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CHAPTER FIVE

Preparing the counteroffensive 

Charmé entrusted his associate, Inspector Sparky, with the
investigation to be made at PrintCo. He felt that it was more
important to concentrate on the announced or, at least, potential,
murders. First, the concerned firms had to be identified among all
those which had prepared an application file for the European Quality
Award. Eight other firms remained to be found.

Once again, they met in the Police Chief ’s office.
– How should we handle it ? he asked. 
Everyone started to think it over. One could hear deep breathings

and heads being scratched, and then one throat clearing. William
Rubio was getting ready to speak. Surprisingly, Timothée Scribble
kept quiet.

– I already suggested slipping among the assessors32. Thanks to
the Sudoku grid, we know what each firm is blamed for. During our
visits, we could systematically examine each criticism so as to identify
the targeted firms, if possible.
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32. There are some 200 assessors each year, who come from all countries related to the
EFQM. They are European in their vast majority. 



– That means some 30 firms33 and at least eight aspects for each
one of them, the Police Chief pointed out. Can we do it in the
framework of the formal visits for the award34?

– Supposing that we can join the assessors’ teams! added Carla
Brunetta, who was worried about having to take an exam.

Again there were scratched heads and heaving chests.
– The snitch is not a fool. However, he knows that our brains are

mixed up. So the solution is necessarily within the Sudoku grid, close
at hand. 

Their eyes turned to the former secret agent. What would he come
up with?

– Let me explain it.
His quiet voice and his pompous tone which contrasted with his

usual manner could only irritate all the participants, mostly the men.
Carla had a smile: she loved surprises coming from that tall guy with
his feigned awkwardness.

– The writer wants to send a message: to name the firm and
designate the fault. What is available to him in order to shed light on
the villainy and the European dimension of his action? The EFQM.
criteria. The Sudoku grid necessarily represents the map of Europe
and in each box you have the country where a targeted firm has its
head office. The problem is to locate each country correctly. We know
that France is the second box in the left column. Now we have to find
out the reasoning behind the construction of the Sudoku grid. I’ve
used everything I had in my coconut. The time has come to rack your
brains.

Scribble’s demonstration made them fall into a reverent silence.
Everything sounds easy with him, he is great, Brunetta thought. That
damn Timothée may be right but he gets on my nerves, Charmé
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33. There are 30 to 40 applicants each year. 
34. During their site visit, assessors can interview anyone in the firm and ask any type of

question, because what they want is to have a better knowledge of the way the firm is running.
So the visit is for our heroes an ideal mean to get inside the premises. 



mumbled. Though we are progressing, nothing is settled, Rubio said
to himself.

During the following minutes, everyone proposed a solution: on
a map of Europe, under France, you have Spain, and England at the
top, Germany at the centre and Italy just beneath. In any case, Greece
must be the last box at the bottom right. But if you have Belgium,
the EFQM head office, at the centre, then France is located on the
left side and Germany on the right. But box one could also be
Belgium, with Holland on its side, Germany below it, then Italy and
Spain on the left.

– Stop it, Police Chief Charmé stepped in. Tim is throwing us into
confusion. There is an easier solution, which is accessible to our weak
brains, as he said. That is the mere alphabetical order. If France is
the fourth box according to the normal reading sequence – top to
bottom and from left to right – it can be preceded by various
countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, England and Finland. It
means five names for three boxes. And it is followed by at least eight
countries for five boxes: Germany, Greece, Holland, Italy, Norway,
Portugal, Spain and Sweden.

– You must include Turkey, where a firm was awarded the prize
recently, and which, for that reason, is part of the countries that can
apply from EFQM point of view35, Rubio added.

– Bravo maestro, Scribble applauded as if he was lost in
admiration. And how do we eliminate the superfluous countries?

The Police Chief made a face hearing Scribble’s comment. He
had spoiled his effect because of that bastard who knew nothing about
brainstorming rules.

– Recently there was an affair in England where the manager of a
firm had not behaved in an exemplary way. At that time, the media
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35. The EEA (Excellent EFQM Award), which is a new name for the former EQA
(European Quality Award), can even be extended to other countries because the EFQM model
is presently in use outside Europe. 



spoke of a leadership problem. And that’s what we have in box one.
Remember, everything begins with leadership, said William. But it
doesn’t work with the alphabetical order suggested by Charmé. We
need to check that this firm did apply for the award. If such is the
case, we’ll see that two other applicants recently had difficulties that
penalize them in their pursuit of the award: the order used is
temporal, and France is the forth country that withdrew from
competition. So we have to concentrate our action on the five
companies from the remaining countries.

Carla’s reaction was a consolation to Daniel Charmé.
– Excellent! In that case, we’ll ask to join the teams of assessors

that go to the countries you mentioned. It becomes feasible if all of
us take part in the game.

The EFQM office was contacted by phone and confirmed the
assumption: the British firm Fine Jewelleries had withdrawn.

– We must become assessors urgently! Time is short.

A few days later, they applied for the position36, received the
documentation, filled out their respective applications, and met in
Brunetta’s house on her invitation. They had been asked to evaluate
a fictitious firm on the basis of a document describing its manage-
ment system, that is a document similar to the ones they would have
to mark in their capacity of assessors. All of them had suffered,
measured the difficulty of their task, and gone through periods of
anxiety and doubt when the time had come to put numbers on their
assessments. Now they acted brave, sustaining that the exercise was
not that difficult, providing that one could read between the lines.
Actually, they were relieved but extremely concerned by the result:
would they succeed and would they be kept for the second phase of
the selection?
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36. Assessors are selected according to their abilities (expertise in the content and
implementation of the model), their profile (it is adapted every year to the applicants) and their
citizenship. 



William Rubio was standing, looking through the window. In fact,
he was thinking about his assessment and wondered if he had been
unbiased and not too severe. He had given 40 points to the system
used for improving processes. He recalled the description: “Processes
are examined regularly at the same time as internal and external
audits completed with quarterly reviews.” But is it valid for all
processes? Is the examination based on a specific method? There is
no mention of it. Apparently, according to the annual investigation,
the suggestion system in place is running well, the procedure is
applied and the employees say they are satisfied. The firm can even
justify a substantial amount that can be saved thanks to the staff ’s
initiatives. Nevertheless, there is no basis of comparison to assess that
result. “All the comments made during the process reviews or the
audits are recorded and there is a follow-up of their treatment.” Phase
Do works well, but is the improvement system itself examined for
future improvements? The annual self-assessment certainly is a
method to control the efficiency, but is it sufficient? In fact, he
realized now that he could not remember whether the firm had
defined an improvement process that was subject to indicators,
audits, reviews, etc. like the other processes. And it seemed to him
that improvements were made in the absence of any guideline,
without any organized link with the strategic directions of the firm.
Maybe a mark of 40 was too high.

As for Tim, he explained to a dumbfounded Carla how he had
evaluated the case.

– That’s easy, you need to understand the global logic. When a
firm competes for the award, it necessarily reaches a level of 600 to
700 points37. It gives you a first snapshot. Then you look at the results:
if they go upward, you can be satisfied. It means that the management
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37. Our secret agent is a bit carried away by his enthusiasm and is confused between the
competitors for the award (theoretically with a mark higher than 500 points) and the finalists
(normally with more than 600 points).



methods are efficient. Otherwise, you rate the firm at less than 600.
Then, you only have to distribute the points between criteria. You
skim through the file to have an idea of the criteria that are correct
and of the criteria whose mark will be lowered; you can feel it in the
text. The more details you get, the better it is. In my profession, it was
essential to make a quick and accurate assessment. That’s why I am
an expert in this type of exercise. Anyway, the EFQM recommend-
ations specify that a 20 point difference is acceptable between
assessors: it proves that what matters most is discussion, reaching a
consensus. And when it comes to bullshitting, you guys are real
experts, just like me. Our views will prevail, that’s a sure thing.

– Wait a minute, Tim, Brunetta tried to step in. It was a quotation
exercise to test our understanding of the model and our knowledge
about the firm’s management. This is not a negotiating exercise! In
the same way, the self-assessment within the firm is neither an
exercise to praise the managing team nor a self-flagellation for the
supervisors. It gives us the opportunity to think together on the
functioning of the firm, in a clear and objective way. The use of figures
allows us to underline our individual perceptions and to explain our
positions. There is no winner and no loser. And a low mark does not
mean a moral judgment on the company.

Charmé was trying to understand how quotation could help them
to identify the firms and to prevent murders. After all, he thought,
our job is to analyse the mechanisms put in place to solve a
management problem: how the employees and the organization
maintain a dialogue, or how relations with the customers are
managed and enhanced. The identified weaknesses are related to the
ruling practices but say nothing about specific malfunctions.
Although the mark obtained by PrintCo under criterion 3b is high,
this criterion is in question in the anonymous message. So the
information we are looking for is located somewhere else. Maybe in
the non-conformity records or in the results of employee surveys. Or
in the links between sub-criteria. Number 3b refers to number 1d. 
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He was interrupted in his thoughts by Carla’s voice. 
– Meal is ready. I prepared a paella for you.
– Super! Great! Excellent! Her guests whooped with joy.
It did not take them long to show their appreciation for that nice

piece of work made by their hostess. They resumed their discussion
only after they had emptied their plates as well as the wine bottles.

– What did you think of the practical case? asked Carla Brunetta.
– I calculated 370 points, said Rubio, but I am wondering if my

quotation is not a bit too high.
– You think so? I came up to slightly more than 535, which I

thought was a severe mark. What about you, Carla?
– I quoted 420 but, in fact, I am not convinced that my

assessments are accurate. It’s a tricky exercise when you think
about it.

– You must be crazy or tight-fisted! Scribble shouted. The firm is
competing for the award, so obviously it is above the 600 level. Just
look at what is done down there: you don’t need to be experts to
understand that the company is good. The problem is that I will be
the only one who goes through, which does not help us.

– How did you come up with 600 points? First, the firm hardly
provided any figures under criteria 8 and 7. Furthermore, the results
for the other criteria, 6 and 9, improved only during two years, and
there are almost no targets or comparative data to assess the level of
the results38. So in total the quotation for the result component won’t
exceed 150 points once a mark has been given39. Thus factors would
be above 450 points, which is the maximum we can conceive.
Additionally, a practice needs to be not only good but excellent, and
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38. The EFQM model emphasizes the causal relationship between enablers and results.
Thus, the analysis can start with the results to try and find their reasons.

39. The principle of RADAR quotation is based, for all result criteria, and thus for criteria
6, 7, 8 and 9, on the assessment of targets, of tendencies (the progress towards these targets),
of comparisons (in relation to the results of the best companies of the domain) and of causes
(that explain these results). 



it must show that it produces excellent results, that is results at least
equal to those of the best firms. We are far from it!

– We don’t have the same approach, it is as simple as that, Scribble
answered without losing countenance.

– We do not need to have our own interpretation. Although it is
not totally objective and it does not offer a true mathematical
accuracy, the quotation remains a rigorous exercise with its own rules.
It is not just guessing.

Scribble’s face froze up again. He was impressed by Rubio’s
resolute tone. He vaguely felt that it was not his job and that he had
taken the exercise too lightly.

– Are there normally such big differences between assessors? Carla
asked with a tone she wanted to be pacifying.

– Well, it is not unusual to discover important differences when
people do a quotation for the first time. Their first mark is often very
high because the employees of a company naturally think that they
do a good work. So when the expert who assists them suggests a much
lower quotation, the next marks are strongly reduced. Progressively
you gather some reference data and the accuracy of the marks
improves. That’s something you must learn.

– Nevertheless it means that you do not become an assessor
overnight.

– Absolutely. Assessors are persons who know very well first the
way companies are run and, secondly, the EFQM model. And
assessments can vary even within a team. That’s normal, Rubio
added, because we can’t have the same degree of expertise in all areas.

– In that case, assessments made by the staff are not valid because
the employees have not the necessary skills? asked Charmé who was
thinking about the results of the self-assessment at PrintCo. Maybe
the firm has not reached the proper level to apply for an award.

– The context is different. We speak of a self-assessment, then. You
are right to say that there is a lot of subjectivity, at least at the
beginning. That’s not a problem. What matters during the first
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assessments is the dynamic you create. Improving communication
between people who learn to collectively interpret the functioning of
their firm. Reviewing regularly all the practices of the firm, all the
team together, without any barrier, questioning their relevancy and
efficiency. Amazing things can happen. For example the Finance
manager will get aware of the concerns of his counterpart in Human
Resources. Or the Production manager will discover it is essential to
admit that employees need to be trained. This dialogue is more
important that the accuracy of the mark, at least to begin with. Of
course, afterwards, quotation begins a tool for guiding the firm, but
it’s another subject.

Charmé and Brunetta had listened closely to William Rubio’s
explanations. Scribble understood that he had gone astray and he
was thinking about the way he would play the next round. He would
not be admitted in the assessors’ group and he needed to find a means
to continue the investigation. In short, he had stopped listening.

– So what do assessors do when there is a difference in quotations?
Brunetta asked.

– Well, they give explanations, to justify their marks and to describe
the line of thought that made them give a mark of 30, 50 or 60. The
RADAR grid40 slices the questions to be asked, and the different
aspects to be considered. Results are easier to evaluate than enablers
but, on the other hand, they appear to be closer to reality, which leaves
less room for subjectivity or for a debate between experts.

– What if one of the assessors gives the same mark again? Brunetta
insisted.

– It rarely happens. Generally, the difference in marks is due to a
gap between appraisals or interpretations. Everyone can readjust
thanks to the debate. The senior assessor decides eventually. Some
doubts may remain when you read the company’s submission
document. The site visit makes it possible to remove them.
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40. Of the quotation system named RADAR, which stands for “Result, Approach,
Deployment, Assessment and Review). 
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– And that is what we are going to do, isn’t it? Brunetta concluded.
– Provided we are selected! Charmé noted. The dispersion of our

marks means that some of us will be left out. I am wondering how
we can manage such a situation.

Actually, a few days later, they were informed that only Brunetta
and Rubio had been invited to a training seminar in Brussels41.
Scribble and Charmé were a bit offended, probably the Police Chief
more particularly because he had hoped that he would be part of the
team and thus eliminate his new rival in Carla’s heart. Unfortunately,
she was to go without him.

So the two future assessors went to the EFQM head office where
they found themselves among sixty42 other people coming from
various European countries including Turkey. There was even a
representative from Iran whose task was to develop the model in his
country. The aim of this training session was to know the model
better, as well as to practice consensus meetings and preparing visits.
At the end of the first day, Brunetta felt as if her head would break
into pieces. The need to speak English continuously, as this language
was the only link between people of different nationalities, had been
like a torture to her. The moderator was a friendly and talkative man,
whose explanations were clear but whose flow of information and
advice, though interesting, was difficult to digest. She appreciated
the martini that Rubio offered her in the evening at the bar where
they stood.

– I now have a better understanding of the model’s structure and
of the approach to quotation, she said. I believed that we only needed
to assess each sub-criterion per se. Actually, we need to look for
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41. The capacity to evaluate is critical for an assessor. It seems that Rubio and Carla got
the difficulty inherent in the exercise as well as the “value” of the points. 

42. The EFQM offers three possible dates for sessions that gather approximately 60 to 70
“potential” assessors each, because these training sessions, which are centred on team work,
can also be eliminatory. 



complementary information in the other sub-criteria. That is why we
have to know the links between them better, and interactions in
practices. In the case in question, it was said under sub-criterion 1b
that “following the EFQM assessments done with the managers’
participation, the remedial and preventive measures were graded
during a special seminar”, which implied that a control, at least a
general one, was done on all practices: one should take them into
account for the assessment of all sub-criteria. Also, the practice of
annual interviews is not systematically mentioned each time it relates
to a sub-criterion.

– You are right, we are not used to doing a transversal reading of
the model. However it gives a more dynamic vision of the firm’s
governance. The energy used to implement the quality principles
appears more clearly.

– Are you alluding to the loss analysis?
– Yes indeed. The grouping of sub-criteria by the moderator

according to their contribution to the orientation, the organization,
the management and the efficiency made it easier to understand
where losses came from. We felt a high mobilization level. The
moderator demonstrated that the orientation discrepancy produced
a substantial efficiency reduction. Basically, he explained that the
purpose of quality approaches is to have the whole company advance
at the same pace, and that the gaps between practising levels or the
differences in intensity for their implementation between
departments create malfunctions that are detrimental to the global
efficiency.

– That is why it is important to make a good assessment of
deployment43.

– And we can see more clearly why the concept of a certification
perimeter introduced by the old ISO standard could describe only

75

© Jacques Ségot - Christian Maréchal - 2008

43. Deployment is a basic concept in building up performance; it consists in showing 
the vacuity of a procedure or a decision that is not applied, or of a tool or a technique that is
not in use. 



one step in the construction of quality systems. Quality generates a
culture that must be shared by everyone44.

– In the same way, I can see more clearly how the site visits will
operate, confessed Brunetta who had been concerned about that
issue for a few days. In fact, even though our presence is due to a
totally different reason, it won’t harm the basic objective, which is to
have a better understanding of the firm.

– Basically, we must prepare questions to get answers that will
complement the information contained in the submission document
compiled by the firm. This way, the quotation will more truly reflect
the company’s functioning. For example, we’ll ask some details on
the exact content of values because most applicants merely mention
in their documents, for lack of space, the existence of values under
criterion 1a. Or, if no figure is provided, we’ll request the percentage
of women with a key position when we address the gender issue under
criterion 3a. Then we’ll ask some selected persons to comment the
statements contained in the company’s submission document. About
the section referring to managers who practise “management by
wandering around”, we’ll ask the interviewed employees to tell us
when their supervisor visited their office or their shop for the last
time, and how things went during that meeting. They should not have
the feeling that their boss is spying on them!

– Or if the company claims it wants to be the best in its category,
Brunetta went on, we’ll examine what it does for that and we’ll check
in particular whether it has already benchmarked45 the companies
that are presently at the forefront.

– As for me, I did not understand that dividing the analysis by sub-
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44. It is the concept of quality chain: the strength of a chain is appraised in relation to the
solidity of the weakest link. This is why the emphasis is put on quality within the team, the
involvement of individuals at all levels, including the managers. 

45. This element is one of the foundations of the model known as “Excellence Model”.
Excellence means the will to be the best. It refers to a competition and not to a degree unlike
certification. So one must demonstrate that he/she is better than his/her competitors. 



criterion is a necessary step to determine if the running dynamics is
sufficient for the firm to progress at a faster pace, to get tuned more
quickly and to mobilize all its resources in a coordinated way.

– Do you mean its capacity to change its shape in order to absorb
changes in the environment?

– In a way. Today, any firm of excellence must adopt a mode of
action suited to changing circumstances, while keeping its capacity
to control the quality of its products or services as well as the risks
associated to its activity.

– A kind of earthquake-proof structure, in short?
– Better than that, because when an earthquake happens,

everything comes to a stop. The firm of excellence has learnt to
continue its normal activity during crises.

Rubio saw on Brunetta’s face that she was seized with puzzlement.
– Are you wondering how the assessment can make such an

analysis possible?
She nodded her head.
– Actually, Rubio went on, it is made possible by practising self-

assessments because it is based on a holistic analysis of the way the
firm is run, because it promotes in the community a better awareness
of the mechanisms of change, because it creates an alert on the pace
of change in the environment. Our work as assessors is to evaluate
the presence of these elements that reflect the intensity of the self-
assessment in practice.

– The same way as an improvement of communication, of the
customer orientation, of anticipation and of empowerment is a sign
of the vitality of processes, in other words.

They had finished their drinks when they were joined by another
participant to the seminar, a young Spaniard named Pedro Amoroso.
Of course, they exchanged impressions on the session and both of
them were a bit astonished by their colleague’s comments. Obviously,
he knew perfectly the EFQM model and he had already been an
assessor, to Brunetta’s surprise.
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– You seem to be very comfortable with that subject. Why are you
participating in this seminar?

The young fellow had a smile and answered with perfect ease.
– Because it is an opportunity to meet other assessors and, so

doing, to extend my network.
– So you are looking to meet someone! Carla whispered

provocatively.
– Don’t believe that. I am trying to widen the group of my

informers.
Brunetta and Rubio looked at each other, stunned by his answer.
– I owe you an explanation and then you will be in a position to

become honourable members of my group. My mother died a long
time ago without giving away her secret. Maybe I was too young. But
I discovered in her papers a series of postcards all written in the same
style, and other postcards have been sent regularly to her address in
the meantime. Apparently, their author does not know she passed
away. He seems to travel a lot. These cards come from different
countries. Their tone, that sounds more than friendly, and the
duration of this correspondence make me think that the writer is my
father.

– But what is the relation with quality? Rubio asked.
– There is none, actually. The job I have chosen allows me to travel

and to meet many people to whom I tell my story. I hope that this
way I’ll cross paths with my father someday.

– For a revenge?
– Not at all. The content of his letters makes me think that he loved

my mother and that he still has feelings for her. I wonder whether he
knows I exist. I suggest we have dinner together so that I can tell you
a few more things about my father. As you are French, someone
around you may know him. That’s the rule of the six degrees of
separation.

Pedro Amoroso proved to be an expansive and hearty man, who
told them his life without any animosity or resentment. On the
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contrary, he seemed to be excited and happy to imagine that he might
meet that mysterious man who had sent over the course of 32 years
– which was Amoroso’s age – a total of 40 postcards originating from
different cities and countries. These last years, some of them had
come from very remote places. They seemed to say that only one thing
was important to their author: to keep in touch and to tell to that
woman he continued to be fond of her or at least that she remained
in his thoughts.

– We have a friend who also travelled a lot and who knows all the
places you mentioned. He was in business, Brunetta said discretely.
He has a very special method for deciphering documents. I will put
you in contact with him.

The conversation continued for a while on all kinds of subjects.
The atmosphere was quiet and relaxed, and the death threats had
been forgotten. Just before midnight, they returned to their rooms.
The following day would require another concentration effort.
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Could Excellence, too often mistaken for mere perform-
ance, kill people? This very topical question will need to
be answered by our team of investigators, once again
united around the spirited Carla Brunetta and grappling
with a new adventure. The discovery of Jean Latour’s body
in the dawn’s early hours is a prelude to a vast investigation
all around Europe to understand the meaning of the
EFQM acronym and the foundation of the EEA Prize
award that is given every year to the best firms.
At the end of this innovative educational thriller, you will
know the reasons why this management tool is the key to
sustainable Excellence.

Jacques SÉGOT and Christian MARÉCHAL: two doctorates (in mathematics
and history), 38 years of professional experience promoting quality and, finally, 
a great thriller mixing unexpected situations, humour and passion to help under-
standing the approaches to Excellence. 
Christian Maréchal is a management consultant and the creator of the ESP
assessment method. 
Jacques Ségot has been very involved in teaching and coordinating activities 
for several years to promote quality within the ISO (he is chairing the AFNOR
Quality and Management Standards Committee in charge of the advancement of
ISO 9000 standards) as well as within La Poste where he initiated the system
certification policy, the development of the Professional Equality label, the
implementation of the Investor in People reference framework and the Working-
to-Excellence approach.
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