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Introduction

The purpose of this desk guide is to provide potential Carey Performance Excellence Award applicants with a valid approach for organizing information and responding to criteria used in the evaluation of award applications.  There are many valid approaches to developing an application and organizations should refine any approach they choose to best meet the specific needs of their organization.

Why is it important to follow a structured approach to preparing an application?

Preparation of a Carey, or other Baldrige-based award application, is time-consuming and resource intensive.  A well-written application:

· Accurately tells your organization’s story and reflects actual levels of performance.

· Enables examiners to provide feedback that is relevant and targeted to assist in moving your organization to the next level of performance.

A disorganized or otherwise incomplete application often results in:

· A missed opportunity or misunderstanding of the criteria’s usefulness based on the quality of feedback received.

· Identification of misleading or invalid Strengths and Opportunities for Improvement.
· A missed opportunity to benefit from the added insights gained through participation in a site visit.

· A much lower score than is actually reflective of organizational performance.

Common mistakes and the resulting impact on an examination
· Responding to the seven criteria categories and then pulling information from each category to create responses to the Organizational Profile.  
· This is a huge mistake.  Preparing the Organizational Profile last often results in inconsistencies in Item level responses.
· Not demonstrating clear links from the Organizational Profile to criteria responses.  
· Examiners are trained in understanding the assessment criteria, not in your organization and its operations.  Organizational understanding comes primarily through the Organizational Profile.  The profile is the key reference when alignment and integration of responses across Items and Categories are assessed by examiners.
· Inconsistencies across Items and/or Categories.  

· Requirements identified as important in the Organizational Profile and responses to Items across all Categories should be consistent.   The Organization Profile is used as a basis for ensuring consistency of responses throughout the application.

· Reporting results without relevant comparisons.  
· Many examiners are NOT experienced in an applicant’s business.  Consequently, results need to be put into context to receive the maximum possible credit.  Is a satisfaction level of 84% good or bad?  It depends.  How does it compare to other VA facilities in the region or nationally?  How does it compare to the industry, a past Baldrige winner, a past Carey winner, or other relevant comparison?
· Showing comparisons of actual performance to the business plan or other relevant planning document.  

· What does it mean if an organization meets the goals it has set for itself in its business plan?  Examiners often do not know if targets represent world-class performance or not.  Meeting targets in the business plan or stating that targets are stretch goals usually does not provide examiners with relevant comparisons for assessing performance.  Consequently, examiners often do not give a great deal of credit for such comparisons.

· Selecting relevant but sub-optimal result comparisons.
· Comparisons need to be relevant.  Comparisons should be to organizations or standards that examiners believe are relevant and represent high performance.  Applicants should be honest while showing results in a positive light.  For example, an office may have the second highest employee satisfaction scores within the area.  However, the same office might also have the third highest employee satisfaction of all VA offices within their administration.  That is a better comparison.  That same office might also have employee satisfaction that is in the top 10% of government offices based on OPM surveys.  That sounds great.  That same office might also have employee satisfaction scores close to one of last year’s Carey or Baldrige winners.  That also sounds great.  When an organization benchmarks to greatly improve performance it should seek out and study the best.  When showing business results an applicant should compare performance to an excellent, relevant, comparison that has similar or slightly better performance.  As a result, if you are the best in VA but significantly below a Baldrige winner or other external source then show you are the best in VA.  If you are close to a well-known external benchmark then show it. High performing organizations usually don’t compare to averages (VA or industry).  Such comparisons show examiners that your performance in areas identified as key to your organization is average. 
· Reporting results with insufficient data points to indicate a positive trend or consistent high levels of performance.  
· Results should be shown with at least THREE data points.  A key aspect for assessing results is trends.  Trends show performance over time.  Without trends it is not clear if performance reported is improving, worsening, or representative of a sustained level for that specific aspect.  New processes may not have 3 annual data points. A Baldrige organization will have good performance on existing and new processes.  Applicants should not be limited to 3 or more annual points if they can demonstrate that a key process is new, revised or improved. Data may be quarterly, monthly, or other increments as long as the data described are key to the organization.
· Reporting results for some but not all areas of importance identified in the Organizational Profile.  
· Examiners will look for results associated with all areas identified as important to your organization within your application.  For example, if you identified three major customer segments and six key requirements applicable to each segment then there should be at least (3 segments TIMES 6 key requirements) eighteen results reported in customer focused results.  If some results are not shown due to application space limitations then a brief statement indicating data availability would be useful.

The Organizational Profile

The Organizational Profile is one of the MOST important sections of an application.  Senior leadership should review, comment, revise, and take ownership of information provided in the Organizational Profile.  

Process
STEP1: Read the Organizational Profile criteria.

STEP 2: Re-read the criteria and begin taking notes.
· Identify general responses to criteria questions.
· Identify data and document sources needed to support or respond to criteria questions.
· Identify other people with knowledge in areas being addressed in the profile to provide organizational knowledge and possibly assist in preparation of the application.

STEP 3: Create an outline containing bullet type responses to each question of the criteria within the Organizational Profile.  Examiners will recreate an outline from your Organizational Profile.  The examiner’s outline is referred to as the Key Factors Worksheet and it is used throughout the evaluation of the application.
STEP 4: Working with the people within the organization who are experts in specific areas identified within the Organizational Profile, develop sentence level responses to each question in this section of the criteria.  Keep responses specific, objective, and concise.  

STEP 5: Using the Organizational Profile structure for your outline, fully respond to each question.  For example:

P.1 Organizational Description

a. Organizational Environment

(1). (Responses to questions contained within this area.)

(2). (Responses to questions contained within this area.)

.

.

b. Organizational Relationships

(1). (Responses to questions contained within this area.)

.

.

Example
P.1 Organizational Description

a. Organizational Environment

(1). What are your organization’s main products and services?

Key products and services provided directly to customers includes: gravesite, opening and closing, a grave liner for casket burials, shelters for committal services, military honors, grave markers, perpetual care and maintaining the appearance of the cemetery as a national shrine.   

Frequently Asked Questions
· What if I am unable to respond to questions in the Profile? 
· If you identify gaps in responding to questions in the Organizational Profile then assess your organization’s ability to address these gaps.  

· If the gaps can be addressed quickly then close gaps and continue preparing an application.  

· If gaps represent major opportunities for improvement and require planning, time, and resources leadership may wish to begin work on these opportunities before proceeding to a full assessment responding to all areas of the Criteria.
· This just seems to be background information on the organization.  It is not worth any points.  How important is the Organizational Profile?
· The Organizational Profile is about the most important “0” points in the application.  Responses to these criteria are used to assess responses to every Item within every Category of the criteria.  What is written in the Profile will be considered or referenced in just about every Strength and Opportunity For Improvement identified by the examination team.
Key Factors Worksheet
A “Key Factors Worksheet” is simply a detailed outline or bullet list of responses to the Organizational Profile criteria questions.  Typical “Key Factors Worksheets” are one to two pages in length.  Applicants should use the outline from their Organizational Profile in much the same way as examiners use a key factors worksheet. 
Frequently Asked Questions
· What role does the “Key Factors Worksheet” play for examiners?  
· Examiners use a “Key Factors Worksheet” as a source of organization-specific knowledge.  Key Factors are used in the examination of each Item level response to ensure responses are complete, accurate, and address areas identified as important to the applicant. 

· Will the “Key Factors Worksheet” be submitted with the application? 
· No.  The application contains the Organizational Profile and responses to Criteria questions.  The Keys Factors Worksheet is created by examiners and used as a tool that assists in their evaluation of the application.
· What role should the “Key Factors Worksheet” play for the person(s) preparing an application?

· First, the person(s) preparing responses to specific Items within the application should use the Key Factors Worksheet to align and integrate responses to criteria questions across Items and Categories. 

· Second, the Organizational Profile provides leadership with a quick, high level self-assessment of the organization.  If there are major gaps identified in preparing the profile then leadership begin addressing those gaps before proceeding in the preparation of an application.  Leadership does not need to close all major gaps before proceeding with the application.   
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Linking “Key Factors” with Process Criteria Items
Process
Process for linking key factors with criteria Items

· Read the Item Criteria.
· Review the Key Factors worksheet and begin identifying relevant factors.  

· Write the 3 – 6 key factors that you think are most important when responding to criteria questions for that specific Item.  This task should only take a few minutes.
· Identify and pull out only the relevant portion of the key factors identified.   

· Respond to each question of the criteria.  Consider the Key Factors you have identified as you draft responses to criteria questions.

Example
Criteria Item 3.1 Customer and Market Knowledge
“Describe HOW your organization determines requirements, needs, expectations, and preferences of CUSTOMERS and markets to ensure the continuing relevance of your products and services and to develop new opportunities.”
Possible Key Factors might include:

· Customer segments – frail and elderly, females, homeless.
· Monthly town-hall meetings and quarterly surveys to gather customer requirements and preferences.

· Annual focus group interviews to identify and better understand future needs.

· Annual analysis of customers of competitors to identify product or service gaps and potential new customer segments.
Some of these same key factors may also be associated with “2.1 Strategy Development,” “4.1 Measurement and Analysis of Organizational Performance,” 7.1 Product and Service Delivery Outcomes”, and “7.2 Customer-Focused Outcomes.”
By associating specific key factors from the Organizational Profile with each criteria Item applicants can demonstrate alignment and integration of activities across the organization.
Frequently Asked Questions

· If I know my mission and who my customers are what is there to gain by spending time associating key factors with Criteria Items?
· If you have more than one person writing the application then the Key Factors Work Sheet can serve as a common set of organization specific characteristics that enable alignment of responses across Items and Categories.
· Since the preparation of an application often takes several weeks the task of associating key factors with criteria Items helps to ensure consistency in responses.
· Why link key factors to each criteria Item? 

· Examiners are trained to identify “Key Factors” from an applicant’s Organizational Profile that are relevant and associate them with each Item as it is examined.  As a result, applicants could benefit by associating key factors with Item level criteria when preparing an application. Understanding the elements you have stated in the Organizational Profile as key to your organization will focus the organization on writing responses that show how processes have been developed that respond to what is important.
Linking “Key Factors” with Results Criteria Items
Process
Process for linking key factors with criteria Items

· Read the Item Criteria.
· Review the Key Factors worksheet and begin identifying relevant factors.  

· Write the 3 – 6 key factors that you think are most important when responding to criteria questions for that specific Item.

· Identify and pull out only the relevant portion of the key factors identified.   

· Respond to each question of the criteria.  Consider the Key Factors you have identified as you draft responses to criteria questions.

Example
Criteria Item 7.2 Customer-Focused Outcomes
“Summarize your organization’s KEY customer-focused RESULTS, including customer satisfaction and perceived VALUE.  SEGMENT your RESULTS by program or service types or groups, CUSTOMER groups, and market SEGMENTS, as appropriate.  Include appropriate comparative data.”
Possible Key Factors might include:

· Customer segments – frail and elderly, females, homeless
· Customer Requirements – Access to service, quality of service, wait time.

· Strategic challenge of bringing service closer to the customer

· Key competitors – John Doe Medical Center, Jane Doe University Hospital

Some of these same key factors may also be associated with “2.1 Strategy Development,” “3.1 Customer and Market Knowledge,”“4.1 Measurement, Analysis, and Review of Organizational Performance,” and “7.1 Product and Service Delivery Outcomes.” 

Frequently Asked Questions

· Linking key factors to responses seemed important when working “process” questions.  However, it does not seem useful when showing results.  What is the purpose?

· The purpose of linking key factors to results is the same for result questions as for process questions.  The Profile identified: key customer groups and requirements; employee segments; strategic challenges; and more.  Customer satisfaction covers overall results and results by segment.  Product and service results are linked to requirements; human focus results are linked to overall and individual employee segments.  These should have been described by you in the Organizational Profile.
· Now that I understand the key factors and have identified all the results that could be displayed how do I select the results that will fit in the space available?
· When you are asked to show overall results and then results by multiple segments only show a representative portion of the results.  For example, show overall customer satisfaction for each key customer requirement identified in the Profile and in Category Three.  Then show the results of one customer segment.  In concluding your response, identify the other customer segments and state they were not shown due to space limitations.  This comment assumes you have reached the application page limit. Make sure you are displaying results that are key to your organization such as those listed in the Organizational Profile or described in the pertinent chapter. Presenting results that have not been identified as important to your organization will not be given much credit from examiners.

Putting It All Together

Once responses have been drafted for each Item the draft application needs to be assembled as one complete document.  A process for finalizing the application could include:

STEP 1:  People that prepared the documents should read the entire document to ensure it reflects the organization’s actual performance and responds to the criteria questions.

STEP 2:  Have someone who has not been involved in the development of the application read the document to ensure that it is understandable.  An outside person may identify technical jargon or activities that need further explanation.

STEP 3:  Make necessary changes to the application to define terms, explain processes, and close gaps.

STEP 4:  Delete the key factors listed at the beginning of each criteria Item.  Key factors are not part of the application submitted by applicants.

STEP 5:  Submit the application through the normal review and approval process.  
Assistance and Other Sources of Information

Assistance
In-House Experts

The following individuals are willing to provide assistance as needed in creating a Robert W. Carey Performance Excellence Award application.

· Cooperative Studies Program

Clinical Research Pharmacy, Coordinating Center 
Albuquerque, New Mexico 

Contact:  Thelma Salazar                

Thelma.Salazar@csp.research.med.va.gov
· Durham VA Medical Center

Durham, North Carolina

Contact:  Elizabeth Goolsby

Elizabeth.Goolsby@med.va.gov
· Employee Education System 

Minneapolis Education Center, Minneapolis, Minnesota

Contact:  Kurt C. Gundacker
Kurt.Gundacker@va.gov
· White River Junction VA Medical Center

White River Junction, Vermont

Contact: Joanne Puckett

Joanne.Puckett2@med.va.gov
Past Carey Award Winners
Past winners are another excellent source for assistance in understanding time and resource requirements for developing a strong application.  In addition, past winners may be available to provide insights into gathering and displaying information efficiently.  A list of past winners may be found in the Secretary of Veterans Affairs Robert W. Carey Performance Excellence Award 2007 Application Book.  This book is available electronically through the Carey website: http://vaww1.va.gov/op3/docs/2007CareyAppBooklet.doc.

Administration Points-of-Contact for Carey Awards

Administration contacts have an understanding of the criteria, a working knowledge of administration business operations, and may be in a position to consult on application preparation.  Points of contact may be found in the Secretary of Veterans Affairs Robert W. Carey Performance Excellence Award 2007 Application Book.  This book is available electronically through the Carey website: http://vaww1.va.gov/op3/docs/2007CareyAppBooklet.doc.
Management Systems Improvement Service 008B3

The Management Systems Improvement Service 008B3 administers the Robert W. Carey Performance Excellence Awards Program for the Secretary.  Members of the program team are trained in the use of Baldrige Criteria and are available to assist offices, (based on resource availability) in understanding and applying Baldrige Performance Excellence Criteria.  Contacts are:

Eric Malloy
202-273-5585

Tom Garin
202-273-9390

Gwen Young 
202-273-5038

Appendix

Key Terms and Definitions

Process Categories

“WHAT” questions may request basic information on key processes and how they work.  “What” questions may also request information on what your key findings, plans, objectives, goals, or measures are.  These latter questions set the context for showing alignment and integration of your measurement system.

“HOW” refers to the processes that an organization uses to accomplish its mission requirements.  In responding to “how” questions include approach (methods and measures), deployment, learning, and integration factors.  Responses lacking these factors are referred to in the scoring guidelines as “anecdotal information”.  

“APPROACH” refers to the methods used by an organization to address the Carey Criteria item requirements.  Approach includes the appropriateness of the methods to the Item requirements and the effectiveness of their use.

“DEPLOYMENT” refers to the extent to which an approach is applied in addressing the requirements of a Carey Criteria Item.  Deployment of evaluated on the basis of the breadth and depth of application of the approach to relevant work units throughout the organization.

“LEARNING” refers to new knowledge or skills acquired through evaluation, study, experience, and innovation.  The Carey Criteria include two distinct kinds of learning: organizational and personal.

“INTEGRATION” refers to the harmonization of plans, processes, information, resource decisions, actions, results, and analysis to support key organization-wide goals.   Effective integration goes beyond alignment and is achieved when the individual components of a performance management system operate as a fully interconnected unit.

Results Category

“LEVELS” current levels of performance reported.  Performance levels refer to numerical information that places or positions an organization’s results and performance on a meaningful measurement scale.  Performance levels permit evaluation relative to past performance, projection goals, and appropriate comparisons.
“TRENDS” show performance over time.  Trends refer to numerical information that show the direction, rate (slope of trend data), and breadth (how widely deployed and shared) of performance improvements.  A trend is three or more data points.  More data points are needed to define a statistically valid trend.
“COMPARISONS” show your performance relative to appropriate comparisons or benchmarks.  Comparisons refer to establishing the value of results by their relationship to similar or equivalent measures.  Comparisons can be made to results of competitors, industry averages, or “best-in-class” organizations.  The maturity of the organization should help determine what comparisons are most relevant.
“LINKAGES” refer to a connection to important customer, product and service, market, process, and action plan performance requirements identified in Organizational Profile and in Process Items.
“GAPS” refer to the absence of results addressing specific areas of Category 7 Items, including the absence of results on key measures discussed in categories 1-6 (e.g., measures of key approaches and key processes and progress relative to strategic objectives, challenges, and action plans. 
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