
PIST3POINTS Concept

Building Social Business Excellency

Vol.1

Anu Tiilikainen-Tervaniemi and 
Katariina Saarela (ed.)

Pist3pointsVol1_eng.indd   1 26.11.2007   12:11:53



Editorial staff: Anu Tiilikainen-Tervaniemi and Katariina Saarela
Cover picture: Riikka Jumppanen
Layout: Keski-Suomen Painotuote Oy

ISBN 978-952-99986-6-1 (paperback)
ISBN 978-952-99986-7-8 (PDF)

Kopijyvä Oy
Jyväskylä, Finland 2007

Pist3pointsVol1_eng.indd   2 26.11.2007   11:28:55



�

Table of Contents

1. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................  5

2.1 COMMON ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK – CAF ..............................................  7

2.2. CAF IN THE TRANSNATIONAL COOPERATION PROJECT ............................  9

2.3 DESCRIPTION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE .....................................................  12

2.4 THE USE OF THE CAF ....................................................................................  15

2.5 VERIFICATION OF THE TOOL ........................................................................  18

Pist3pointsVol1_eng.indd   3 26.11.2007   11:28:55



�

Pist3pointsVol1_eng.indd   4 26.11.2007   11:28:55



�

1. INTRODUCTION

EQUAL is part of the European Union’s strategy for more and better jobs and for ensur-
ing that no-one is denied access to them. Funded by the European Social Fund, this ini-
tiative is testing since 2001 new ways of tackling discrimination and inequality experi-
enced by those in work and those looking for a job.

Transnational co-operation between Member States is a fundamental part of the 
EQUAL initiative. The purpose of transnational co-operation is to generate added value 
and new viewpoints for partners working with the same or a similar problem. 

This is how the Italian Development Partnership (DP) Promozione e Impresa So-
ciale Toscana sud - Equal PIST and Finnish 3Points Development Partnership started 
their co-operation in 2005. These two DPs shared the same motivation in reinforcing so-
cial economy on the third sector and fighting against social exclusion. The main themes 
of the collaboration were development of services meant for social economy and man-
agement of development models.

After two years the Italian-Finnish co-operation culminates to this publication PIST-
3Points Concept – Building Social Business Excellency. The volume 1 concentrates on 
the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) and on the Italian experiences of the use of 
this tool. The volume 2 describes the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) and how this tool was 
used in the transnational co-operation. 
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2.1 COMMON ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK – 
 CAF

The Common Assessment Framework (CAF) is a total quality management tool inspired 
by the Excellence Model of the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) 
and the model of the German University of Administrative Sciences in Speyer.

The CAF is a result of co-operation among the EU Ministers responsible for Public 
Administration. A pilot version was presented in May 2000 and a first revised version 
was launched in 2002. Between 2000 and 2005 nearly 900 European public organisa-
tions used the CAF. On the basis of their experiences and in the spirit of continuous im-
provement, a third revision was undertaken in 2006. The CAF 2006 was launched at the 
4th European Quality Conference in Finland in September 2006.

The CAF is offered as a free, easy to use tool to assist public sector organisations 
across Europe to use quality management techniques to improve performance. The CAF 
provides a self-assessment framework that is conceptually similar to the major Total 
Quality Management (TQM) models, in particular EFQM, but is specially designed for 
the public sector organisations, taking into account their differences.

The CAF has four main purposes:

1. To introduce public administration to the principles of TQM and progressively guide 
them, through the use and understanding of self-assessment, from the current “Plan-
Do” sequence of activities to a full fledged “Plan-Do-Check-Act” (PDCA) cycle;

2. To facilitate the self-assessment of a public organisation in order to arrive at a diag-
nosis and improvement actions;

3. To act as a bridge across the various models used in quality management;
4. To facilitate bench-learning between public sector organisations.

The CAF has been designed for use in all parts of the public sector at the national/fed-
eral, regional and local level. It may also be used under a wide variety of circumstances, 
e.g. as part of a systematic programme of reform or as a basis for targeting improvement 
efforts in specific public service organisations. In some cases, and especially in very 
large organisations, a self-assessment may also be undertaken in part of an organisation, 
e.g. in a selected section or department.

Using the CAF provides an organisation with a powerful framework to initiate a 
process of continuous improvement. The CAF provides:

• an assessment based on evidence, against a set of criteria which has become wide-
ly accepted across the public sector in Europe; 

• opportunities to identify progress and outstanding levels of achievement;
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• a means to achieve consistency of direction and consensus on what needs to be 
done to improve an organisation;

• a link between the different results to be achieved and supportive practices or en-
ablers;

• a means to create enthusiasm among employees by involving them in the im-
provement process;

• opportunities to promote and share good practice within different areas of an or-
ganisation and with other organisations;

• a means to integrate various quality initiatives into normal business operations;
• a means of measuring progress over time through periodic self-assessment.

Although the CAF primarily focuses on the evaluation of performance management and 
the identification of its organisational causes to make improvement possible, contribut-
ing to good governance is the ultimate goal.

So the assessment of performance addresses the following main features of a public 
sector organisation:

• democratic responsiveness/accountability;
• operating within the legislative, legal and regulatory framework;
• communicating with the political level;
• involvement of stakeholders and balancing of stakeholder needs;
• excellence in service delivery;
• value for money;
• achievement of objectives;
• management of modernisation, innovation and change.

Sources:

The Common Assessment Framework (CAF). Improving an organisation through self-as-
sessment. CAF 2006.
Website of European Institute of Public Administration: About CAF 
http://www.eipa.eu/en/pages/show/&tid=67.
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2.2 CAF IN THE TRANSNATIONAL  
 COOPERATION PROJECT

The CAF (Common Assessment Framework) is used within the context of the transna-
tional cooperation project between Italy and Finland with the precise intention of ex-
ploring the question of socially responsible management in the Non Profit Making Sec-
tor.

Using this tool the two groups compare national characteristics in the field of Non 
Profit Making Management, the various different management forms adopted and other 
significant issues. 

The confrontation and analysis of opinions reveals different but often complemen-
tary points of view, considering the various cultural and professional skills in play. 

The Finnish partners express the need for a coherent management model that high-
lights forms of management specific to the Non Profit Making Sector, while being 
geared towards the needs of clients. Their initial proposal envisions a working tool that 
can be used in staff training. 

The Italian partners, on the other hand, point out the need for an area of confronta-
tion that is flexible and adaptable to different contexts as well as to the different kinds 
of organizations in the Sector. The Italian group proposes the development of guidelines 
for socially responsible management, as opposed to a more rigid tool that attempts to 
fit many different realities into precise categories. 

At the end of the confrontation period the two groups identify their common objec-
tive as the definition of a dynamic and flexible model for non profit management, con-
sisting in a series of guidelines for the coherent development of this Sector. 

Work begins with an introductory discussion phase during which the dynamics at 
work within a non profit making organisation are reviewed and forms of good practice 
and specific operational tools are identified. 

The complementary approaches of the two groups emerge during the initial com-
parison of different management concepts for non profit making organisations. The 
Finnish team assumes a more traditional, operational outlook which introduces into its 
management concept notions such as:

• The management of expectations
• The ability to assume responsibility for a project
• The ability to motivate staff, discuss and confront with others
• The ability to recognise staff knowledge and skills.

The Italian group, on the other hand, turns its attention to the strategic aspect of man-
agement and to the relationship with the environment. 

The terms of the transnational exchange are worked out on the basis of these two 
approaches, coming to agreement on a common interest in the theme of leadership; in-
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tended as the management of personnel through the development and positive evalua-
tion of personal contributions within organisations. 

The two groups intend to answer questions such as:

• How can organizations be developed?
• How can human resources and skills be evaluated efficiently within a working 

community?

The method that is chosen brings together the two perspectives and is inspired by the 
EFQM (European Foundation for Quality Management) parameters. This structured 
and coherent approach uses criteria of excellence for assessment, based on fundamen-
tal concepts of excellence and on TQM (Total Quality Management)1.

In the EFQM, leadership is of strategic importance because it can influence the lev-
erage of an organisation, having an immediate impact on key results in areas such as 
personnel, clients, society and performance. The CAF then, derived from the EFQM, is a 
tool for the self assessment of quality, designed for public organisations but flexible and 
light enough to be used in the Non Profit Making Sector. It also foresees the possibility 
of setting up benchmarking initiatives that activate the assessment process and lead to 
the positive evaluation of the transnational aspect of a project; a form of exchange that 
transforms differences and critical points into opportunities for growth and confronta-
tion. 

The chosen tool allows for the straightforward exchange of knowledge within the 
transnational workshop and encourages the development of a concise model that dem-
onstrates the points of excellence of the two different approaches. 

The Italian partners hope to be able to find ways of simplifying some of the opera-
tional and managerial functions of their own traditional management style. In fact, 
while the incomparable value of international standards in the field of quality manage-
ment systems is recognised, the complex and extremely muddled application of proce-
dures is noted.

The Finnish partners, on the other hand, would like to look more closely at the dy-
namics of the network and in particular the ability of the network to activate political 
– institutional ties and to set up connections with actors in the social and financial fab-
ric of the area in order to activate strategic lobbies; common practice in the Italian Non 
Profit Making Sector. 

1 A TQM approach is based on the ability of an organisation to guarantee high levels of quality, by 
focusing on improvement as a success factor in long term competition. The positive evaluation of 
human resources is typical of this client centred approach. 
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The CAF then, seems to cater to the expectations of the group.

ITALY FINLAND

Strategic
Management

and
stakeholder

management

Traditional
management

COMPARATIVE
METHOD

AIMS

STRONG POINTS

CAF

Comparison of results 
obtained in the setting up of 
the educational programme 
and the promotion of good 

practice.
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2.3  DESCRIPTION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE

As mentioned previously, the CAF is a grid used for the self assessment of quality in the 
public sector which aims to provide European organizations with a single tool and a 
common language. 

It is an easy to use tool for those administrations interested in introducing the ration-
ale of quality management into their work. It allows for the comparison of results pro-
duced by different assessment systems and encourages benchmarking initiatives. The 
process set in motion by the CAF provides for an analysis of organizational practice in 
different environments, pointing out possible areas of improvement and introducing 
staff perceptions of the organization.

The grid is made up of 9 criteria which cover the main issues that need to be taken 
into consideration when assessing an organization. Some of these are called enablers 
criteria and concern the work of the organisation in the areas of leadership, policy and 
strategy, human resource management and process and change management. The other 
criteria regard the organization’s results in terms of clients/citizens, personnel, society 
and key performance. 

The questionnaire is designed for the systematic comparison of strong points and 
weak points and is designed to be used as a basis for the planning and carrying out of 
improvement activities.

The flexibility of this tool allows it to be easily adapted to the perspective of organiza-
tions in the Non Profit Making Sector.

2.3  DESCRIPTION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
As mentioned previously, the CAF is a grid used for the self assessment of quality 
in the public sector which aims to provide European organizations with a single 
tool and a common language.  
 
It is an easy to use tool for those administrations interested in introducing the 
rationale of quality management into their work. It allows for the comparison of 
results produced by different assessment systems and encourages benchmarking 
initiatives. The process set in motion by the CAF provides for an analysis of 
organizational practice in different environments, pointing out possible areas of 
improvement and introducing staff perceptions of the organization. 
 
The grid is made up of 9 criteria which cover the main issues that need to be taken 
into consideration when assessing an organization. Some of these are called 
enablers criteria and concern the work of the organisation in the areas of 
leadership, policy and strategy, human resource management and process and 
change management. The other criteria regard the organization’s results in terms 
of clients/citizens, personnel, society and key performance.  
 
The questionnaire is designed for the systematic comparison of strong points and 
weak points and is designed to be used as a basis for the planning and carrying 
out of improvement activities. 

 
 
The flexibility of this tool allows it to be easily adapted to the perspective of 
organizations in the Non Profit Making Sector. 
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One of our basic decisions was to restrict the areas under assessment to the enablers 
criteria regarding leadership, policy and strategy, human resource management and 
partnerships in an organization’s innovation and learning process, leaving out the areas 
regarding results. This choice came about largely due to the desire to simplify the crite-
ria for and areas of assessment as much as possible, thus allowing very different kinds 
of organizations, at different stages of development, to participate in the assessment 
process. 

It is not always easy for organizations to gather indicators of results on work carried 
out in response to social needs in the local area. These kinds of results are, in their very 
nature, difficult to measure. All organisations, however, are capable of analysing internal 
processes. 

Another reason for this choice regards the context in which the tool is to be used. 
That is, the context of the transnational exchange project with the Finnish Non Profit 
Making Sector and its objective to analyse management within a socially responsible en-
terprise. 

In this context the themes of leadership and human resource management are fun-
damental; the management of human resources meaning the development and positive 
evaluation of personal contributions to organizational development. 

While, in the Italian case particularly, strategic management and stakeholder manage-
ment represent added value, they often remain informal practices despite being indis-
pensable to the development of the Non Profit Making Sector. 

One of our basic decisions was to restrict the areas under assessment to the 
enablers criteria regarding leadership, policy and strategy, human resource 
management and partnerships in an organization’s innovation and learning 
process, leaving out the areas regarding results. This choice came about largely 
due to the desire to simplify the criteria for and areas of assessment as much as 
possible, thus allowing very different kinds of organizations, at different stages of 
development, to participate in the assessment process.  
 
It is not always easy for organizations to gather indicators of results on work 
carried out in response to social needs in the local area. These kinds of results 
are, in their very nature, difficult to measure. All organisations, however, are 
capable of analysing internal processes.  
 
Another reason for this choice regards the context in which the tool is to be used. 
That is, the context of the transnational exchange project with the Finnish Non 
Profit Making Sector and its objective to analyse management within a socially 
responsible enterprise.  
 
In this context the themes of leadership and human resource management are 
fundamental; the management of human resources meaning the development and 
positive evaluation of personal contributions to organizational development.  
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The criteria chosen for the questionnaire are used, then, to formalize a set of underlying 
experiences by identifying areas of leverage in organizational processes.

The questionnaire attempts to measure aspects of these experiences, analysing par-
ticipation in local welfare policy, the ability to balance social and economic aims, atten-
tion to the social dimension of human resources and the value of the network culture. 
The score attributed to each sub criteria allows for the assessment of the area accord-
ing to the Deming cycle; a model for the continuous improvement of quality made up 
of four phases: plan, do, check, act.

The scoring system goes from 0 to 5, as in the 20022 CAF, deliberately chosen to keep 
assessment relatively straightforward and immediate, according to the levels illustrated 
below:

• 0: no concrete action taken;
• 1: action has been planned;
• 2: action has been planned and implemented
• 3: action has been planned, implemented and reviewed;
• 4: action has been planned, implemented, and reviewed on the basis of feed-

back and modified accordingly;
• 5: action is planned and regularly implemented, reviewed and modified within 

the organisation.

These levels clearly show how scoring allows one to analyse the progress made by an 
organization according to a cycle of continuous improvement. 

The questionnaire is supplemented with a glossary that provides definitions of spe-
cific company or management terminology within the language of quality assessment. 

This last section proves particularly important in supporting those organisations, 
which are approaching this kind of analysis for the first time.

2 In the latest 2006 version of the CAF the points system is modified to reflect the PDCA cycle more 
precisely through an assessment of the enablers criteria and the results that goes from 0 to 100.

While, in the Italian case particularly, strategic management and stakeholder 
management represent added value, they often remain informal practices despite 
being indispensable to the development of the Non Profit Making Sector.  
 

 
 
The criteria chosen for the questionnaire are used, then, to formalize a set of 
underlying experiences by identifying areas of leverage in organizational 
processes. 
 
The questionnaire attempts to measure aspects of these experiences, analysing 
participation in local welfare policy, the ability to balance social and economic 
aims, attention to the social dimension of human resources and the value of the 
network culture. The score attributed to each sub criteria allows for the 
assessment of the area according to the Deming cycle; a model for the continuous 
improvement of quality made up of four phases: plan, do, check, act. 
 
The scoring system goes from 0 to 5, as in the 20022 CAF, deliberately chosen to 
keep assessment relatively straightforward and immediate, according to the levels 
illustrated below: 
 

 0: no concrete action taken; 
 1: action has been planned; 
 2: action has been planned and implemented 
 3: action has been planned, implemented and reviewed; 
 4: action has been planned, implemented, and reviewed on the basis of 

feedback and modified accordingly; 

                                                 
2  In the latest 2006 version of the CAF the points system is modified to reflect the 
PDCA cycle more precisely through an assessment of the enablers criteria and the results 
that goes from 0 to 100. 
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2.4 THE USE OF THE CAF

The process of drawing up a new form of the CAF concludes with an initial experiment. 
The questionnaire is handed out to the managers of the Cooperative Il Nodo, based in 
Grosseto. The Cooperative works in the environmental field with activities in cabling, 
assembly, tourism, transport and training. The managers are asked to complete the ques-
tionnaire as a way of testing the new version of the CAF and carrying out any necessary 
changes, according to the responses of the various components of the organization. 

The questionnaire is then handed out to the service managers of some of the organ-
izations involved in the Equal PIST project, in order to verify the development potential 
of the tool for use in the Non Profit Making Sector. 

Within the organizations chosen for the experimentation we tried, as far as possible, 
to involve staff who hold technical roles and/or different policies in order to highlight 
personal perceptions stemming from specific roles or from specific levels of employ-
ment. The questionnaire was also an occasion for discussion and exchange of opinion 
on issues that are not always easy to confront. The choice of organizations was made on 
the basis of the need to guarantee the highest possible variety within the control group. 
This variety was to help in obtaining diversified indications of improvement or critical 
points, thus providing us with a complete panorama of the development potential of 
the CAF in the verification phase. 

The criteria adopted for the selection of organisations were:

• Presence in the local area: the associations and cooperatives that participated in 
the experimentation phase are active in the provinces of Arezzo, Grosseto and Si-
ena. The area covered is, essentially, the same area as that covered by the Equal 
PIST project:

• Legal characteristics: associations driven by a social mission and cooperatives 
were identified so as to involve various kinds of organisations from the Non Profit 
Making Sector and to reflect the Equal PIST partnership as much as possible;

• The kinds of services offered: as we will see from the detailed descriptions of each 
organisation, the control group includes businesses that carry out their work in 
different fields. This choice came about as we realised that perceptions of the 
needs of a business, the sensitivity of staff and the forms of business management 
employed often change according to the kinds of services offered;

• The life span of the business: the control group included recently constituted co-
operatives needing to define their own management model, as well as coopera-
tives that have long been active in their particular field and so have already devel-
oped a regulated, structured enterprise. 
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Specifically, the self assessment questionnaire was handed out to:

Province of Arezzo
• 2 managers of the Social Cooperative Futura, Arezzo: the business has been active 

in the field of work integration for disadvantaged people over the last 22 years. It 
pursues its social aim through the carrying out of services in the areas of manual 
labour, transport and cleaning;

• 8 managers from the Association Arci, Provincial Committee of Arezzo. Arci is an 
association driven by a social mission that intervenes in many areas either directly 
or through the activities of its clubs or in collaboration with them: areas include 
social work, cultural projects, international cooperation, voluntary work, commu-
nity service and immigration. The Association works throughout the entire prov-
ince. 

Province of Grosseto
• 1 manager from the Social Cooperative La Lisa, Grosseto: the business mainly car-

ries out work in the areas of cleaning and rubbish disposal;
• 1 manager from the Association Arci, Provincial Committee of Grosseto; an asso-

ciation driven by a social mission founded in 1960. The Committee is active 
throughout the Province in social and cultural fields, in activities of solidarity, in 
citizen rights and in training in the field of human and civil education. The Com-
mittee has been a Training Agency accredited by the Region of Tuscany and has 
held ISO 9001:2000 certification since 2003. 

Province of Siena
• 2 service managers from the Social Cooperative Comunità e persona, Siena: set 

up in 1980, the Cooperative’s mission regards the assistance, care, support and ed-
ucation of disadvantaged categories and those at risk, such as under age children, 
old people and babies, through the management of socio-sanitary, assistential and 
educational services. The cooperative holds an ISO 9001:2000 certified quality 
management system;

• 3 service managers from the Social Cooperative Servizio e Territorio in Siena: the 
business works in rubbish collection and in the supervision and cleaning of nu-
merous public and private spaces; 

• 1 service manager from the Social Cooperative Emmaus in Siena, whose activity 
regards services for non self sufficient people. The Cooperative holds an ISO 
9001:2000 certified quality management system;

• 2 managers from the Social Cooperative M@us in Siena. The cooperative was set 
up just a few years ago and its mission regards work integration for disadvantaged 
people: the business offers services such as digital printing, graphic design, soft-
ware development, web sites, the distribution of advertising, manual work and en-
vironmental cleaning;

• 3 service managers from the Social Cooperative L’Argonauta in San Gimignano, 
Siena. The cooperative offers gardening services, maintenance of green areas, recy-
cling and the management of ecological ”islands”;
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• 3 managers from the Social Cooperative La Proposta in Siena, which has been ac-
tive in the Siena area for 20 years, carrying out its work in various areas: agricul-
ture, maintenance of public green areas, rubbish collection, tourism, catering, or-
ganisation of events, cleaning, supervision of university spaces, postal delivery and 
secretarial work for public authorities;

• 2 managers from the Social Cooperative Progetto Lavoro in Poggibonsi, Siena. The 
business works in carpentry, book binding and typography;

• 4 managers from the Association Arci Provincial Sienese Committee. The Associa-
tion, founded in 1987 in Siena, is driven by a social mission and carries out activity 
throughout the entire province in various areas: assistance and consultation for as-
sociations, culture, promotion of the arts, immigration, training, the management 
of services for children and adolescents, international cooperation, community 
service and the promotion of citizen rights. The Committee has been a training 
agency accredited by the Region of Tuscany, with ISO 9001:2000 certification, 
since 2003.

The questionnaire was carried out in two different ways:

• Assisted: the filling in of the CAF questionnaire was proceeded by a brief introduc-
tion, in order to contextualise and clarify the objectives of the experimentation 
and to explain the assessment system used. Compilation of the questionnaire was 
assisted so as to offer guidance in using the tool, while a glossary of the more tech-
nical and less common terms found in proposed items was provided;

• Autonomous: the participants were provided with a brief introductory guide to 
the objectives of the self assessment tool3, the full questionnaire and the glossary. 
The questionnaire was then completed autonomously, without guidance. This sec-
ond form of compilation gave way to two different responses from the people in-
volved: in the first case the questionnaire was compiled in conformity with the 
standard method, indicating a score for each item proposed, according to the 
points system foreseen by the assessment scale. In the second case the CAF was 
compiled without using the assessment scale provided and was compiled by indi-
cating a preference for some of the items present in the questionnaire instead. 

3 It is important to point out that the introductory guide provided does not tell users how to fill in 
the questionnaire, but is simply a brief introduction to the ideas and objectives behind the CAF. 
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2.5 VERIFICATION OF THE TOOL

After establishing the control group and handing out the questionnaire, a series of veri-
fication meetings and telephone interviews were carried out. The objective of the veri-
fication was to assess the development potential of the CAF in relation to its use within 
non profit making organisations, both for managers and for staff. 

Before looking at the detailed results of the verification, it is worth saying by way of 
an introduction, that in general the participants in the experimentation saw the possi-
bility of being able to make use of a self assessment tool for social enterprises and other 
organisations belonging to the Non Profit Making Sector as particularly important be-
cause:

• it focuses attention on the strategic elements of business management;
• it allows for the drawing up of a strategic plan;
• it helps identify ways of encouraging staff involvement and motivation;
• it allows for the development of sustainable activities and projects coherent with 

foreseen development plans.

For this very reason, numerous observations were made regarding the adaptation of the 
tool to the needs and working context of the cooperatives and associations involved. 
These observations can be divided into two areas: the first area regards the way in 
which the questionnaire was handed out and contextualised; the second area concerns 
the language used in the CAF, the proposed content and the assessment system adopt-
ed.

As far as the first area is concerned, in most cases the managers involved in the ex-
perimentation pointed out that the CAF needs to be accompanied by a User’s Guide. 
Rather than simply outlining the ideas and objectives behind the questionnaire, this tool 
should provide a detailed explanation of how to fill in the questionnaire, with particular 
reference to the assessment system. It might also be useful to hold a short introductory 
training course that looks at the themes covered by the questionnaire, in order to ac-
quire basic skills in the areas analysed. Furthermore, the CAF must always be accompa-
nied by a glossary. This tool was seen as useful for simplifying the language used in the 
questionnaire, otherwise often barely comprehensible. 

Observations on the contextualisation of the questionnaire found all managers in 
agreement in stating that the CAF must be carried out within the context of a general 
process of policy and strategy development, activation and verification. That is to say, it 
must be a system for carrying out check ups on what could be defined as the “driving 
forces” of an enterprise and of validating specific development paths undertaken by co-
operatives and associations, with the participation of both managers and staff. This 
means, for the management of an enterprise in particular, a great effort in planning as 
well as the ability to share objectives, indicators and tools but, outside of this context, 
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the CAF merely carries out the function of highlighting the importance of certain fun-
damental aspects of business management. This function is important in itself, but by no 
means exhausts all the possible benefits that can be had from the use of this tool.

As far as the second area is concerned, the observations that emerged in the first 
place regarded, as mentioned above, the excessive technicality of some concepts and 
the use of over specialised language. Some managers found the task of filling in the 
questionnaire particularly complicated because it includes various notions from the 
TQM sector (Total Quality Management), many of which are unknown both in theory 
and practice: the mission, quality management, empowerment and stakeholders.

Difficulty in approaching these concepts increased for those managers who came 
from organisations whose enterprise culture was still in an embryonic state. On the oth-
er hand, cooperatives and associations who already held ISO 9001:2000 certification for 
quality management systems generally experienced less difficulty in filling in the ques-
tionnaire. Managers had probably already internalised the notions and terms that are 
part of the specialised language of the CAF and were already familiar with the use of self 
assessment tools based on the fulfilment of specific indicators.

It is worth pointing out, however, that according to most of the interviewees, the use 
of such concepts and of sectorial language, does not lend the questionnaire to use in 
the Non Profit Making Sector as it deprives the tool of some of its most important func-
tions: the involvement of staff in the development of the organisation and the possibil-
ity of receiving external feedback from staff on the working of the planned manage-
ment model. 

As a result, the simplification and slimming down of the questionnaire was suggest-
ed so that skills in organizational management, business management or TQM systems 
are not essential to its compilation. Furthermore, to facilitate staff use of the CAF it 
might help to move the assessment process onto more tangible aspects of the organisa-
tion, introducing questions regarding products, activities, relations with users and so 
on.

The choice to include items regarding strategic management came on specific re-
quest from the Finnish partners who, more than once, stressed the need to explore 
themes such as leadership and strategy as opposed to aspects regarding traditional 
business management, such as product, clientele, distribution and communication, the 
management of which does not meet with particular difficulties.

The next question to examine concerns the assessment system used in the CAF. The 
system is based on the Deming Cycle; a model studied to promote a culture of quality 
which aims for the continuous improvement of processes and an optimum use of re-
sources. This tool is based on the assumption that the constant interaction between re-
search, planning, testing, production and selling is necessary in order to reach high lev-
els of quality. To improve quality and satisfy the client the cycle, including the four phas-
es, must be constantly repeated.
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The logical sequence of the Deming cycle for continuous improvement is as follows:

• P – Plan: work plan;
• D – Do: implementation of the work plan;
• C – Check: test and check implementation, gather and study results and feed-

back;
• A – Act: revision and modification of activity on the basis of received feedback.

Scoring in the questionnaire follows the plan – do – check – act logic, proposing a 
score from 0 to 5 depending on the specific approach to a given process:

• no concrete action was taken;
• action was planned;
• action was planned and implemented;
• action was planned, implemented and reviewed;
• action was planned, implemented, and reviewed on the basis of feedback and 

modified accordingly.

Scoring must be based on existing, objective evidence according to the specific process 
under assessment; meaning documents or recordings that demonstrate planning, imple-
mentation, review and modification.

This definition of the assessment system is not immediately comprehensible to man-
agers. In fact, some, instead of ticking a point box for each item proposed, only ticked 
some of the items, without giving a score to any of them. This shows, without doubt, an 
interest in or preference for some of the aspects dealt with by the CAF, but it clearly 
demonstrates that interpretation and use of the assessment system does not come natu-
rally. It is, however, possible to remedy this problem, as mentioned earlier, by writing a 
user’s guide to be handed out along with the questionnaire.

Another observation made by the participants in the experimentation regarded the 
idea of a double assessment scale, for cases in which it is not possible to assess an item 
on the basis of objective evidence, as in the following example:

1.4 How much does the management do to motivate and support staff
a. Leading by example

The scoring criteria specified earlier is not pertinent in this case. It is not possible to 
provide recordings that document to what extent the process has been implemented:

The item in question concerns the assessor’s perception; it is not a process that fore-
sees the phases plan – do – check – act. This kind of question, then, requires an assess-
ment system based on affirmation/negation (yes and no) or on a quantitative value scale 
(not at all, a little, enough, a lot). 

In conclusion, it can be confirmed that the experimentation gave the organisations 
involved the possibility of using a strategic planning tool for the assessment of funda-
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mental aspects of their own business management, thus allowing for the possible devel-
opment of the CAF in relation to one’s own characteristics and needs.

The organisations confirmed the validity of a self assessment tool that stimulates the 
analysis of important and often neglected themes of organisational management, de-
spite expressing their perplexity regarding the choice of items, the language used, the 
scoring criteria and the handing out of the questionnaire to staff. These perplexities did 
not emerge in the initial experimentation with the Cooperative Il Nodo.

We hope that the process undertaken up to now can be enriched by the observa-
tions and changes proposed here and that the CAF working group can develop and car-
ry out an improvement plan for the tool. To this aim, we set out a summary of the main 
strengths and critical points that emerged from the verification process:

Tabella1

Strong Points Critical Points
Validation of the idea of a tool for 
self assessment 

Language too specialised

Request for items which allow for 
the management of an organisation
independently from the presence of 
a charismatic leader

Some items are not easily 
assessed

The 9 areas of analysis The choice of the main items
The Glossary Lack of a user's guide
Introduction to the quality 
management approach

Pagina 1
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