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PREFACE

It is our pleasure to present the International Journal of Business and Public 
Administration (IJBPA), Volume 10, Number 2, Fall 2013. The International Journal of 
Business and Public Administration (IJBPA) is an affiliate of the International Academy of 
Business and Public Administration Disciplines. The purpose of this Academy is to support and 
encourage teaching, research, and the advancement and exchange of knowledge throughout the 
world. The IJBPA is one of the vehicles for achieving the objectives of this Academy. 

The editorial mission of this journal is to publish empirical, theoretical, and practitioner 
manuscripts which will advance the Business and Public Administration Disciplines. All articles 
published in this volume have been double refereed. Members of the editorial board of the IJBPA
have significantly contributed towards the success of the journal and we commend their efforts.  

On behalf of the executive committee of The International Academy of Business and 
Public Administration Disciplines, we sincerely thank all of our reviewers for their invaluable 
assistance in reviewing these articles. We also express our sincere thanks to all authors who 
submitted their manuscripts for review.

The IJBPA Editors
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ABSTRACT

The Common Assessment Framework (CAF) is a quality management tool for monitoring 
and evaluating performance. It is in widespread use throughout the European Union, but largely 
unknown elsewhere. After a brief introduction, this study describes the CAF’s main purposes, 
principles, and criteria, as well as the steps involved in their implementation. The study also 
presents the modified instrument, CAF (E), employed to assess the leadership criterion in an 
educational institution. The chapter closes with a case study reporting before- and after-results 
from use of the CAF in a German police academy.  

Keywords: Common Assessment Framework, continuous improvement, quality management, results 
orientation, self-assessment 

INTRODUCTION

As 2013 begins, global business appears to be emerging slowly from the worst economic 
recession since 1929. The recovery, however, remains slow and fragile. Focus, collaboration, and 
coordinated methods are necessary to set the stage for a return to strong and sustained growth 
worldwide. In these times of severe budget cuts and further restrictions, the public sector needs 
innovative policies and solutions to reduce costs and maintain the productivity of civil servant 
organizations and its workforce. Moreover, these policies and solutions are absolutely critical for 
ensuring that citizens will benefit from efficient and effective delivery of customer-oriented 
outputs. Civil services also must continue their shift towards modern management. They need to 
create value for the organization as a whole, in part by simultaneously supporting (cultural) 
change and accepting a more performance-oriented monitoring and evaluation of their work 
(Dearing, Staes & Prorok, 2006). 

The launch of the European Union’s Common Assessment Framework (CAF) 12 years 
ago occurred in a similar context when, as still is the case today, the public sector had to cope 
with a lot of challenges and had to respond to many new needs and demands in society. Due to 
these challenges and political pressure, the public sector experienced major reforms. Besides the 
focus on efficiency and effectiveness, attention to transparency and accountability for public 
service delivery became increasingly important too (Øvretveit, 2005; Pollitt, & Bouckaert, 2011). 
Together with these principles of New Public Management (NPM), Total Quality Management 
started gaining ever greater notice within the public sector during the late 1980s and the early 
1990s. Consequently, many quality models and techniques (e.g., EFQM, ISO 9000, ISO 14000) 
found their way into the public sector (Van Dooren, Thijs, & Bouckaert, 2004).
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Following years of informal consultations within the European Union, a great desire 
emerged toward the end of the 1990s for a more intensive and formal response in order to 
optimize cooperation with respect to the modernization of government services in the Member 
States and to prepare for the EU’s upcoming enlargement (Engel, 2003).  

In 1997, this desire led to formation of a steering committee at the European level, which 
subsequently became the IPSG – the Innovative Public Services Group, acting under the aegis of 
the network of the Directors-General in charge of public administrations in the Member States, 
the European Public Administration Network (EUPAN). In November 1998, that led to a 
ministerial declaration containing ‘the general principles concerning the improvement of the 
quality of services provided to citizens’. The IPSG working group then developed a quality tool 
specifically intended for and adapted to the public sector. In the year 2000, this development 
resulted in the introduction of the CAF at the first European Quality Conference in May 2000 in 
Portugal (Engel, 2002).

WHY SELF-ASSESSMENT?

Self-assessment, in the EFQM definition, is an exhaustive, systematic and regular 
analysis of an organization’s operations and results, conducted by the organization with 
reference to a TQM model. Organizations conduct self-assessments to identify their strengths 
and weaknesses. The latter represent potential areas for considerable improvement. A self-
assessment is complete if it is followed by planned improvements monitored over time.

Additional reasons for conducting self-assessments include (Staes, et al. 2011):
• Promoting consensus, communication, participation, delegation of responsibilities, and 

motivating personnel;
• Providing a photograph of the true state of the organization based not only on  

objective data, but also on the voice of its people, thereby highlighting aspects and 
elements that management may not or cannot always perceive;

• Focusing attention on the customer/user/citizen, making him/her the key driver of 
subsequent changes and improvements in services;

• Enabling the organization to strengthen and enhance its existing competencies and 
know-how, through communication and training;

• Giving feedback to public administration in areas where there is no functioning market.

USE OF THE CAF

The CAF is a Total Quality Management (TQM) 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. It is as an easy-to-use and free entry tool to 
assist public sector organizations across Europe in understanding and using quality management 
techniques to improve performance. Hence, the CAF provides a self-assessment framework that 
is conceptually similar to many other major TQM models, EFQM in particular, but is conceived 
specifically for public sector organizations, taking into account their differences from private 
sector businesses. The CAF assists organizations in performing a self-assessment with the 
involvement of all staff, in developing an improvement plan based on the results of the self-
assessment, and in implementing the improvement actions (Dearing, Staes & Prorok, 2006).
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As illustrated in Figure 1, the CAF has enjoyed wide success. Launched in 2000, revised 
in 2002 and 2006, by September 2011, 2,382 public sector organizations from 43 different 
countries or from EU institutions had registered as CAF users in the CAF Database. Among the 
non-EU states working with the CAF are not only candidate members or neighboring countries 
like Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Norway, Russia, Serbia, and 
Switzerland, but also geographically distant lands like Chile, China, the Dominican Republic, 
Ecuador, Namibia, and Tunisia (Patrick, & Nick, 2010).

Figure 1
CAF Users in 2010

Figure 2 shows the distribution of CAF users by sector in 2010.  Local governments 
(542), educational and research institutions (403), social services and social security (178), 
customs, taxes, and finances (117) as well as police and security agencies (104) have been the 
main users to date.  Because educational and research institutions as well as police and security 
agencies use the CAF so frequently, the authors have included several graphics reporting before-
and after-CAF results from self-assessments conducted in a German police academy.

CAF Users by Sector in 2010

Moreover, not only do CAF users represent a diverse group, whose number is large and 
growing, but their satisfaction level is high. “It should be stressed that 86 % of the users want to 
employ the CAF again in the future, which may be the most important indicator of their 
satisfaction” (Staes et al., 2011)



138           International Journal of Business and Public Administration, Volume 10, Number 2, Fall 2013

Figure 2
Spreading CAF users per sector

THE CAF MODEL

All CAF versions serve four main purposes, encompass nine criteria and twenty-eight 
sub-criteria, as well as involve ten steps in a total of three phases for their implementation. The 
CAF’s four main purposes are:

(1) To introduce public administrations to TQM principles and gradually 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” cycle;

(2) To facilitate the self-assessment of a public organization in order to arrive at a 
diagnosis 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 organizations.

The Common Assessment Framework consists of three building blocks, symbolized by 
the arrows:  enablers, and results, as well as innovation and learning (see Figure 3). The first two 
blocks cover nine criteria, presented in the nine-box structure. These criteria represent the most 
important aspects of an organization. There are five enabler-criteria (Leadership, Strategy & 
Planning, People, Partnerships & Resources, and Processes) and four result-criteria 
(Citizen/Customer Oriented Results, People Results, Society Results, and Key Performance 
Results). The Enablers cover what an organization does and how it approaches its tasks to 
achieve the desired results. The Results cover what an organization achieves. The achievements 
involve measurement of perceptions: what its people, citizens/customers (learners), and society 
think of the institution. They also utilize internal performance indicators which show how well 
the organization is doing against the targets it may have set for itself – the outcomes. 
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Figure 3
The CAF Model

The CAF Model

Each criterion is broken down further into a list of sub-criteria. The 28 sub-criteria 
identify the main issues that need to be considered when assessing an organization. They are 
illustrated by examples explaining the content of the sub-criteria in more detail and suggest 
possible areas to address, in order to explore how the administration meets the requirements 
expressed in a given sub-criterion. By performing a self-assessment with the CAF, public sector 
organizations can find areas for improvement in the functioning of the organization and in 
pursuing desired results.

THE CAF MODEL: A HOLISTIC, INTEGRATIVE TQM APPROACH

The CAF takes a holistic, integrative approach, incorporating strategic, managerial, and 
operational control processes in a single model. In fact, it includes elements of six earlier 
approaches to management control: the bureaucratic and mechanistic concept, the cybernetic 
view, the agency approach, the human resource concept, the contingency view, and the 
organizational culture approach (Dahlgaard-Park, 2008). The linkage between modern 
management tools and the respective CAF Model Criteria illustrated in Figure 4 is yet another 
indicator of the CAF’s holistic, integrative character.
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Figure 4
Linkage of Modern Management Tools to the CAF Model Criteria

At the same time, the CAF also represents a TQM approach to performance evaluation 
and control. TQM nowadays integrates the analytical perspective of quality management with 
more humanistic concepts in a new management philosophy and a model, which emphasize 
improved competitiveness. At present, there seems to be a fuzzy consensus about what TQM 
itself actually constitutes. The vagueness of the TQM notion, together with influences from 
numerous management approaches has given rise to several interpretations of TQM’s contents 
(Yong/Wilkinson 2001), which are more or less embodied in the CAF model. Despite the 
divergence of views on TQM, each encompasses a number of key common principles including 
customer satisfaction (incorporated in CAF´s criteria 6 “Customer-/Citizen-Oriented Results” 
and 9 “Key Performance Results”), business process reengineering (incorporated in CAF`s 
criterion 5 “Processes”), employee orientation (incorporated in CAF´s criteria 3 “People” and 7 
“People Results”), and continuous improvement of an organization’s processes (incorporated in 
CAF`s criterion 5 “Processes”). 

Because TQM emerged from quality management approaches in manufacturing, a lively 
debate continues about its relevance in other types of settings, such as service industries or the 
public sector (Maram, 2008). The literature mirrors nicely mirrors this controversy (Swiss, 1992; 
Radin & Coffee 1993; Madsen, 1995; Silvestro, 2001; Adebanjo, 2001; Bovaird & Löffler, 2003; 
Stringham, 2004; Vinni, 2007).

ASSESSING THE CAF CRITERIA

Due to space limitations, it is not possible to examine here each of the nine criteria and 
twenty-eight sub-criteria in detail. (Institutions interested in doing so should use this link: 
http://caf.eipa.eu/3/98/.) Hence, for illustrative purposes, the following discussion focuses on the 
arguably most important criterion, namely leadership, its first sub-criteria, and associated 
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scoring. The panels depicted in this section are from the modified CAF(E) tool employed by the 
authors. 

Leadership is critically important because the behavior of an agency’s or institution’s 
leaders can help to create clarity and unity of purpose, as well as an environment in which the 
institution and its people excel. The term “people” denotes all those working in public 
administration, teaching, and in the psycho-medical-social, scientific, and technical fields. 

Leaders provide direction for the agency or institution. They develop the mission, vision 
and values required for its long-term success. They motivate and support people in the 
organization by acting as role models and adopting appropriate behaviors consistent with the 
values of the agency or institution.

Leaders develop, implement and monitor the organization’s management system and 
review performances and results. They are responsible for improving performance and preparing 
the future by bringing about the changes needed for the institution to fulfill its mission.

Whatever the field, leaders are the main interface between the institution and the political 
sphere, and it is their role to ensure responsibility-sharing by maintaining a certain degree of 
synergy. They are also responsible for managing relations with other stakeholders and ensuring 
that their needs are met.

Of course, in a representative democracy, it is for elected politicians to make strategic 
decisions and define objectives to be achieved in various policy areas. The leadership of public-
sector agencies and institutions assist them in policy-making through its input in terms of 
analysis, horizon-scanning or strategic planning, and is also responsible for policy 
implementation.

A distinction therefore has to be made within the public sector between the role of the 
political leadership and that of its various administrative organizations. The CAF focuses on the 
assessment of the management of these agencies and institutions, rather than on the “quality” of 
policies they implement.

Besides their own specific values, European public sector organizations share a number 
of common values such as social and human development through knowledge, consolidation and 
enhancement of European citizenship, provision of access for learners to the skills and 
capabilities needed to take up the challenges of the new millennium as well as strengthening the 
sense of shared values and sense of belonging to a common social and cultural area. 

Leaders disseminate these values throughout their respective organizations, incorporating 
them as necessary into codes of conduct to guide people’s professional behavior. They also 
create optimal conditions for their agency or institution to adapt itself to ongoing changes in the 
society they serve. They do so by seeking out opportunities to innovate and modernize, and by 
actively integrating electronic administrative solutions (i.e., e-Gov; distant/online learning).

Leaders of public sector organizations necessarily have to work within allocated 
resources to achieve their goals and targets. This necessity sometimes calls for balancing the 
needs of citizen/customers, political authorities, and other stakeholders. These leaders therefore 
must have a clear understanding of the variety of needs to be met and strive to respond to them 
taking political imperatives into account, while clearly affirming their commitment to 
citizen/customers as well as other stakeholders.

Allocating a score to each sub-criterion of the CAF model (illustrated below with the 
CAF(E) Leadership criterion) has 4 main aims:

(1) To provide information and give an indication on the direction to follow for 
improvement activities.
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(2) To measure the organization’s progress, if it carries out CAF assessments 
regularly, each year or every two years, which is good practice according to most Quality 
approaches.

(3) To identify Good Practices as indicated by high scoring for Enablers and 
Results. High scoring of Results usually are an indication of the existence of Good 
Practices in the Enablers field.

(4) To help to find valid partners to learn from (Benchmarking: How we compare; 
and Bench learning: What we learn from each other).
With regard to bench learning, however, it should be noted that comparing CAF scores 

has limited value and carries a risk, particularly if it is done without experienced external 
assessors trained to validate the scores in a homogeneous way in different public organizations. 
The main aim of bench learning is to compare the different ways of managing the Enablers and 
achieving Results. The scores, if validated, can be a starting point in this respect. That is how 
bench learning can contribute to improvement.

CAF 2006 provides two ways of scoring. “Classical” CAF scoring is the updated version 
of the CAF 2002 assessment panels. “Fine-tuned” CAF scoring is suitable for organizations that 
wish to reflect in more detail the analysis of the sub-criteria. The panels depicted in this section 
show the classical CAF scoring scheme. The Plan-Do-Check-Act-(PDCA)-cycle is the 
fundament of both ways of scoring. 

Classical CAF scoring is a cumulative way of scoring that helps the organization to 
become more acquainted with the PDCA-cycle and directs it more positively towards a quality
approach. In the Enablers assessment panel the PDCA phase is in place only when bench 
learning activities are part of the continuous improvement cycle (see Figure 5). The Results 
assessment panel distinguishes between the trend of the results and the achievement of the 
targets (see Figure 6).

Figure 5
Assessment Panel for Enablers
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Figure 6
Assessment Panel for Results

Participants in assessment groups next receive two instructions. First, they choose the 
level they have reached: Plan, Do, Check or Act. Their choice reflects the cumulative aspect of 
CAF scoring: an organization needs to have accomplished a phase (e.g.: Check) before reaching 
the next phase (e.g.: Act).

Second, they give a score between 0 and 100 according to the level the organization has 
reached inside the chosen phase. The scale on 100 allows participants to specify the degree of 
deployment and implementation of the approach. 

Group participants then begin assessing the Enablers and the Results. For the illustrative 
example chosen here of the aforementioned educational institution that means rating each of the 
Leadership criterion’s four sub-criteria. Figure 7 displays the adapted assessment panel for 
Leadership Sub-Criterion 1.1 – To give the organization direction.

Scoring Leadership Sub-Criterion 1.1 with the Enablers Panel

Group participants consider the evidence of what the institution’s leadership is doing to:
1.1 Provide direction for the institution by developing its mission, vision and values. The 

mentor accompanying the assessment supplies examples to encourage participants to reflect on 
various aspects of this sub-criterion and to facilitate the scoring process.

Examples:
a. Formulating and developing the mission(s) (what are we aiming to contribute to 

society?), the vision (who are the learners we are aiming to educate and train?), with the 
involvement of the stakeholders and people concerned.

b. Establishing, together with stakeholders, a framework of values incorporating 
transparency, ethics and the sense of service to society, and translating it in code of 
conduct.

c. Strengthening mutual respect and trust between leaders and people (e.g. by 
ensuring continuity of missions, visions, and values).

d. Communicating mission, vision, values, and strategic and operational 
objectives to all of the institution’s employees, as well as stakeholders.

e. Reviewing periodically the institution’s mission, vision and values to reflect 
external STEPE (social, technical, economic, political and environmental) changes.
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f. Managing conflicts of interest by identifying their potential sources and 
providing people with guidelines.

g. Creating conditions for effective communication.

Figure 7
Please evaluate on the basis of observations, experiences, and evidence what the leadership 

of the organization is doing…
P D C A PDCA

Evaluation 0-10 11-30 31-50 51-70 71-90 91-100 Wgtg
.

NA

1.1.1 To develop and formulate a vision and a 
mission.

1.1.2 To translate the vision and the mission into 
strategic and operational goals.

1.1.3 To create a framework of values (characterized 
for example by transparency, ethical 
principles, service to citizens; a code of 
behavior, developed in cooperation with 
affected interest groups).

1.1.4 To strengthen everyone’s mutual trust and 
mutual respect.

1.1.5 To create the prerequisites for effective 
communication and to convey the vision, 
mission, values, and goals to all relevant 
interest groups.

1.1.6 To keep adjusting the vision, mission, values, 
and goals to changing external conditions.

1.1.7 To eliminate conflicts of interest (e.g. through 
presentations on potential areas of conflict and 
through development of employee guidelines 
for dealing with conflicts of interest).

SELECTED TYPICAL FINDINGS

This section presents a few findings typical for a self-assessment.  Figures 8, 9, and 10 
display scores for the degree of attainment (Enablers), or the trend (Results), and their 
importance in a German police academy.  The scores ranging from 3.50 to 3.83 (see Figure 8) 
suggest assessment group members viewed all 5 Enabler criteria as rather important (reflected by 
the nearly symmetrical outer pentagon in Figure 9), but valued the organization’s people and its 
leadership slightly higher. Ranging between 3.06 and 3.41, the scores for the Results’ importance 
generally were somewhat lower. People-related and citizen/customer-oriented results were 
highest, while key performance results were lowest. Because the variation here also was not 
large, the outer rectangle in Figure 10 is not much different from a square.
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Figure 8
Overall Results for Degree of Attainment vs. Importance 

Legend:  
Criterion 1 Leadership; 
Criterion 2 Policy and Strategy; 
Criterion 3 People; 
Criterion 4 Partnerships and Resources;
Criterion 5 Processes;
Criterion 6 Customer-/Citizen-Related Results; 
Criterion 7 People Results; 
Criterion 8 Society Results; 
Criterion 9 Key Performance Results of the Organization
Overall = 10
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Figure 9
Degree of Attainment of Enablers vs. Their Importance

Legend:  
Criterion 1 Leadership; 
Criterion 2 Policy and Strategy; 
Criterion 3 People; 
Criterion 4 Partnerships and Resources;
Criterion 5 Processes
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Figure 10

Degree of Attainment of Results vs. Their Importance

Legend:  
Result 1 (Criterion 6) Customer-/Citizen-Related Results; 
Result 2 (Criterion 7) People Results; 
Result 3 (Criterion 8) Society Results; 
Result 4 (Criterion 9) Key Performance Results of the Organization

Scores for the degree of attainment and result trends lie well below their respective 
importance scores. The overall score for the importance of the criteria is almost twice as high as 
that for the degree of attainment. Among the individual criteria, assessment group members saw 
the Enablers strategy and planning and leadership, and citizen/customer-oriented Results, as 
strongest in terms of attainment. People, partnerships and resources (Enablers) as well as society-
related and key performance Results appeared to them to have the lowest levels of fulfillment. 
Although broadly resembling the outer forms in their geometry, the inner figures in both spider 
diagrams also appear a bit more skewed.  That is because the variation within each panel (1.50 -
2.21 for the Enablers, 1.61 - 2.00 for the Results) is larger for the degree of attainment than it is 
for importance.

Although the attainment scores are just half as large as the importance scores in Figures 
8-10, Figure 11 shows they nevertheless represent dramatic improvement for criteria 2 and 4-9
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relative to the scores from the previous self-assessment undertaken two years earlier. 
Consequently, the overall score improved from 1.36 to 1.78. The uniformly higher scores for the 
Results criteria mirror the emphasis placed on better performance in the first action report. 
Indeed, the improvement was greatest for the initial assessment’s two weakest criteria: from 0.98 
to 2.00 for Citizen/Customer-Oriented Results and from 0.71 to 1.61 for Key Performance 
Results. Only the scores for Leadership and People have declined somewhat. They therefore 
received additional attention in the second action report.

Figure 11
Comparison of Overall Assessment Results February 20XX vs. March 20XX+2

Legend:  Criteria 1-9 (see Legend of Figure 8); Overall = 10
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CONCLUSION

With regard to the evolution towards excellent public services in- and outside Europe, it 
is likely that the CAF will play an even larger role in the future than it has in the past. Continuing 
growth in user numbers confirm that the TQM model is attractive for the public sector. Even in 
times of budgetary restrictions and austerity, the involvement of civil servants in improving their 
organization’s efficiency and effectiveness through application of an excellence model such as 
the CAF, constitutes a way out of defeatism and lethargy. This holistic, integrative approach to 
organizational development, taking into account all stakeholders needs, including the authorities, 
citizens/customers, partners, and the organization’s people, contributes to strengthening the 
legitimacy of the public sector (Pollitt, 2000).

Despite the considerable space devoted above to explanation of procedures for awarding 
scores, scoring is not the most important part of CAF self-assessments. The goal is not to obtain 
maximum points at any price, but to establish operational systems for management and processes 
ensuring permanent improvement of an organization's activities. In this connection, 
implementation of CAF action plans facilitates introduction and use of such modern management 
tools as Balanced Scorecards, regular customer and employee satisfaction surveys, performance 
management systems, and so forth. 

Quality management with the CAF is a continuous process. It is important to evaluate the 
process of change constantly and repeatedly (e.g. every two years). The more often an 
organization completes a CAF self-assessment, the better the results seem to be. The apparent 
explanation for this tendency lies in the increased professionalism in implementing the self-
assessment as well as in allocating responsibilities for the accompanying measures and setting 
time schedules for improvement actions. On the basis of the CAF self-assessment more and more 
countries are organizing recognition schemes (Löffler, 2001; Bovaird & Löffler, 2009). CAF 
self-assessments also can lead to recognition by EFQM Levels of Excellence (www.efqm.org).

The CAF’s future success, however, depends directly on the total number of CAF users 
and thus on the engagement of political authorities to provide the necessary resources for its 
promotion and support. Therefore, the need to approach them so that they sponsor total quality in 
their administrations is a high priority. Another major factor required for future success is 
maintaining strong cooperation within the CAF user network because bench learning is a major 
CAF objective (Sitkin, Sutcliffe, & Schroeder, 1994). It thus is important to remember that 
together everyone achieves more!
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