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Thousands of organizations around the world use the 
Malcolm Baldrige Criteria for Performance Excellence 
(Baldrige Criteria) to improve and attain sustainable 
results. Why is it so successful? The Baldrige Criteria 
expresses what great organizations should do to be 
successful.  

Your leaders may seek an evaluation of how well the 
organization is employing the Baldrige Criteria. To obtain 
such evaluation, the organization must answer the 
Baldrige Criteria questions by documenting its key 
organizational processes. This information is often called 
an Application. The organization must then submit the 
Application to a state or regional performance excellence 
award program for evaluation. A team of evaluators 
assesses the Application against the Baldrige Criteria 
and provides Feedback. The Feedback provides the 
organization’s leaders with an assessment of how well 
the organization is meeting the Baldrige Criteria.  

Answering all the Baldrige Criteria questions can be a 
daunting task. Many Performance Excellence Award 
Organizations (PEAO) now offer what is called a Level 3 
Application, which contains about 75% fewer questions 
than the full Baldrige Criteria. Think of the Level 3 Criteria 
as “Baldrige lite.” Many organizations find it easier to 
submit a “Level 3 Application” to their PEAO to gain 
valuable Feedback on how well they are applying the 
Baldrige principles. 

The Application is also an excellent tool to educate Board 
members and employees about: organizational goals; 
key processes; and key measures of performance.  

The Seven Steps below make it easier to produce a well-
written Level 3 Application. Using them will help an 
organization complete the Application better, faster, and 
more efficiently. A well-written application will earn 
Feedback from its PEAO that sheds light on the 
organizations' strengths and improvement opportunities. 
The Feedback becomes the organization’s guide to 
improve its operation’s performance.  

Step 1. Gather Key Materials. The 2019-2020 Level 
3 Criteria questions are presented in a publication titled 
2019-2020 Baldrige Excellence Builder. It is also 
important to get a copy of the 2019-2020 Baldrige 
Framework with its associated Criteria for Performance 
Excellence (“Baldrige Criteria”). Both documents are 
available on the Baldrige website www.nist.com/Baldrige. 
Both documents are necessary to develop a well-written 
Level 3 Application. 

Step 2. Explore The Level 3 Criteria 
Architecture.  The Level 3 Criteria questions are a 
subset of the Baldrige Criteria questions.  

The Level 3 Criteria as well as Baldrige Criteria questions 
are grouped into seven categories: 

• Organizational Profile 
• Leadership - Category 1 
• Planning - Category 2 
• Customers - Category 3 
• Measurement - Category 4 
• Workforce - Category 5 
• Operations - Category 6 
• Results - Category 7 

 

Level	3	Application	Development	
Made	Easy		

 

Preparing a well-written 
Level 3 Application is a 
great way to begin your 
performance 
improvement journey. 
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Meaning of “How”?  The Level 3 Criteria questions that begin with the word 
“How” ask for information that describes the organization’s processes. A good 
way to do this is to describe the inputs to the process, the steps in the process, 
who is involved in those steps, the outputs from the process, and the frequency of 
the process. 

There are two Items within each Category except for 
Category 7, which has five Items. 

The Baldrige Criteria questions within each Category 
consist of: 

• Item titles descriptions/questions 
• Specific questions with reference numbers – [e.g., 

1.1a(1), 2.1(a)] in bold font within each Item 
• Several non-bolded questions under each specific 

question 
In Baldrige lingo, item titles descriptions/questions are the 
“Basic” questions. The specific questions in bold font 
within each Item are the “Overall” questions. The detailed, 
non-bolded, questions under each “Overall” question are 
referred to as the “Multiple” questions.  

If an “Overall” question appears vague, it is helpful to read 
the associated “Multiple” questions. The “Multiple” 
questions provide more context about the purpose of the 
“Overall” questions. In addition, the Baldrige Criteria 
provides Notes at the bottom of each page. The Notes 
offer additional clarity regarding the intent of the Baldrige 
“Overall” and “Multiple” questions.  

The “Overall” questions are the Level 3 Criteria questions 
that are also found in the Baldrige Excellence Builder. An 
organization’s Level 3 Application should respond to every 
“Overall” question. The responses should describe the 
process the organization is employing to do what the 
Criteria ask.  

If you read the Baldrige Criteria questions as declaratory 
statements, the Criteria state what great organizations do! 
This is the roadmap to being a great organization!  

Mega Tip: It is very beneficial to use the Baldrige Criteria booklet 
when developing a Level 3 Application instead of the Excellence 
Builder. Some Level 3 Questions are vague and difficult to 
understand. The Notes and “Multiple” questions in the Baldrige 
Criteria booklet help clarify the vagueness.  

Step 3. Draft the Organizational Profile Before 
Drafting Lite Criteria Question Responses. The 
Level 3 Criteria asks for a five-page summary of the 
organization, called an Organizational Profile. The Profile 
describes the organization, its services, its customers, and 
its operating environment. Examiners use the Profile to 
gain a quick understanding of the organization, 

and the industry in which it operates. It is strongly 
recommended that senior leaders prepare the Profile. 
Senior leaders typically have the best knowledge to 
effectively answer the Profile questions.  

Drafting the Profile helps get all senior leaders on the 
same page. Through 15 years of experience, I find that 
senior leaders often have different interpretations of the 
organization's vision, strategic direction, and key 
measures of performance. The senior leaders should 
prepare this Profile before anyone begins to respond to 
the specific Level 3 Criteria questions. Responses to the 
particular Level 3 Criteria questions will build and expand 
upon the information provided in the Profile. 

Step 4. How Examiners Evaluate Your 
Responses to Criteria Questions. PEAO 
examiners will be evaluating/scoring the Level 3 
Application using the Scoring Guidelines presented in 
the Baldrige Framework and Baldrige Excellence 
Builder documents.  
 

Categories 1-6 Evaluation/Scoring. The responses to 
the Level 3 Criteria questions in Categories 1-6 (often 
referred to as the Process Categories) are evaluated 
based upon the following four scoring elements:  

• Approach: How systematic and repeatable are 
the processes that have been described? 

• Deployment: How widely is this process utilized 
in the organization? For example, are senior 
leaders communicating with the employees of 
the night shift as well as the day shift?  

• Learning: What methods are used to evaluate 
and improve the effectiveness of these 
processes? How are they refined? (If possible, 
provide an example of a process refinement.  

• Integration: Are the processes described aligned 
with other organizational processes?  

 

Unfortunately, the Level 3 Criteria and Baldrige Criteria 
questions do not ask for a description of deployment, 
learning, and integration of the organization’s processes, 
and many organizations forget to address these scoring 
elements. Evaluators will likely provide Feedback 
indicating that it is not evident that the organization 
deploys, learns from, or integrates its key processes. 
Addressing each of the scoring elements will lead to 
more insightful Feedback comments and will probably 
result in a higher Application score.  
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7 Effective 
Steps  

 

1. Gather Key Materials 

2. Explore Level 3 
Criteria Architecture  

3. Draft Organizational 
Profile Before Drafting 
Responses to Level 3 
Questions 

4. Learn How 
Examiners Evaluate and 
Score Your Application 

5. Respond Effectively 
to Level 3 Questions 
and Scoring Guidelines 

6. Present Numerical 
Results Data Over Time 
with Comparisons 

7. Detail Stuff – 
Application Contents, 
Page Limits, Fonts, 
Margins, Audience 

 

 

 

 

Category 7 - Results Category 
Evaluation/Scoring. In Category 7, the 
Level 3 Criteria questions ask for 
quantifiable, numerical data that 
demonstrate the effectiveness of the 
processes described in Categories 1-6. 
Examiners evaluate this numerical data 
based upon four scoring elements:  

• Levels: Actual performance  
• Trends: Performance trends over 

time (i.e., at least three data points 
so trends can be determined)  

• Comparisons: Performance 
compared to similar organizations 
and/or competitors. Comparisons 
help put data in perspective. 
Customer satisfaction scores of 
85% may seem high, but if similar 
organizations are scoring at 95%, 
the organization has an 
improvement opportunity  

• Integration: Are the results 
presented aligned with other key 
processes described in Categories 
1-6?  

 

Addressing each of these elements in the 
Results Category responses will lead to 
more useful Feedback and a higher score. 
 

Step 5. Responding Effectively to 
Level 3 Criteria Questions.  Below is 
an effective method to respond to Level 3 
Criteria questions. We will use a few 
Questions from Category 1 – Leadership 
as examples.  
 

Category 1 is seeking information about 
how the senior leaders lead the 
organization. So, the Criteria questions 
ask about senior leaders’ actions. Two of 
Item 1.1 Criteria questions and sample 
responses are discussed and presented 
below. 
 

Sample 1. Level 3 Question - Item 1.1a 
(1) How do senior leaders set the 
organization’s Vision and Values? To 
effectively answer this question, provide 
a description of the process employed by 
senior leaders to develop the 
organization’s vision and the values. 
Examiners evaluate the organization’s 
processes using the Scoring Guidelines 
discussed in Step 4. 
 

Mega Tip: Most Level 3 Criteria questions 
beginning with the word “How” are seeking 
information about the organization’s 
processes. When describing a process, detail 
the inputs to the process, the steps in the 
process, who is involved in those steps, the 
outputs of the process, and the frequency of 
the process.  
 

Steps in the overall vision/values setting 
process might include typical steps in a 
strategic planning process:  

• Senior leaders reviewing external 
data such as industry trends, 
community needs, or threats to the 
organization 

• Senior leaders reviewing internal 
data such as operational 
performance data over time, or 
organizational strengths 

 

UNDERSTAND	THE	EVALUATION	AND	SCORING	
GUIDELINES	&	DRAFTING	YOUR	RESPONSES	
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• Senior leaders reviewing customer data such as needs or 
satisfaction with your products and services 

• Senior leaders discussing the desired organizational 
image 

• Senior leaders refining/reaffirming vision and values based 
on above information as part of the strategic planning 
process [2.1] 

 

Make sure to mention if this process is Deployed in the 
organization (i.e., if all senior leaders are involved in the 
process and steps). Also, indicate if the vision-/values-setting 
process has been systematically evaluated for improvement. 
Learning. Provide one example of such evaluation and how 
the overall process was improved as a result. Also, note any 
Integration/Alignment of the overall vision-/values-setting 
process with other organizational processes. Reviewing and 
setting the vision and values is typically part of a strategic 
planning process. So, the obvious Integration would be to 
strategic planning [Category 2.1]. Brackets are a great way 
to show such Integration.  
 

A response to Level 3 Criteria question Item 1.1a (1) for a 
fictitious organization might read like the following: 
 

1.1a (1) Setting Vision and Values. How do senior leaders set 
your organization’s vision and values? All senior leaders (SL) 
review and determine a future-focused vision to guide 
organizational direction during the annual Strategic Planning 
Process (SPP) [2.1a, b]. SLs review data from the Environmental 
Scan (ES) and operational scan (OS) as part of the annual SPP. The 
ES includes information such as housing environment, housing 
regulations, housing trends, threats to the organization, community 
needs, and customer needs. The OS includes information such as 
past organizational performance relative to the strategic plan 
[Performance Reviews - 4.1]. SLs analyze this information to 
determine where Cooper Bay Housing Authority (CBHA) needs to 
position itself to be successful in the future. Senior leaders then 
review/refine the vision statement to reflect the desired future. SLs 
also simultaneously review/refine the organizational values that 
embody the desired culture and image of CBHA. SLs communicate 
the vision and values by a variety of one- and two-way 
communication methods as shown below in Figure 1.1-1. SLs 
review the effectiveness of the SPP and visions-/values-setting 
process annually during SPP and monthly during the organizational 
performance reviews [4.1]. As a result of the 2015 review, SLs 
modified the data to be included in the ES and OS.  

 

 
 

 
for Item 

Sample 2.  Level 3 Question - Item 1.1b. How do 
senior leaders communicate with and engage the 
entire workforce and key customers? This 
question is asking about the process senior leaders 
utilize to communicate within and outside the 
organization. A terrific way to show the senior leader 
communication methods, frequency, and what is 
communicated is by a chart such as the one 
presented below. Include only the most important 
communication methods. Make sure some 
communication methods are two-way. Also, mention 
the Deployment of these communication methods. 
For example, do all senior leaders utilize these 
methods? Are senior leaders communicating with the 
employees on the night shift as well as the day shift? 
Also, mention something about how the organization 
has reviewed the communication process for 
improvement (Learning). Then provide an example of 
an improvement. It is helpful to include Integration 
links in brackets in the body of the table.  
 

A sample response might read like the following: 
 

1.1b. How do senior leaders communicate with and 
engage the entire workforce, and other key customers?  
All SLs utilize a variety of methods to communicate the 
vision, values, organizational performance, and importance 
the of high customer satisfaction to the workforce and 
customers, Figure 1.1-1. Communication methods involve 
both one-way as well as two-way communication means as 
represented by arrows in Figure 1.1-1. SLs communicate with 
both the day shift and the night shift to ensure full 
deployment of the communication methods. Data showing the 
effectiveness of key communication methods is presented in 
Item 7.4a (1) [I]. SLs review the effectiveness of the 
communication methods as part of the annual review of the 
strategic planning process. The 2012 review of the 
communication process indicated that employees would like to 
see Organizational Performance Scorecards posted on bulletin 
boards and also to receive Scorecards by email. These 
communication methods were added in 2012. 
 

Level 3 Scoring/Evaluation Elements. Write responses to the Level 3 Criteria 

questions by addressing the Scoring and Evaluation Factors for both the Process Items 

(Categories 1-6) and the Results Items Category 7. 

7	Steps	to	Develop	a	Well-Written	WSQA/PENW	Lite	Application	
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Sample Figure 1.1-1. Senior Leaders Workforce Communication Methods 
Communication 

Method 
 Method 

Frequency  
Inputs, What is Communicated 

Organizational 
Quarterly Updates 
Forum 

↓↑ Quarterly Update workforce on organization 
accomplishments compared to plan [4.1], vision, 
mission, and values [Profile]. Obtain Feedback. 

Department 
Performance Review 
Meetings 

↓↑ Monthly Department actual performance compared to 
desired performance [4.1, 6.1], vision, and values. 
Obtain feedback. 

Organizational 
Performance Posted in 
Each Department 

↓ Monthly Bulletin boards showing actual performance to date 
compared to desired strategic plan performance 
[4.1]. 

Strategic Plan Forums ↓↑ Semi-annual Describe the organization’s vision, strategic plan, 
and its desired outcomes [2.1]. Obtain feedback 

Customer Focus 
Groups  

↓↑ Quarterly Communicate organizational direction, purpose, 
services, and performance [4.1, Profile]. Obtain 
feedback. 

Culture Boards ↓↑ Ongoing Mission, vision, values posted in each department 
New Employee 
Orientation 

↓↑ As needed Communicate organizational vision, values, desired 
outcomes [2.1] and culture (I). Obtain feedback. 

Annual Ethics Training ↓↑ Annual Communicate, demonstrate, and reinforce 
organizational ethics [1.1]. Obtain feedback 

Open Door Policy ↓↑ Ongoing Discuss any issue. Obtain feedback. 
Email Scorecard ↓ Ongoing Email Scorecard showing actual performance to 

date compared to desired strategic plan 
performance [2.1,4.1]. 

 
Step 6. Present Numerical Results Data – Category 7. 
Results data (quantifiable numerical information) should directly link to and demonstrate 
the effectiveness of the organization’s processes described in Categories 1-6. While not 
a one-to-one correlation, the primary association between Process Categories 1-6 and 
results items is as follows:  

• Category 1 – Results Item 7.4 
• Category 2 – Results Item 7.5, and links to all Results Items 
• Category 3 – Results Item 7.2 
• Category 4 – Links to all Results Items  
• Category 5 – Results Item 7.3 
• Category 6 – Results Item 7.1 

 

It is wise to identify the associated results of the organization’s processes at the same 
time the processes in Categories 1-6 are described. For example, the expected results 
data demonstrating the effectiveness of the senior leader communication methods might 
be data showing:  

• How well employees know the organization’s vision 
• How well employees know the organization’s values 
• How well the employees know the organization’s current performance 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Results Data 

The results data 
(quantifiable numerical 
information) presented 
in Category 7 should 
directly link to and 
demonstrate the 
outcomes and 
effectiveness of the 
processes described in 
Categories 1-6. A good 
practice is to identify 
organizational results at 
the same time the 
processes are described 
in Categories 1-6. 

Use bar charts and line 
graphs to make the 
results data easy to see 
and understand. 

Show at least three data 
points on each results 
graph to establish trends. 

Provide comparison 
information that shows 
your results are better 
than the results of other 
organizations.  

7	Steps	to	Develop	a	Well-Written	WSQA/PENW	Lite	Application	
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This type of information is typically part of most 
employee-satisfaction surveys. Favorable results in these 
areas might indicate that senior leader communication 
processes are working well. 
 

Include Results Data Regularly Reviewed in the 
Organization. Only include numerical results that are 
regularly reviewed within the organization. If the 
organization is not reviewing key data about a particular 
process, but should be, it may want to begin monitoring 
this data.  
 

Do Not Include Data Just Because It Looks Good. 
Examiners will view results data that is not directly related 
(Aligned/Integrated) to a process as “phantom results.” 
Examiners most likely will not give these results much 
credit, if any, when scoring the Application. In fact, it will 
likely generate an improvement opportunity about the 
lack of Alignment/Integration between the processes and 
the results. It could also lead to a lower application score. 
 

Make Results Data Easy to Understand by Examiners. 
Whenever possible, use colored bar charts and line 
graphs so data is easy to understand. Include a very brief 
sentence with each Results Figure that provides a quick 
interpretation of the Figure/Graph. This is exceptionally 
helpful to examiners who might not be familiar with the 
organization’s industry.  
 
Mega Hint: Put an arrow on each graph to indicate favorable 
performance. If some results data show unfavorable 
performance or trends, describe why this performance exists 
and what the organization is doing to correct the problems.  
 
Sample 3. Level 3 Question - Item 7.4a (1). Leadership 
Communication. What are the results for senior 
leaders’ communication and engagement of the 
workforce and customers?   
 
A sample response to the results might look like the 
following: 
As a result of senior leaders’ enhanced emphasis on 
communicating the strategic objectives and values [Item 1.1], 
our employee satisfaction scores, Figure 7.4-1, below show 
continued improvement over the past four years. We have now 
reached the top-quartile performance on the Public Employee 
Satisfaction (PES) survey questions: “I understand the direction 
of the organization” and “I understand the values of the 
organization. 
 
 

 
 

As noted above, examiners evaluate the organization’s 
numerical results based on the four Scoring Elements of 
Levels, Trends, Comparisons, and Integration. 
 
7. Detail Stuff – Application Contents, Page 
Limits, Font, Margins, Figures, Audience 
 

Contents of Award Application. The Level 3 Application 
you submit to your PEAO should contain: Cover page; 
Organizational Chart; a Glossary of Key Terms; 
Organizational Profile; and requisite pages of responses 
to the Level 3 Criteria questions.  
 

Page Limits - Categories 1-6 and Category 7. Each PEAO 
has different page limits for Level 3 Applications. Check 
with the local PEAO. The Cover Page, Organizational 
Chart, Glossary, and five-page Organizational Profile do 
not count in the overall page limit. Since Categories 1-6 
account for slightly more than half of the total possible 
score, it is helpful to use 60-65% of the pages to present 
these process responses. 
 

Since Category 7, accounts for slightly less than half of the 
score, it is helpful to include about 40-45% of the pages 
for quantifiable numerical results data and information. 
This information should demonstrate the effectiveness and 
outcome/outputs of the processes described in response 
to the Category 1-6 Lite Questions. 
 

Fonts and Margins. Most PEAOs set specific minimum 
font size for easier reading. Also, each PEAO usually 
has margin requirements. Check with the local PEAO for 
the most recent requirements. While not required by 
most PEAOs, a two-column format makes the 
organization’s Application more readable by evaluators.  
 
 

7	Steps	to	Develop	a	Well-Written	WSQA/PENW	Lite	Application	
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Use Figures When Possible. Include at least one key figure, 
table, or chart in each process category (Categories 1-6) to 
help examiners easily understand responses to the Criteria 
questions. A picture is still worth a thousand words. It is 
helpful to label the Figure numbers using the Category Item 
numbers (e.g., the first figure/table in Category 1, Item 1.1 
would be Figure 1.1-1, the second Figure 1.1-2). 
 

Write to the Knowledge Level of the Audience. In most 
cases, the evaluators reviewing the Application may not 
have much knowledge of the organization’s industry or 
business. Therefore, it is helpful to write the responses for a 
general audience. Make it easy for evaluators to 
understand your business. A great way to do this is to ask 
someone unfamiliar with the organization’s business or 
industry to review the responses to the Criteria questions. If 
the reviewer understands the responses, the examiners will 
likely understand them as well. 
 
Next Steps: 
Applying to the PEAO utilizing the Level 3 Criteria is a great 
way to begin the performance improvement journey. The 
Level 3 Criteria Application and the resulting Feedback from 
PEAO evaluators will help identify improvement areas to 
become a peak-performing organization.  
 

A Level 3 Application is also an excellent Organizational 
Executive Summary to help new board members and staff 
gain a quick summary understanding of the organization’s 
strategic direction, its desired outcomes, it key processes, 
and how it measures organizational performance. 
 

If you would like to receive a copy of how a fictitious 
organization answered a few of the Level 3 Criteria 
Questions, or if you have questions about how to develop a 
Level 3 Criteria Application, feel free to contact me by email 
at john@vgstrategies.org, or through the web page at 
www@vgstrategies.org.  
 

If you are interested in preparing a well-written Level 3 
Application, please sign up for one of our WSQA/PENW 
Lite (Level 3) Application Development Workshops 
offered throughout the year. The dates and locations can be 
found at: www@vgstrategies.org. 
 

We are willing to offer custom Level 3 Application 
Development Workshops in other parts of the country given 
sufficient demand. 
 
Copyright© 2018 VG Strategies LLC 
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