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Many HR professionals will have undertaken benchmarking programmes to understand and 
check that their policies and procedures satisfy legal requirements and compare favourably 
to industry standards around areas such as flexible working, zero-hours’ contracts, and 
staff benefits.  

Benchmarking HR software – to confirm if an existing solution is still fit for purpose and 
is being used to its fullest potential, or to understand if a new system would be more 
appropriate – is less common. But, given that technology has become more critical to 
HR teams as they continue in their quest to become strategic partners within their 
organisations, rather than be regarded as the administrative and transaction function of 
yesteryear, there is a growing need to validate that HR teams’ digital tools are up to scratch.  

Alongside this search for strategic relevance has been a demand from HR professionals for 
technology that is more innovative and user-friendly, and that has wide-ranging applications 
beyond the confines of traditional HR. Modern HR technology is used throughout 
organisations to:  

• Monitor and record people performance 

• Enable people to access information such as payslips, correspondence and personal details 
via self-service 

• Align the organisation’s objectives with employees’ objectives through talent management 

• Open the door to potential new hires and onboard these new hires

• Communicate and engage with people – in many organisations, the ‘HR system’ may be the 
only application that every single person has a vested interest in using (many UK workers 
and volunteers do not have work email accounts)   

Unfortunately, many organisations are either not using HR software that can support them 
with these organisation-wide tasks, or are not taking full advantage of the functionality that’s 
available in their existing software.  

Even with these realisations, the prospect of reviewing HR software can inspire a sense of 
dread among HR teams and other senior stakeholders. A lack of technical knowledge and 
lack of experience in procuring software can lead to stagnation in HR teams who struggle to 
complete day-today processes – let alone achieve strategic goals – because they are reliant 
on out-of-date software, or solutions that are inadequately supported by system vendors. 

Introduction: why bother with benchmarking?
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The case for HR technology change is rarely one which makes itself; it’s likely that it will be 
defined by another ‘burning platform’ – such as a recruitment spree, merger or acquisition, or 
the arrival of a new HR director who’s used to having more data at their fingertips – or a lack 
of synchronicity with organisational processes.  

In Fosway Group’s HR Realities 2018-19 study, 86% of HR leaders said that the top driver for 
changing their HR system was quality of the end-user experience – highlighting the fact that 
the value proposition of HR systems may be limited if end users are not willing to engage with 
an outdated HR platform. The research also found that three-quarters (76%) of organisations 
are increasing their investment in HR technology, and that two-thirds (68%) of HR leaders 
feel that HR software is not ready for the modern workforce 

Given this context, you may feel that the time is right to benchmark your HR system. There 
are usually three main purposes for such an exercise: 

1. To improve performance

Benchmarking challenges the current performance of your existing HR system (if you have 
one) and compares it to baseline expectations or to alternative products. The outcomes of the 
benchmarking exercise can be used to elicit change.  

2. To understand the relative costs

Benchmarking reveals the cost of the product in comparison to other products. The product’s 
whole-of-life cost is compared to the original implementation budget, as well as the extent to 
which the asset is being used. The exercise will also determine if there are options available 
that are higher quality, for a lower cost.  

3. To gain a strategic advantage 

Benchmarking helps organisations focus on capabilities that are critical to building their 
strategic advantage, in particular those connected to recruiting and retaining talent. 

Whether you wish to replace your HR software, understand how to get more out of what 
you have, or if you want to ensure you remain up to speed on what is happening in the HR 
technology industry, this guide provides practical advice and guidance on how to benchmark 
HR software. 

5

A CIPHR guide

https://www.fosway.com/research/next-generation-hr/hr-realities-research/


What is HR software? 

HR software, HR technology, people technology, HCM software – there are many terms to 
describe the software we use within HR, although ‘Human Resources Information System 
(HRIS)’ is a more outdated term that largely describes the ‘central HR’ dataset and database, 
and limited reporting functionality. Modern ‘best-of-breed’ (BoB) HR applications include 
some or all of the following functionality: 

• Central HR record management (the HR database)

• Organisation structures and charting

• Absence management 

• Learning and development 

• Performance management 

• Analytics and reporting 

• Recruitment/talent acquisition 

• Onboarding 

• Offboarding

Many HR software providers also offer functionality for: 

• Payroll 

• Time and attendance 

• General ledger/financial interfaces 

• Expense management  

A full Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) solution could additionally include financial, 
accounting, income management and credit-control functionality.  

Complexity is added to the term ‘HR software’ because organisations are structured in a 
number of different ways (for example, responsibility for payroll might sit in the HR function,  
within finance, or at arm’s length to both HR and finance). For the purposes of this guide  
we will consider that payroll is not in scope for benchmarking as this would require a  
different approach.  
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The impetus for changing, reviewing or benchmarking your choice of and approach to HR and 
payroll systems is often driven by changes going on elsewhere in the organisation, such as: 

• A shift in organisational maturity: you may have completed your first HR systems 
implementation, your operations may be scaling up rapidly, you may be re-configuring  
your HR service delivery model, or you may be undertaking merger and acquisition  
(M&A) activity  

• Activity of your existing supplier/s: your current provider may withdraw their support or 
release new products and services, or your contract may be coming to an end  

• Demands from employees or candidates: tech-savvy workers and candidates are 
demanding more from your HR and recruitment technology, or a culture change or a shift in 
ways of working may mean your organisation requires different digital tools

Of course, you may wish to get ahead of the curve by proactively benchmarking your 
software before one of the above drivers forces your hand.  

Once you have established the context for the benchmarking exercise, you’ll need to 
determine the context of the actual business case for systems change. You should regard the 
business case as more than simply a mandate for a project or procurement process. In most 
cases, HR teams will need to bid for their systems budget – and you’ll be expected to be able 
to justify your decision, whether that’s to invest in your current solution, review the market, 
or issue a tender. Many requests for budget will require you to compile a written business 
case; this will often be included in the chosen software’s project initiation document (PID) and 
will be used to set the baseline parameters for the implementation project. A fundamental 
part of that business case will be: what happens if we do nothing?  

The benchmarking exercise aims to answer that question and ensures all bases are covered 
when discussing potential changes to software. Do bear in mind that you may discover the 
best option is actually sticking with your current provider but investing more in developing 
the technology or in the expertise of the people who use it. 

Understanding why change is necessary
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Now you’ve defined the organisational drivers and context for change, it’s worth assessing 
where you are in the HR software development journey. Your current position and desired 
destination will influence who is involved in the benchmarking process, both in terms of your 
own staff but also the software vendors you choose to meet with, and also if you need the 
support of an external specialist HR technology consultancy.   

Where are you in your HR software journey?

STAGE ONE

 HR eyes only 

STAGE TWO

Shared 
accountability 
with managers 

STAGE THREE

Full manager and 
employee 

self-service 

STAGE FOUR

Full people 
management tool 

1 2 3 4

The HR software is 

only accessible by HR, 

and only HR users can 

extract data from it  

There is limited 

interaction with the 

wider organisation and 

all data entered into 

the system is input by 

HR users. 

The HR software is 

accessible by HR users 

and by managers across 

the organisation. 

Managers enter basic 

information such as 

sickness absence, 

outputs from return-to-

work interviews, and 

requests for new hires.

The HR software is 

accessible by every 

employee in the 

organisation.   

Employees can use 

self-service for holiday 

and other requests. 

Managers authorise 

requests and enter 

information, and 

receive regular reports. 

The HR software 

is accessible by all 

employees. Managers 

are empowered 

through dashboards 

and content-driven 

information. 

HR barely enter 

any data because 

all employees and 

managers are 

responsible for their 

own data entry. 

Reporting is inbuilt 

and HR monitors the 

organisation’s status 

through the HR system, 

offering support and 

challenging managers 

based on these insights.  



Benchmarking methodology

Benchmarking is the practice of measuring the performance or quality of software against 
either an internally identified baseline, or against industry good practice or practice in 
other organisations. 

Benchmarking within HR for policies and procedures is commonplace, in particular where 
the policy is directly impacted by legislation. If we use an organisation’s disciplinary policy 
as an example, we know that it must comply with the Employment Rights Act; that it must 
contain the right to appeal; and it must contain the right for a worker to be represented at 
formal disciplinary hearings or appeals. These items are easy to benchmark, both because the 
associated legislation defines the process, but also because there is a wealth of information 
available to HR professionals on such policies – law firms and resources such as XpertHR will 
have standard templates and sample policies that teams can compare and contrast against 
their own. Having this access to public information is key to the benchmarking process.  

When the focus shifts onto HR systems, there are fewer opportunities to benchmark using 
publicly available information. The benchmarking process for an HR system may therefore 
include: 

1. Comparing the use and setup of the software to the ‘ideal setup’ recommended by the 
system vendor 

2. Comparing the use and setup of the software to that of other customers who use the same 
software but use the product to a fuller extent 

3. Comparing your current system functionality to that of an alternative product 

The first and second elements are more likely to be relevant when reviewing your current 
software to determine if you are ‘sweating the asset’ (ie using it to its fullest extent). The third 
element is more likely to be appropriate where you are benchmarking with a view to moving 
to a new provider or product.  

There are five key steps to benchmarking success, which we’ll explore in detail over the 
next few pages. 
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STEP ONE: SET THE ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT 
In order to determine how much time and effort to invest in this process, your first step is to 
understand the context. The context for reviewing the HR system may also form the basis 
for a business case for investing money either in improving the status quo (by using more 
functionality, or by training additional users), or replacing the software. 

At this stage, you need to understand a few crucial factors:  

• Why is the review necessary? 

• How long should (or can) the review take?  

• Will this process need to be repeated in the future (for example, to record return on 
investment)? 

• Fundamentally, what do you wish to achieve through this process? 

• Who should be involved in benchmarking the HR system?

Codifying the answers to these five questions will provide clarity and should help you to 
agree the scope for the benchmarking exercise.  

Who should be involved in benchmarking the HR system?  

Who you choose to involve in your benchmarking process will largely depend on where you 
are in the HR software journey (see page 9).  
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STAGE ONE STAGE TWO STAGE THREE STAGE FOUR

HR eyes only
Shared 

accountability 
with managers 

Full manager and 
employee self-

service 

Full people 
management tool 

Who to 
involve in 

benchmarking 
HR users

HR users

Managers

HR users

Managers 

Employees

HR users 

Managers 

Employees 

IT or a ‘non-

functional 

requirements’ 

representative

The key consideration here is that HR is not necessarily the biggest user of the HR system 
and therefore should not (or might not be) the largest voice in the room when you come to 
benchmark HR software. Often when an organisation reviews its HR system, the HR team 
will comprise the majority of the benchmarking panel – representing HR users, end users 
(employees) and managers. Yes, they tick all of those boxes if, for example, an individual 
is a manager in the HR department, but try to ensure you take a holistic approach when 
‘recruiting’ members to the benchmarking panel.  

And it’s important that you not only consider your current stage in the development journey, 
but also the end state you wish to achieve. If you have an ‘HR eyes only’ approach to the HR 
system but want to achieve full self-service functionality in the future, you should take this 
into account and structure the benchmarking panel accordingly.  
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STEP TWO: CREATE AND DEFINE PERFORMANCE MEASURES 
Benchmarking current usage against expectations and aspirations 

So you can properly assess the outcomes of your benchmarking exercise, you need to 
determine the specific performance measures you intend to analyse. When benchmarking 
your HR system, key metrics you may wish to consider include:  

• Overall lifetime cost of the product (and how close this was to the figures suggested 
during the sales or implementation process) 

• Percentage of your people who can access the system (and the percentage of your people 
who you wish could access the system) 

• Percentage of your people who interact with the system, for each of its key features (eg 
percentage of people with access to the system who book holidays online through self-
service) 

• Proportion of available functionality that is enabled 

• Proportion of functionality enabled vs proportion of the product modules you have 
purchased 

• Cost per employee  

• Percentage of data that is duplicated elsewhere (eg in a payroll system) 

• Proportion of related systems that are integrated with the central HR system vs 
proportion of related systems that could be integrated with the central HR system  



These performance measures can be compared either to a baseline of the expected result, or 
against data sources that might include peer networks, other business systems you use, or 
supplier data. 

For example, when benchmarking the percentage of employees who interact with a HR 
system the internal benchmark could be set at 100%. There could be an organisational 
expectation that every employee will interact with the product to book holidays, review 
personal information, and complete performance reviews.  

However, in many organisations there will be a proportion of staff who do not interact with 
the HR system at all, perhaps because of long-term absence or parental leave, a lack of access 
through a secure network, or accessibility issues for those who require specialist equipment 
such as screen readers that may not be compatible with the software.  

Not only do you need to identify each of the various measures that you will benchmark your 
current system’s performance against, but you also need to be clear about how that measure 
will be assessed. Consider:

• How will you extract the data you require? 

• How will you validate the accuracy of that data? 

• Are there any exceptions you would remove from that data? 

Benchmarking your current system against a new product  

When benchmarking is focused on comparing your current system to a potential new product, 
your approach will be different. The first step in defining the benchmarking measures in this 
case would be to understand and define the organisation’s requirements. The requirements-
gathering process should include stakeholders from relevant teams throughout the 
organisation, and identify the requirements that are ‘must haves’ and ‘nice to haves’. The 
resulting requirements document should be completed before you meet with potential new 
suppliers; its purpose is to convey your specifications to potential suppliers as accurately as 
possible and to help these companies to tailor their responses to you.  

When compiling this documentation, do not confuse accuracy with length and detail. The 
performance measures you define here will likely be the standard against which a product will 
‘pass or fail’ each requirement you have specified.  
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Let’s consider the role of benchmarking alongside a familiar project management tool 
(PRINCE2). Here we identify the key individuals or teams who should be involved in the 
benchmarking exercise:  
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STEP THREE: ESTABLISH THE BENCHMARKING PANEL 

ROLE DESCRIPTION OF INTEREST

Customer
Identify who the ‘customer’ of the HR product actually is depending on your 
progress in the HR systems development journey (see page 9). Bear in mind 

that the customer could be someone outside of HR or finance.  

Senior user
The senior user is the person or group of people responsible for delivering the 
HR system to the organisation. It could be the same person as the customer, or 

it could be the HR department as a whole.  

Senior supplier

Read this as the ‘subject matter expert’ (SME). The SME would generally be 
the person who has the most expertise in HR technology or it could be an 

independent consultant who you have engaged to ensure that sufficient HR 
technology expertise is available on the panel. 

Project 
manager

The project manager will organise and control the benchmarking exercise, and 
therefore is a key role in the process – particularly if you are involving external 

resources such as vendor representatives.  

Change 
authority

Who is the individual or group who has the authority to make decisions on budget 
and strategy, and approve any requests for change? This would likely include an IT 

representative to take into account the actual change process in systems.  

You will be asking the members of the benchmarking panel to commit significant amounts 
of time to this process; this request must be complemented by an clear organisational 
commitment and vision that successfully completing the exercise will result in improvements.  

Now the benchmarking measures have been defined and the panel is in place, you can begin 
the actual comparison process.  

Internal comparisons 

If you are reviewing your current HR software, this process will largely involve reporting on 
and analysing data, and reading contracts and licence agreements. You may also wish to speak 
with your supplier about their own views on the performance of your system, particularly 
if the system is hosted by them or is cloud-based. This completes the internal focus of the 
benchmarking exercise.  

External comparisons 

The next stage of this process is to consider external factors. Contact your supplier and ask 
them for a reference site or to be put in touch with their ‘flagship’ customer. There could be 
peer groups or ‘user communities’ for the product that you could speak with, too. The ideal 
scenario would be to visit a peer, in an organisation similar in scope and scale to your own, to 
understand how they use the software and how their performance metrics compare to your 
own (for example, what percentage of their people access self-service).  

Process maps may aid in the comparisons; reviewing your own process maps against those of 
other customers will allow you to identify specific variations in process and allow you to dig 
deeper and question why there are differences, and gauge the impact of those differences. 
Remember, you may find that your product has been configured correctly and you simply 
aren’t using the product in the right way: visiting other customers can motivate and inspire 
you to make a change.  

While thought-provoking, the visits to other customers can be problematic in that inevitably 
there will be differences in an organisation’s culture, appetite for change and digital literacy. 
Visiting other customers provides anecdotal evidence for the case to either move away from 
the product (because if the flagship customer still has the same challenges as you, the core of 
the product could be flawed) or to invest in reviewing other potential technologies.  
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Product demonstrations 

Where there is a need to benchmark your current product against alternative HR systems, 

the preferred approach would be to invite the potential suppliers in for an early market 

engagement demonstration. If you’re unlikely to be replacing your HR software imminently, 

and it’s likely to be a project for further down the line, be honest with the suppliers you invite 

to demonstrate their products. This can help them to target discussions around not just their 

current products but also functionality on their product development roadmaps.  

Here are four tips for making sure you get the best out of product demonstrations: 

1. Prepare. Communicate to the vendor/s in advance some specific, differentiating functions 
or processes that you wish to see modelled as you require them  

2. Help the salespeople to help you. There is no point in making this too tough a test. Offer 
information in your supplier invitations about the context for your project. In the session, 
steer them back on course if they are not showing you what you’d like to see 

3. Invite a manageable number of people to attend the meeting. Invite too many and you 
won’t achieve the full agenda; invite too few and you are unlikely to have broad enough 
representation to cover requirements from across the organisation. The presence of a 
senior stakeholder, an IT representative and an end user will be critical  

4. Manage your own excitement and that of your team. Stick to an agenda, take notes and 
have in mind a second-round meeting 

Another key consideration when reviewing potential suppliers is to examine the customer 

experience. A prospective supplier’s flagship customer is likely to be someone with whom the 

vendor has a positive relationship, but are their relationships with all their customers just as 

positive? Reach out to your network and ask: who uses x supplier and how do you find their 

service?  
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It is when you come to review the data and information gathered during the comparison stage 
that you will start to understand and realise the outcomes of the benchmarking exercise. If you 
had in place a strong scope of review, agreed key performance measures, and completed all 
the necessary facets of the review process, you will be in a position to create a document that 
contains the following information:  

• The scope of the exercise carried out 

• The methodology of the review 

• Outcomes of the peer-to-peer review (if other organisations’ use of particular HR systems 
were assessed) 

• The data gathered (for each of the key performance metrics that were agreed at the start) 

• Your interpretation of the data – what does it actually show? 

• Views from key stakeholders. If demonstrations or customer visits were completed, what 
were the views of the stakeholders who attended? 

• Next steps – what will the organisation do with the information it has gathered? How will 
this drive change in the organisation? 
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IDENTIFYING THE BENEFITS OF NEW HR TECHNOLOGY

The benchmarking review is likely to result in one of two decisions:  

1. To keep the current HR system but invest in improving users’ knowledge and in increasing 
the amount of functionality your organisation uses  

2. To scrap the current technology, recognising that it is not fit for purpose (either now or in 
the future) and commence a system-selection project  

There are lots of considerations to take into account when deciding which of these two 
options is the most viable, and your appraisal of the two options might include a review of 
how you reached those conclusions.  

A clear consideration here must be: ‘what will I do differently to ensure this decision is a 
success?’ 

Investing in additional functionality within your existing HR system – but not in the training 
and expertise of your in-house people who maintain it – could mean you find yourself in the 
same position just a few months or years down the line. Technology does not stand still; it 
needs to be maintained and reviewed regularly. Think of owning an HR system like owning 
a car: you need to put it through an MOT, carried out by a qualified mechanic, annually, and 
complete any remedial work that’s required to make the car safe and efficient. Your HR 
technology is the same: you must invest the time and effort into making sure your system – 
and the knowledge of the people responsible for it – is always up to scratch. 

Software providers often have a service review or ‘health check’ they can perform; engaging 
with your supplier is recommended, but be aware that their focus may be on selling further 
licences and longer-term contracts rather than shining a light on their lack of attention to 
your system. Consider engaging external expertise; an independent consultancy can review 
your system and give you practical advice and guidance on closing the gap between where 
you are and where the software can take you.  

If you decide to move to a new product and begin a system-selection project, revisit the 
benchmarking project’s scope and its business case. Deep dive into the detail of why the 
current software is not working for you – will the new technology resolve those issues, or are 
the issues ingrained in the people using the technology?  
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Making a decision 
A key part of the argument is the cost/benefit analysis for HR technology. You will need a 
clear expression of the why of the project. Be three things: relevant, realistic and real.  

To be relevant, focus your arguments on the organisation or HR strategy. What needs to be 
happening? Do you need to grow, keep up with competitors, attract talent, reduce costs, or 
change behaviours?  

To be realistic, don’t over-exaggerate, and be sure to include the costs (sometimes called 
‘dis-benefits’), too. Estimates of potential time saved by automating employee processes can 
sometimes be wildly overstated.  

To be real, sense-check your points. The nature of HR means that quantitative returns are 
only part of the story and you may have a very keen sense of the qualitative benefits that 
really justify the spend. 

Which benefits should you include?  

Even your qualitative benefits should be captured as precisely as you can. Think about a 
benefit as an outcome achieving an impact. If you are unable to define or predict an impact, 
the benefit isn’t convincing.  

For example, it may sound great to achieve closer systems integration, but unless HR and 
payroll teams can point to the fact that integrated systems reduce time spent on dual-keying 
data and reduces the risk of error, then the case is not made. Where else to look? 

Benefits you might be able to quantify include: 

• Time savings though automated processes. Quantify the number of hours that will be 
saved and the cost of those hours, remembering that time saved for the many (ie all or large 
groups of employees) adds up to more than time saved for just a few users (such as HR 
administrators)  

• Management information – having better-quality management information available 
helps to improve compliance. Identify your current pain points when it comes to collating, 
analysing and distributing such information 

• Accuracy – improving accuracy in HR and payroll cuts not only overspend but also effort. 
Assess how much could be saved here
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• Productivity gains could be made from the availability of clearer analytics, as well as from 
increased engagement. Perhaps you can assess the potential in pockets of the organisation 
or by comparing your performance against your competitors 

• Cost savings could be achieved by changing your contractual structure or your systems 
map. You could reduce spend on licences or remove the cost of services that are not used, or 
that you have been over-charged for 

• Closer compatibility with IT strategy, or internal or external partner systems or new 
technologies you need to work with, following a change in system, closer integration 
between existing software, or the introduction of new modules  

• Better candidate and employee experience may improve retention and reduce attrition, 
make you stand out in a crowded sector, and attract high-quality talent. Can you evidence 
this guess? 

• Risk reduction – inadequacies in automation, information or compliance creates 
considerable risk. Specify those that apply to your context 

• Ease pain and solve day-to-day problems. Show that the overall impact will be a positive 
improvement in employee satisfaction, motivation, involvement and innovation 

Which argument your audience will find most convincing will depend on its own interests, 
needs and wants. It makes sense, therefore, for HR to balance its own interests in having 
great HR technology with what their audience requires from an HR system.  

While it is unwise to make desperate and misleading attempts to get the numbers to ‘stack 
up’, do be finance focused. Tackle head-on the difficult questions of how you have dealt 
with return on investment, weighed up costs, and priced up different options. Check that 
your reason for recommending one option over another is not unduly weighted towards 
one organisational interest and asset (that of its people) over other commercial or market 
dynamics. 

The organisational context often determines how and when you present your business 
case to the wider organisation or to stakeholders. But this may mean you are missing an 
opportunity; your case may fall on friendlier ears and be more likely to secure budget if  
you do some advance planning. 

Too often, organisations miss the opportunity to benchmark their HR software mid-contract. 
Plan to start looking at a major system change 18 months ahead. Allowing time for your 
choice period, less than 12 months is going to be tight unless your choice happens to be one 
of the HR solutions that is deployed using the agile implementation approach.  
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Busy Bees is one of the UK’s largest childcare groups and employs over 9,000 staff. Since 
its beginnings more than 35 years ago, it has expanded internationally and now looks 
after more than 50,000 children worldwide. Busy Bees’ mission is to give children the 
very best start in life, which it does by combining caring with stimulating educational 
opportunities.  

The HR systems journey for Busy Bees was complex, explains director of HR Rachel 
Humphreys. The team was using an outdated and de-supported HR product, meaning 
there was a ‘burning platform’ for change in the form of its legacy system. The HR 
system did not integrate with payroll and there was limited reporting and management 
information. The feeling in the HR team was that the team’s own performance was limited 
due to poor-quality data, and discussions therefore often turned to the quality of the data 
provided rather than the evidence being presented.  

Busy Bees conducted a benchmarking exercise with a view to replacing its legacy HR 
system. The team agreed the requirements for the new products, and, without budget 
or approval to purchase a new product, invited suppliers to demonstrate their solutions 
to help the Busy Bees team determine what their requirements list should include. The 
shortlist of suppliers included integrated products (that provided HR, recruitment and 
payroll) and best-of-breed solutions. The HR team at Busy Bees coordinated the project 
and benchmarked the functionality of the different options.  

A key consideration for Busy Bees was for the HR system to be integrated with payroll 
(but not necessarily for there to be only one product covering HR and payroll). There 
was a feeling, following the vendors’ demonstrations, that the integrated products were 
“incredibly expensive” and acted as a “Jack of all trades, master of none,” says Humphreys. 
Compromising HR functionality simply to have payroll within the same product was not 
considered acceptable; after three rounds of product demonstrations and customer 
visits, Busy Bees chose CIPHR’s best-of-breed HR solution.  

The benchmarking process (pre-procurement) lasted for two months, while 
implementation took six months. Although the cost of the project and the new system 
was significant, the feeling within Busy Bees was that the CIPHR solution was fit not just 
for now but also for the future. The team wishes to use all the functionality available in 
CIPHR  to ensure they get the best possible return on investment, adds Humphreys.  

“The outcome of the benchmarking exercise was a clear indication to move to a new 
product, and the system-selection project was aided by having a strong project initiation 
by completing the benchmarking exercise, which helped to clarify requirements, scope 
and the expected budget for the overall project,” says Humphreys.  

Case study: Busy Bees



The case for benchmarking HR software is one that rarely makes itself and is often driven by 
other factors within the organisation. HR leaders face the challenge of reconciling this reality 
amid the growing consumerisation of HR and rising expectations of tech-savvy workers.  

The benchmarking exercise determines your position and enables you to make the case for 
change. You might consider benchmarking your software to challenge your own thinking 
and to establish the status quo. The HR technology you are already using is an organisational 
asset, so it’s prudent to ensure that it is being used to its best potential, and to understand 
if you could implement a higher-quality solution that provides better value for money. You 
might also choose to benchmark to open new doors of communication and engagement, or to 
align your organisation’s objectives with those of your employees.  

You can opt to benchmark against internal expectations, others’ use of the same product, or 
other systems on the market. You must determine the specific performance measures that 
you will analyse – such as the associated costs, percentage of employees who use or engage 
with the software, or the proportion of available functionality you use. You might compare 
your own setup to the ‘ideal’ setup recommended by your system vendor or an independent 
consultant. You might also choose to compare your setup to other, similar organisations 
who use the same system – but in this instance, it would be imperative to understand your 
differentiators as well as your similarities in order to gauge whether it is a fair test.   

When you are comparing your software against an alternative product, the process will 
include a requirements-gathering exercise that denotes essential and desirable criteria, with 
pass and fail rankings.  

Another consideration is who will be the best person to carry out the exercise; the customer, 
the end-users or managers, and even the supplier will all have different interpretations of 
whether a product passes or fails each criterion.  

Reviewing the outcome of the exercise will be easy so long as the review had a clearly defined 
scope, and that you agreed key performance measures upfront. 

The result of the benchmarking exercise is likely to be a decision to keep your existing HR  
system and invest in improving its functionality or admin users’ knowledge, or to scrap the 
current technology – if you deem it no longer fit for purpose – and begin a system-selection 
project. Whichever course of action you choose to pursue, your decision must be well 
thought-out so that your next steps are a success.  
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