge and experience in the collection and interpretation of data and information at the operational level.

Recommendation

CAUL investigate training programs which address the development and application of Performance Indicators and measures and data collection and analysis at the operational level.
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