Self-Assessment using the European Foundation for Quality Management’s Excellence 2000 Model; which method is best?

Many organisations, of all sizes, are adopting the European Excellence 2000 Model as a means of assessing themselves to gain the multiple benefits of improved performance. Various approaches are available to do this – the question is which one to use? 

By GC MacKerron and K McGlynn

Self-Assessment is often viewed by the quality fraternity as the latest panacea for solving the quality ills of their organisations. It has been given a considerable amount of attention by organisations throughout the world lured by the belief that it will stimulate and sustain a process of company wide continuous improvement [1].  

This belief is extolled by organisations such as the European Foundation of Quality Management (EFQM), who actively promote the use of self-assessment by stating that the “process allows the organisation to discern clearly its strengths and areas in which improvements can be made and culminates in planned improvement actions which are monitored for progress” [2]. 

However, many view the process simply as another fad that runs the risk of confusing managers on their trail of continuous improvement.  Does self-assessment, against models like the EFQM’s Excellence 2000 Model (EM), achieve its aim or does it confuse and fail to deliver? [3]

Self-Assessment.

To meet the demands of today’s rapidly changing business environment, Kaye and Dyason (1995) identified a 5th quality factor: competitive continuous improvement. This was in addition to the four criteria, statistical quality control, quality assurance, inspection and strategic quality management, identified by Bounds and York (1994).  They proposed that in order for organisations to survive in this era, they must implement and sustain a robust strategy of continuous improvement [4].  If such a strategy is to be sustained, it is therefore essential that organisations monitor, on a regular basis, what activities they are performing well, which have stagnated, and what needs to be improved.  It is believed that self-assessment provides this necessary feedback about the organisation’s approach to continuous improvement.  

Through self-assessment the organisation is encouraged to take an in depth look at its entire operations, processes and its customers, and to compare them to an excellence model, such as the European Foundation of Quality Management’s Excellence Model [5].  

European Foundation of Quality Management’s Excellence 2000 Model.

The Excellence Model (EM) is the result of the gradual development of initiatives originally taken by fourteen top companies in Europe.  These top European practitioners of quality established the European Foundation of Quality Management (EFQM) in 1988 and subsequently introduced the principle of self-assessment against the EFQM model with the launch of the European Quality Award (EQA) program [6].  

This model, on which the award is based, is promoted as a non-prescriptive framework based on the fundamental concepts of TQM and often viewed as a practical tool to help organisations understand where they are on the journey to excellence.  It is also very flexible and can be used by many different organisations, or their component parts, to help them to understand the gaps in their improvement process and then to stimulate solutions [7].  Because of the model’s flexibility, it remains particularly popular with public / non-profit organisations [8].  

The EM, itself is based on the concept that outputs, i.e. Results, such as financial rewards, customer and employee satisfaction, and the impact on society are all achieved through inputs i.e. Enablers, such as leadership drive and strategy, and the management of people, partnerships, resources and processes.  It is structured on nine criteria which organisations can use to assess and measure their own performance with a view to benchmark against business performance of leading companies or “best in class”.  Through this process, the organisation identifies and exploits its strengths, recognises weaknesses and applies improvement initiatives to eliminate them [9].

The model is presented in diagrammatic form below:
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However, many are critical of the use of a model to epitomise of what is perceived to be organisational excellence. Macdonald (1998) believes that many organisations tend to focus on fashionable approaches of excellence and what is believed to be ‘in vogue’ management philosophy at that point in time.  He advocates that many of the early recognised ‘excellent’ companies would not earn this badge now.  This point is certainly valid when we consider the plight of IBM.  Throughout the 1980s, IBM was extolled as the example of an ‘excellent’ company, however, history has proven that IBM’s business strategy was completely wrong [10].   Sneddon (1998) also criticises the model as being an over simplification of the organisational systems, he poses the questions, “How well does self-assessment describe relationship between results and enablers? And how confident are managers that their actions will lead to improvements [11]?”

The use of the measurement process, or the practice of scoring, also gives rise to detractors, they suggest that an overall quantitative measurement can create false impressions about the organisation.  They highlight that the assessment process can only be a snapshot appraisal of a company’s performance and that attainment of a high score does not guarantee success.  The cases of Rover, and the BP Oil site in Llandarcy prove this.  Both undertook self-assessment against the EM and scored highly, but in both cases neither could be protected from market forces [12].  

The Methodology of Self-Assessment.
There are many documented ways of carrying out self-assessment against the EM in an organisation. Although many of these approaches have common processes, strengths and areas for improvement are identified by individuals, then agreed by a Team.  The difference between the approaches are the data collection methods that are used to produce the current state of the organisation.  These methods range from discussions or focus groups to full award submission documents.   

Porter and Oakland (1998) suggest there is ‘no best approach’ to self-assessment as there are advantages and disadvantages to each method; they proposed that organisations choose the one(s) most suited to them and their circumstances [13].  

A review of the self-assessment approaches follows:

1.Award Stimulation.

This approach involves writing a full submission document using the criteria of the chosen award model and employing the complete assessment methodology including the involvement of a team of trained internal assessors and site visits.  The resultant scores are then reported back to the management team for the development of action plans.  Once an internal award has been achieved, a subsequent successful assessment within two years will merit an award.   

Although this approach provides a very reliable assessment, detailing strengths and opportunities, it requires a high degree of resources and effort resulting in a significant workload for the organisation.

2. Peer involvement.

This is similar to the award stimulation but less rigid as there is no formal procedure for data collection.  It gives the freedom to the organisation to pull together the relevant documentation.

3. Pro forma

The criterion is described and the persons carrying out the assessment outline the organisation’s strengths, areas for improvement, score and evidence that supports the assessment on the form.  

This approach does not consume the same resources when compared to  the award type and peer involvement, but the assessment output is dependent on design of the proforma.

4. Workshop.

In this approach managers are responsible for gathering the data and presenting evidence to colleagues at a workshop.  Consensus is reached on each score on the criterion and strengths and areas for improvement are identified.  

This approach can be carried out quickly and encourages management involvement, however, this can lead to subjectivity and bias towards an ‘easier’ assessment.

5. Matrix chart.

This approach involves rating a prepared series of statements, based on a scoring scale.  The statements and instructions are usually contained within a workbook and the person carrying out the assessment finds the statement most suited to the organisation and notes the corresponding score.

This method can be a very efficient assessment process, from which, the outputs provide an effective action plan.  However, as with the pro forma, the quality of the assessment often depends upon the quality of the matrix.

6. Questionnaire.

This involves answering a series of questions and statements, which are based on the criteria of the model and is normally used to carry out a quick assessment.  It involves answering a series of questions using a yes / no format or a graduated response scale.

This approach is fast and easy to administer, however critics suggest they are nothing but glorified checklists.

Research by Finn [14] concluded that when organisations increase in experience they are more likely to use a range of methods to obtain a more accurate assessment.  It also found that the full written report approach (award stimulation method) was generally used by organisations with more than one year’s experience of self-assessment.

The Process of Self Assessment.
During the self-assessment process, each of the nine criteria contained in the EFQM Model shown on page 4, are reviewed to assess the organisation’s progress to excellence.  Five of the criteria shown on the model are under the heading “enablers”, these being concerned with how the organisation undertakes key activities; four are shown under the heading “Results”, these criteria are concerned with what results are being achieved by the organisation. In summary;

· Leadership is concerned with how leaders develop and facilitate the achievement of the mission and vision, develop values for long term success and are involved with the management system.

· Policy and Strategy reflects how the mission and vision are implemented by an appropriate strategy.

· People  is concerned with how the organisation manages and develops its staff  at all levels, in support of its policy, strategy and processes.

· Partnership and Resources reflects how external partnerships ands internal resources are managed in support of strategy and its processes.

· Processes is concerned with how processes are designed, managed and improved to generate increasing value for customers and stakeholders.

· Customer Results concerns what is being achieved in relation to external customers.

· People Results concerns what is being achieved in relation to its people.

· Society Results concerns the impact on local, national and international society.

· Key Performance Results reflects what is achieved in relation to planned performance.

Central to this assessment process is, what the EFQM refers to as, RADAR [15]:

 Results.  The organisation’s results have to show positive trends / sustained good performance and appropriate targets would have been met or exceeded.  The organisation needs to demonstrate that the results have been caused by their approaches.

 Approach.  This addresses the organisation’s plans and their reasons for them.  The organisation needs to demonstrate there is a clear focus on stakeholder needs and that they are integrated into supporting policy and strategy.

 Deployment.  This addresses what the organisation does to implement the approach.
 Assessment.  The organisation has to demonstrate regular measurement and learning activities used to identify and plan improvement of the deployment of their approach.

 Review.
Empirical evidence suggests a high proportion of organisations carry out the self-assessment process with their own personnel and that very few employ external consultants.  It is therefore important that these organisations recognise key steps and critical success factors of the assessment process.  A review of the literature, Conti [16], EFQM [17], Hillman [18,] identified the following key elements of any assessment process:

 Emphasise the need for commitment and how it can be developed.

 Plan the self-assessment process.

 Agree the Model to be used and design forms for recording the data.

 Ensure that everyone understands the aims of the process and their involvement.

 Ensure all assessors are trained.

 Conduct self-assessment and obtain consensus on strengths and areas for improvement.

 Establish plan of action resulting from the assessment

 Implement action plan.

 Review process.

One of the major reasons of failure of self-assessment is the failure of business unit mangers to take part in the initiative.  Evidence suggests that too often the process is simply delegated to internal quality mangers, which leads to the process being run as a distinct and separate activity.  It is important that business managers are involved because the results will be much more accepted and the improvement actions will be more likely to be implemented [19].  From his research van der Wiele [20] suggests that when the self-assessment process gets more embedded in organisations and the line managers’ knowledge of the process increases, there would be less need to involve quality staff in the process.  This would result in business unit managers actually driving the process themselves and using self-assessment as a strategic tool to monitor progress and identify failing areas.

Also many organisations that fail to reap the benefits of self-assessment seem to commence the process without real preparation or long-term commitment and consideration.  Consistent with any quality or business initiative, it is imperative that mangers provide enough resources, ensure appropriate staff are trained and that they demonstrate a high level of commitment to the process [21].

Surprisingly, research has identified that there is little involvement of employees in the process.  They have limited involvement in the actual assessment and are unaware of the results and findings.  This appears to be in direct contradiction of the teachings of TQM.  Van der Wiele [22] suggests that organisations place little importance on employee involvement because self-assessment tends to be a management driven process rather than a participative exercise.

Why Carry-out Self-Assessment using the EM?
A study of quality management practices of European organisations in 1996 discovered that organisations ranked internal reasons such as finding opportunities for improvement and providing direction and renewed motivation for the improvement process, as the most important factors when adopting a process of self-assessment.  External factors such as meeting external regulations or winning awards came low in the ranking, confirming that unlike other quality initiatives like ISO for example, self-assessment is an internal choice for most European organisations undertaking self-assessment [23]. 

There is also empirical evidence to suggest that organisations gain several benefits from carrying out a self-assessment using the EM. The most successful of which are to be found in organisations that achieve integration of continuous improvement into everyday activities using the EM.  These organisations recognise that self-assessment can help increase the pace of their improvement process and ensure the process is integrated with other key business strategies [24].  

The empirical evidence suggests that self-assessment provides organisations with a practical tool to drive improvement by measuring their progress and gaining consensus on, and then prioritising, what action needs to be taken to improve.  There is also evidence to suggest companies are using self-assessment to identify strengths and to learn and gain a better understanding of their business drivers [25].  The process also provides objective reviews of their progress to date on their journey to ‘world class’ status and the necessary data needed to compare their performance to recognised ‘excellent’ companies. 

Many organisations also learn from examining the mechanics of their operations, how they work and what they achieve [26]. They believe that focussing on improving the elements of the ‘enablers’ such as leadership and policy and strategy their results will improve. However, many believe that focussing too much on the enablers alone and not enough on the results reduces the capability of the self-assessment process. 

Studies also recognise that self-assessment is a sophisticated technique used by companies who are usually quite advanced in their development of TQM [27]. There is also evidence to suggest that there is a certain amount of risk involved when immature TQM companies adopt self-assessment: the process frequently becomes nothing more than an advanced auditing tool.  This often leads to the creation of a management scoring system where the true benefits of self-assessment are lost to the process of management by numbers.  This encourages business units to focus on their score rather than seeking opportunities to improve [28]

Benefits of Self-Assessment against the EM.
Attempting to demonstrate that certain policies, strategies, tactics or activities lead to improved business performance is a notoriously difficult task.  However, research carried out at the European Centre for Business Excellence [29] has highlighted that organisations adopting self-assessment against the EM achieve sustained high levels of performance in key areas.  These include:

 Customer Satisfaction.

 Market Share.

 Revenue Growth.

 Operating Profit. 

These results are also consistent with other research studies carried out by Finn [30] (1994), Longbottom [31] (1998) and McAdam [32] (1999), which demonstrated organisations that employed self-assessment achieved a significant transformation in business performance.  It is therefore appropriate to suggest, when considering the evidence stated, that there are true tangible benefits to be gained when carrying out a process of self-assessment against the EM.

Conclusions.
There is considerable empirical evidence to suggest that self-assessment, against the EFQM’s Excellence 2000 Model, will deliver true and tangible benefits to organisations.  Many organisations find it a very useful tool that enables them to sustain their strategy of continuous improvement.  There are also indications, upon application of the process, that organisations identify strengths and improvement opportunities, learn best practices and transfer ideas throughout their organisations.  Unfortunately, however, some organisations are failing to benefit from the process of self-assessment because of the lack of commitment and involvement of senior managers.  Other organisations are guilty of not starting simply, ensuring the basics of understanding are present and placing too much emphasis on the assessment, which simply creates an advanced auditing tool.

From the results of European research, most European organisations do not embark on the process of self-assessment to win an award but to help them on their journey to business excellence.  Self-Assessment against the EM remains a popular and practical way forward for many organisations. Research has shown that the only real way of assessing which means of assessment suits your organisation is to critically assess each, find which aspects of the assessment process work optimally with your organisation, often resulting in using aspects of each, to produce something which is unique to your organisation.
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