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Abstract: The EFQM excellence model is highly regarded as an organizational management framework and is
used not only within Europe but around the world. In this paper we assess whether the EFQM model supports
the necessary functions for organizational viability. To this purpose, we use the viable system model (VSM)
as a means to describe the functions required for organizational viability. Then we use the VSM as a template
to assess whether and how the EFQM model supports these functions for organizational viability.
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INTRODUCTION It is the aim of the paper to answer this question. In

Many quality awards have been developed in Europe functions required for organizational viability are
the last 15 years. Their purpose is the improvement of the supported by the EFQM excellence model. An insight into
competitiveness of various types of organizations and the contribution of the EFQM excellence model to
there is no doubt that business excellence models, such organizational viability allows capitalizing on this
as the European Foundation for Quality Management contribution and directs the search for instruments
(EEQM) excellence model and their basic characteristics complementary to the EFQM excellence model.
are in the focal point of many studies and applications. To assess the contribution of the EFQM excellence

The EFQM has a membership of more than 750 model to organizational viability, we selected the viable
European organizations, all of which are committed to system model (VSM) developed  by  Beer  as  a  criterion
improving efficiency, effectiveness and achieving [1,2]. We selected the VSM because it systematically
excellence. unfolds the necessary and sufficient functions required

Organizations in Europe and other places widely for viability [1,3]. The functions and their relations
accept that quality management is a way of managing unfolded in the VSM, constitute the template required to
activities to gain efficiency, effectiveness and competitive assess the functionality of the EFQM excellence model.
advantage. Consequently, it aims at ensuring long-term For the purpose of this assessment, we organize the
organizational viability via meeting the needs of their paper into four stage. In first stage, we unfold the
customers, employees, financial and other shareholders functions required for viability specified in the VSM. In
and the community at large. next stage, we describe the EFQM excellence model, then

To realize this aims, the EFQM excellence model we assess the EFQM excellence model's contribution to
specifies nine criteria. Five of these are “Enablers” and organizational viability and in final, our findings are
four are “Results” The “Enabler” criteria cover what an summarized.
organization does. The “Result” criteria cover what an
organization achieves. Viable System Model (VSM): In search of a universally

Given the importance of organizational viability, the valid approach to the modeling and design of
need for its support and the potentials of the EFQM organizations, Stafford Beer, father of Management
excellence model, the question arises whether the EFQM Cybernetics, developed a set-theoretical model in which
excellence model supports the basic functions required to he enumerated and defined the structural prerequisites for
keep organizations viable. the viability of organizations [3].

this paper, with a systemic view, we assess which of the
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This model has been developed from the field of
cybernetics and systems theory [4]. The thrust of the
model is a set of functions that exist in every operational
system and are essential to maintain viability. A system
maintains viability if “it is capable of responding to
environmental changes even if those changes could not
have been foreseen at the time the system was designed”
[5].

Among the distinctive features of the VSM are:

Focus on Viability: The VSM is a framework for the
structuring of organizations as viable systems, which deal
with complexity adaptively and recursively. This focus on
viability does not preclude other theories of management,
but it does complement the many approaches which focus
on partial aspects of design and control with an
integrative view. It also provides a theory for the design
of organizations and parts thereof as wholes, the viability
and development of which are grounded in their ability to
cope with complexity effectively.

High Level of Generality: The VSM is not concerned with Fig. 1: The full Viable System Model
a particular structure, but with a system’s essential
organization-with what defines the system and enables produced at different levels of aggregation by its
the maintenance of its identity [4]. In a nutshell, the VSM embedded primary activities and the value chain of the
specifies a set of functions, which provide the necessary organization as a whole implements its overall purpose.
and sufficient conditions for the viability of any human or The existence of a collection of primary activities as
social system. These functions and their such is insufficient to maintain the viability of an
interrelationships are specified in a comprehensive theory organization. Somehow, these primary activities must be
[1], which is, in principle, applicable to any social system, forged into the larger whole of the organization. To this
particularly to organizations. purpose, four additional functions are required:

The foundation of the VSM is the identification of coordination, control, intelligence and policy.
five functions that according to Beer [3], these five
functions and their relations that shown in Figure1, are Function 2:
necessary and sufficient conditions for organizational Coordination: A viable system also has systems in place
viability. To develop the template for the assessment of to co-ordinate the interfaces of its value-adding functions
the contribution of the EFQM to organizational viability, and the operations of its primary sub-units.
we describe  these  five  functions  and  their  relations In organizations, primary activities may depend on
(below). shared resources. People, machines, shared in- or output

Function 1: of shared resources. These dependencies make the
Primary Activities: Function 1 of an organization as a primary activities interdependent. Function 2 facilitates
viable system consists of the collection of its primary the coordination of interdependencies between function
activities. These primary activities constitute the system's 1 activities, hence its name: coordination.
raison d'être [6]. Primary activities, those responsible for Examples of function 2 activities are the introduction
producing the products or services implied by the of quality standards, the design and implementation of
organization’s identity, are at the core of the recursive shared planning systems, or the introduction of a common
model.  The   organization’s   products  and  services  are language to discuss coordination problems.

markets, or output of other primary activities, are examples
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Function 3: required. Beer calls this function intelligence. It is the task
Control: The primary activities and coordination are of intelligence to scan the environment of the organization
necessary, but not sufficient for the viability of an for relevant developments and to initiate adaptation to
organization. Each primary activity can still pursue its own keep the identity and mission aligned with them (doing
goals without contributing to the realization of the the right thing, instead of doing things right, [6].
identity and mission of the viable system as a whole. For The Intelligence function is the two-way link between
this reason, Beer [3] argues that there must be a third the primary activity (ie.Viable System) and its external
function ensuring synergy and cohesion between the environment. Intelligence is fundamental to adaptivity;
primary activities. He calls this function “control”. Its task firstly, it provides the primary activity with continuous
is to translate the identity and mission of the viable feedback on marketplace conditions, technology changes
system into goals for the primary activities and to control and all external factors that are likely to be relevant to it in
the realization of these goals. In this way, control takes the future; secondly, it projects the identity and message
care of the contribution of the primary activities to the of the organization into its environment.
realization of the identity and mission of the viable These loops must operate in balance, to avoid either
system. overloading the system with a swamp of external research

data without the capacity to interpret and act on that data;
Control  has  three  instruments  to  discharge  its or the alternative risk of communicating outwards in a

task. strong fashion, without having a corresponding means to

First, it gives direct command to and receives direct The intelligence function is strongly future focused.
reports from the management of the primary It is concerned with planning the way ahead in the light of
activities. external environmental changes and internal
Second, Control can audit the management of the organizational capabilities so that the organization can
primary activities. The aim of these audits is to stay invent its own future (as opposed to being controlled by
aware of problems facing the management of the the environment). To ensure that its plans are well
primary activities and to help finding solutions to grounded in an accurate appreciation of the current
them. organizational context, the intelligence function also
Third, control ensures the synergy of the primary needs to have at its disposal an up to date model of the
activities by controlling the coordination effort by organization.
function 2.

Control not only focuses on the realization of the Policy: The last function, giving closure to the system as
identity and mission of the viable system, but it is also a whole, is the policy-making function. This function is by
involved in the adaptation of this identity and mission. definition low-variety (in comparison with the complexity
Because of control's knowledge about the modus of the rest of the organizational unit and the even larger
operandi and problems of the primary activities, its complexity of the surrounding environment); it therefore
second task is to review proposals for innovation needs to be highly selective in the information it receives.
produced by the intelligence function (see the following) This selectivity is largely achieved through the
and to assess whether these proposals are realistic given activities and interactions of the Intelligence and Control
the potential for change of the primary activities. To this functions. One of the key conditions for organizational
purpose, control is involved in a continuous discussion effectiveness relates to how the Intelligence and Control
about the feasibility of proposed innovations. functions are organized and interconnected. Intelligence

Function 4: definition, adjustment and implementation of the
Intelligence: Functions 1-3 are necessary for the organizational unit’s identity. Control focuses on the
realization of the identity and mission of viable realization of identity and mission of the organization,
organizations, yet they are not sufficient for while intelligence focuses on initiating adaptation.
organizational viability. Viability also means adaptation. Supposed that, if the interaction between control and
To make adaptation possible, a fourth function is intelligence  is  not coordinated, then three problems may

listen for feedback from the marketplace.

Function 5:

and Control offer complementary perspectives on the
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occur. First, interaction is too loose. In this case, between them and the characteristics these relations
proposals for innovations are not assessed in terms of the
organization's potentials for change and existing
potentials for change cannot be exploited by innovations.
Both the realization and adaptation of the organization's
identity and strategy may slowly stop. In the second and
third problem, interaction between control and intelligence
is intense, but one of the functions dominates the other.
If intelligence dominates control, the organization runs the
risk of “innovatism”. Innovative products or technologies
proposed and introduced do not match the potential for
change of the primary activities. If control dominates
intelligence, the organization runs the risk of
“conservatism”. Proposals for innovation are rejected
because of an obsession with current markets, products
and production technologies.

Policy provides closure to the adaptation and
realization cycle. As such, it completes the list of
functions necessary and sufficient for viable organizing.

The Principle of Recursion: It is a characteristic of the
VSM that these subsystems and their relations are
recursive; that is, each independent viable system is
embedded in other more comprehensive systems. The
divisions are embedded in the business units which are
embedded in the organization. In fact any complex viable
system will be embedded in more than one set of recursive
relationships.

Each lower level of recursion (e.g. business unit,
organization) should have both the autonomy to adapt to
developments in its particular environment and contribute
to the synergy and cohesion of the larger viable whole.
The autonomy of the parts, e.g. the business units,
should only be constrained to safeguard the synergy of
the whole, the organization. Each viable system at a lower
level of recursion both absorbs its share of the total
complexity the viable system at the next higher level has
to deal with and contributes to the goals of this viable
system. Hence, in the ideal case, a viable system is
embedded within another viable system and is itself
constituted by viable systems [1].

For reasons of exposition, we focus at the level of
recursion of the organization as a whole in the rest of this
paper. The primary activities of the organization are
organized into a number of business units. The collection
of business units realizes function 1 of the organization.

Relations Between Functions: The VSM not only
describes the functions needed for viability. It also
describes  the   interactive   relations   that   should   exist

should have. To this purpose, it divides the functions into
two groups.

The first group consists of the primary activities,
coordination and control. This group deals with the
realization of the organization's identity and strategy. The
VSM specifies the direct commands and reports relation
between control and the primary activities. Management
should minimize the use of direct commands and reports,
i.e. commands and reports should be infrequent and
regular, standardized and aggregated. The reason for this
is that control should focus on the synergy and cohesion
of the primary activities. To this purpose, it should
respect the autonomy of these primary activities. The
VSM explicitly states that control should only intervene
in the autonomy of the primary activities if they use their
autonomy in a way that endangers the synergy of the
organization as a whole [3]. To make the minimal use of
direct commands and reports, the VSM recommends that
control should use sporadic, detailed audits with
discretion. Moreover, it recommends maximizing
continuous, problem specific interaction between
coordination and the primary activities [6].

The second group consists of control, intelligence
and policy. This group deals with the adaptation of the
organization's identity and mission: its task is inventing
the organization [6]. Together, control, intelligence and
policy attempt to keep the organization aligned with
relevant developments in its environment. 

The VSM recommends that control and intelligence
are highly interconnected and of similar complexity. The
interaction between them should be continuous, intense,
detailed and balanced. Discontinuities in the interaction
between intelligence and control harbor the danger of
slowing down the innovation process. Feedback by
control on plans for innovation or suggestions for
intelligence activities by control may come too late if
interaction between control and intelligence is not
organized on an regular basis. Only loose and aggregate
interaction between intelligence and control may lead to
a culture of estrangement between “innovators” and
“makers”. To deal with the many and complex issues
related to innovation an intensive and detailed discussion
of these issues is required. As has been argued,
unbalanced interaction between intelligence and control
can lead to either “innovatism” or “conservatism”, which
is detrimental to organizational viability. It is the task of
the policy function to manage the interaction between
intelligence and control. To this purpose, policy should
focus on the process of interaction. It should minimize
intervention in its content.
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The two groups are linked by control that is a part of
both groups. In the group that is responsible for adapting
the organization's identity and mission, control reviews
proposals for innovations by intelligence from the
viewpoint of the capacity for change of the primary
activities. In the group that focuses on realizing the
organization's identity and strategy, control concentrates
on the contribution of the primary activities to the
strategy of the organization as a whole.

In relation, activities implementing the functions
specified by the VSM allow organizations to adapt and
realize their identity and mission in a way that enables
them to keep a separate existence in their environment. As Fig. 2: The EFQM excellence model 
such, it is possible to use the VSM as a template to assess
the contribution of the EFQM model to organizational improvement achieved [13]. The EFQM excellence model
viability. In the next section, we prepare this assessment is a non-prescriptive framework. Hence, self-assessment
by a short introduction of EFQM. can be conducted by applying a variety of tools [12],

The EFQM Excellence Model: The European Foundation achievement matrix (refer [14,15] for a comparison of these
for Quality Management based in Brussels was founded methods).
in 1988 by 14 leading corporations. The aim is to induce But the EFQM excellence model has other benefits
and secure a systematic and incremental increase in apart from those derived from  self-assessment. The
quality in European organizations in order to strengthen EFQM excellence model can be considered as a guide to
their position in the global market. It was modeled on the the introduction of a TQM initiative, since the model
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award in the USA, as synthesises the principles or fundamental concepts of
well as the Deming Award in Japan. TQM in clear and accessible language [16-18]. Train and

The EFQM excellence model is a framework based on Williams [13] conceive it as a “generic model that allows
nine criteria. The first five of the latter are the “Enablers” a holistic approach to be taken to the management of an
criteria and the last four are the “Results” criteria. The organisation’s quality systems”.
“Enabler” criteria cover “what an organization does, or
should do”, whilst the “Results” criteria cover “what an Reviewing the Efqm Excellence Model  Using  the  VSM:
organization achieves, or should achieve” (Figure 2) In this section we assess whether the EFQM excellence

Excellent results with respect to performance, model supports the functions required for viability as
customers, people and society are achieved through specified by the VSM.
Leadership driving policy and strategy that is delivered The result of this section can helpfulness to access
through People Partnership and Resources and Processes a better recognition from EFQM excellence model
[7]. strengths and weaknesses.

The EFQM Excellence Model - like other quality To compare the functionality of the VSM and the
award models is based on self-assessment. Self- EFQM with a systemic approach, we map the functions
assessment implies a comprehensive and regular review supported by the EFQM excellence model to the groups
of an organisation’s activities and results against the of VSM functions dealing with adapting the
criteria of the model [7-10]. Undertaking a self-assessment organization’s identity and mission (policy, intelligence
process against the EFQM Excellence Model provides an and control) and realizing the organization’s identity and
objective, systemic measure of an organisation’s mission (primary activities, coordination and control).
strengths and areas of improvement and gives rise to the The first group of functions supports the adaptation
establishment and implementation of action plans, of the identity and mission of the organization. The
integrated in business planning [11,12]. The self- functions involved are policy, intelligence and control.
assessment process also allows a methodology to be Together, intelligence and control generate relevant and
adopted that will assess progress towards feasible plans for innovations that either elaborate on or
TQM/Excellence on a regular basis by providing a expand the organization’s current identity and mission.
comparison of scores from assessments to track  the  real Scanning relevant developments  in  the  environment  of

including questionnaires, workshops, award simulation or
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the organization and relating them to potentials for Also McAdam and O`Neil (1999) criticized the EFQM
change is crucial for the generation of these plans. The excellence model by using TQM framework a below:
policy function balances and facilitates this discussion
between intelligence and control and consolidates its EFQM excellence model does not formulate strategy,
results in plans for innovation. nor does it properly evaluate strategy, rather it

If we map the EFQM excellence model to this group evaluates the process of forming strategy.
of functions, it appears that it pays little attention to the There is a lack of a predictive element that would help
interplay between intelligence and control and the identify new customers and markets, reflecting the
facilitating role of a policy function. lack of strategic integration referred to already.

One of the reasons that we can say EFQM excellence The model is an audit tool of what is already
model pays little attention to adaptation of the identity happening. It does not indicate best or preferred
and   mission  in  an  organization  is  this  fact  that  the practice in an organizational context.
self-assessment  approach  suggested  by consultants or The model does not show how business processes
other experts  trained  as  EFQM  excellence  model can be identified or improved.
assessors is often  an  award-based  approach   even if
 the companies need quite a different approach. Also however EFQM excellence model is based on

In most cases companies do not aim to receive a the eight fundamental concepts shown above, the actual
quality award, but rather need to initiate and carry out implementation approach will vary depending on the
sustainable quality improvements. In these cases the interpretation and understanding of the model and the
strategic intent of the company will determine what is existing management paradigm often determines the
most  important  in  the  self-assessment  process  [10,19] character and direction of the interpretation. For instance,
and the standard weights of the model’s criteria if the existing and dominant management paradigm is a
suggested by EFQM excellence model are meaningless rational and measurement oriented one, the model will be
and misguiding. Furthermore, the model generally pays interpreted favouring those aspects, while other aspects
little attention to contextual factors. The right approach such as people and culture, which are rather irrational and
for implementation varies depending on the current intangible aspects will be more or less undermined or
maturity level of the company and existing organizational ignored [21]. Hence a major problem, when implementing
culture [20]. the model, is to balance the human oriented approach with

In addition there are other reasons that demonstrated a fact and measurement based approach. This problem is
EFQM excellence model weaknesses in dealing with related to a tendency to focus mainly on tangible and
adapting the organization’s identity and mission that we objective aspects while underestimating the more
mentioned them as below. intangible and subjective aspects.

The model provides a generic content and lacks its problem of the adaptation of an organization’s identity
credibility to some extent when applied into and mission nor proposes a solution to this problem in
organizations across different sectors. functional terms.
The model provides no way of prioritization i.e no However, this functional “blind spot” of the EFQM
way to prioritize the processes exist. excellence model does not mean that it cannot any
It has got a terminology problem when applied across contribute to the discussion about adapting the
different organizations. organization’s identity and mission. From the four
The model basically gives emphasis on self “results” criteria in the EFQM excellence model it is
assessment of organizations processes or work areas possible to collect valuable information about the
(present focus) rather than a more holistic organization’s success in realizing its identity and
measurement of organization’s outcomes and mission.
achievements. Another contribution of the EFQM excellence model
The model consideration of taking into account of to the complex of VSM functions dealing with adapting
present day processes into account rather than the organization’s identity and mission is that it can
future processes and performance. support  the assessment of plans for innovation through

The EFQM excellence model neither addresses the
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Table 1: Comparing the VSM and the EFQM excellence   model, adapting the organization’s identity and mission

VSM function Description of VSM function VSM function is supported by EFQM

Policy Balancing interaction between intelligence and control and consolidating its results No

Intelligence Scanning the environment of the organization for relevant developments, No

initiating plans for innovation

Control Assessing feasibility of plans for innovation, suggesting scanning activities of intelligence No

Table 2: Comparing the VSM and the EFQM excellence model, realizing the organization's identity and mission

VSM function issupported

VSMfunction Description of VSMfunction by EFQM model

Control Managing the synergy and cohesion of the primary activities Yes

Coordination Supporting the solution of problems concerning interdependencies between the primary activities Yes

Primaryactivities Actually realizing the organization's identity and Mission Yes

innovation and learning feedback. Innovation and The EFQM excellence model is based on the logical
learning feedback constitute valuable sources of assumption that there is an internal structure between the
information about the organization’s potential for realizing enabler criteria. Its graphic illustration (Figure 2) shows
plans for innovation suggested by intelligence. that leadership drives policy and strategy, people

In sum, although the EFQM excellence model does management and partnerships and resources and these
not systematically pay attention to the complex of three elements influence the results through suitable
functions required for adapting the organization’s identity processes [7]. Some empirical work supports the
and mission, information taken from the four perspectives interrelation between the enabler elements in the EFQM
can be used as a valuable  input  to  this  discussion. excellence model. Dijkstra [23] conducted a study to
Table 1 summarizes the adaptive VSM functions identify its structure, the results of which indicate that
supported by the EFQM excellence model and possible positive and moderate associations exist between the
contribution of the EFQM excellence model to these enabler criteria because of the existence of a common
functions. latent general factor behind them.

The second group of VSM functions deals with the This same logic can be applied in analyzing the result
realization of the organization’s identity and mission. It criteria. The interdependent nature of the quality results
consists of the primary activities, the coordination and is present in the bottom line of the EFQM excellence
control function. The primary functions realize the model, whose approach is that excellence depends on
strategies derived from the organizations identity and balancing the needs of all stakeholders [24]. As
mission. Both coordination and control support them in previously noted from the enabler perspective, the
this task. Coordination focuses on solving problems structure of the model highlights an internal logic between
caused by interdependencies between the primary the result elements [16]. It assumes that customer results,
activities. It supports these primary activities in a way that people results and society results will, together, ultimately
reduces the regulatory burden on the control function. To imply excellent key performance results. Westlund [18]
realize the identity and mission of the organization, explicitly recognizes the linkages between the result
control aims at maintaining the synergy and cohesion criteria in order to develop a “society environmental
between the primary activities. Its primary task is to index”.
translate organizational goals into goals for the primary The EFQM excellence model does not only reflect
activities and to monitor and control their realization. associations between the components in each of its

If we map the EFQM excellence model to this group of domains, but also suggests that the enabler criteria have
functions, it appears that it supports which functions that a direct influence on the results. Its fundamental premise
play important role in realization of the organization’s is that excellence in enablers will lead to superior results
identity and mission. [22]. Moreover, its structure emphasises the need to drive

The model provides strong relationship or linkages the activities in the organisation systematically with the
between its nine criterion. It presupposes an association intention of improving the results [12]. This belief is
between the enablers and the results, since excellence in included in the definition of the model: “excellent results
the enablers will be visible in the results [22]. with  respect   to   performance,   customers,   people   and
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society  are  achieved  through   leadership   driving 7. European Foundation for Quality Management (1999),
policy and strategy, partnerships and resources and EFQM for Business Excellence: Company Guidelines,.
processes” [7]. 8. Hillman, G.P., 1994. “Making self-assessment

In the heart of EFQM excellence model there is an successful”, The TQM Magazine, 6: 29-31.
assessment and control tool, this tool is the RADAR card 9. Van der   Wiele,   A.   A.R.T.   Williams, B.G.   Dale,
[7]. There are two forms of this card. The first one refers G.   Carter,   F.   Kolb,   D.M.   Luzo´n,   A.   Schmidt
to the Assessment, Deployment and Assessment and and    M.   Wallace,   1996.   “Quality   management
Review of the approaches of each Enabler criterion, whilst self-assessment: an examination in European
the second one has to do with the Results criteria by business”, J. General Manage.,  22(1): 48-67.
measuring trends, targets, causes, comparisons and 10. Conti, T., 1997. Organizational Self-Assessment,
scope. Chapman and Hall, London.

CONCLUSION Excellence, Butterwoth-Heinemann, Oxford.

Since reviewing the EFQM excellence model with “Self-assessment: what’s  in  it for us?”, Total Quality
using the functions required for viability specified by the Manage., 8(2/3): S90-4.
VSM as a template, it appeared that the EFQM excellence 13. Van der Wiele, T., B. Dale and R. Williams, 2000.
model pays little attention to the group of the policy, “Business improvement through quality management
intelligence and control functions needed for the systems”, Management Decision,  38(1): 19-23.
adaptation of the identity and mission of the organization. 14. Zink, K.J. and A. Schmidt, 1998. “Practice and

Another word the EFQM excellence model does implementation of self assessment”, International J.
contribute to organizational viability with support of Quality Sci.,  3(2): 147-70.
functions which deals with the realization of the 15. Ritchie, L. and B.G. Dale, 2000. “Self-assessment
organization’s identity and mission as defined by the using the business excellence model: a study of
VSM. practice and process”, International Journal of

But, it’s not a sufficient condition for organizational Production Economics, 66(3): 241-55.
viability because the EFQM excellence model pays little 16. Ghobadian, Model A. and H.S. Woo, 1996.
attention to adaptation of the identity and mission in an “Characteristics, benefits and shortcomings of four
organization and it should be linked to other, major quality awards”, International Journal of
complementary, instruments that support other functions Quality and Reliability Manage., 13(2): 10-44.
specified by the VSM and it’s necessary to develop a 17. Eskildsen, J.K.   and   G.K.   Kanji,    1998.
hybrid framework that overcomes weaknesses of the “Identifying the vital few using the European
EFQM excellence model. foundation for quality management  model”,  Total
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