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Abstract: The paper discusses the preliminary results achieved in two ongoing research projects focused on measuring and sustaining the Romanian SMEs’ performances in the long term, conducted at national level and financed by the Romanian Ministry for Education and Research. The core objective of this paper is to develop an assessment tool to determine the organization’s maturity and to establish objectives for the organization’s performance improvement and further development. The paper describes the two components of the organization’s maturity assessment: the strategic assessment and the operational assessment. A future prospective research will be testing extend to which Romanian SMEs consider these criteria to assess their performance and determine their processes maturity.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Organizations today need performance measures to drive long-term strategies and organizational change, to manage resources, and to operate processes effectively and continuously improve. A supply of consistent, accurate, and timely data across all functional areas of business provides organizations with real-time information for the evaluation, control, and improvement of its processes, products and services to meet both business objectives and rapidly changing customer needs (Evans and Lindsay, 2005). It is no longer enough for organizations to just make profits for their shareholders and to obey the law. They are increasingly accountable to more environmentally and socially aware shareholders, to civil society in general, to employees, to customers, to partners and to a variety of other stakeholders (Bovee et al, 2005). The creation and sustainable development of organizations is now central to our economic and social lives (Bieker, 2004).  

The ISO 9000 series of international standards provides organizations with some guidelines on the application of the quality management principles to the purpose of achieving long term, sustainable, success for an organization. Furthermore, the organizations have at their disposal, through these standards, guidance on managing the movement of the organization as a whole, rather than just some of its constituent parts, towards increasing performance. Organization today should give consideration to both its results as well as its processes. A successful organization should have the ability to continuously monitor the external environment for opportunities, changes, trends and risks. It should be able to identify, attract and allocate necessary resources. At the same time, the organization needs to have the ability to continuously learn, change and innovate (Cole, 2001).
In order for an organization to determine its overall progress and process performance, it should perform an assessment of its strategy and operations and determine its maturity level (ISO 9004:2000). The use of such an assessment tool should enable an organization to identify specific areas for improvement and to establish any action plans needed for the organization's further development. 
The main assessment tool, namely maturity assessment tool, aims at assessing an organization's strategy and its operations. By using the maturity assessment tool, an organization determines its ability to maintain or develop its performance in the long term. The paper intends to provide guidance to organizations on how to increase their performance in a demanding, ever-changing, and uncertain environment by using a maturity assessment tool at strategic and operational level.  The following two sections of the paper describe the two components of the organization’s maturity assessment: the strategy assessment and the operations assessment.
2. STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT TOOL
The organization’s strategic assessment is an activity that should be performed annually by the top management, in order for it to obtain a quick overview on the organization’s maturity and performance. According to the international standard ISO 9004, it should be focused on the four critical criteria: a) The organization’s context and the strategic deployment; b) The organization’s process management and resources; c) The organization’s results measurement and analysis; and d) The organization’s learning, improvement and innovation system.
Table 1 exhibits an example of an assessment tool for organization’s strategy. The questionnaire has been developed taking into consideration the recommendations of the ISO 9000 series of international standards.
Table 1 Organization’s Strategic Assessment Tool

	No.
	Focus area
	Description

	1
	The organization’s context and the strategic deployment
	1.1. Is the external environment in which the organization operates periodically monitored and analyzed?
1.2. Does the organization analyze its internal environment constantly? 
1.3. Does the organization collect ongoing data and information about its external and internal environment, necessary to enable decisions for organisational change?
1.4. Does the organization determine its current and future capabilities needed for sustainability, based on external and internal environment analyses?
1.5. Does the organization develop strategic orientations based on the risks and opportunities identified?

	2
	Process management and resources
	2.1. Does the organization identify the resources that are critical to its development and achievement of performance?

2.2. Does the organization develop a plan for providing, controlling, monitoring, protecting and developing its resources?
2.3. Does the organization assess its resources needs and establish priorities for the allocation of resources?

2.4. Does the organization use a ‘process approach’ to identify and manage all its processes necessary for achieving the organization’s objectives and define how these processes interrelate and interact?

2.5. Does the organization develop the interrelating strategic and operational processes necessary for the achievement of performance?
2.6. Does the organization appoint ‘process owners’ to ensure process responsibility and authority?

	3
	Results measurement and analysis
	3.1. Does the organization monitor and measure systematically the performance of all its relevant processes?
3.2. Does the organization identify its key performance indicators?

3.3. Does the organization monitor the degree and speed at which it achieves its objectives?
3.4. Does the organization conduct internal audits or assessments to monitor the level of achievement of its objectives?

3.5. Does the organization use a systematic approach to reviewing and evaluating its processes, for performance improvement?

	4
	Learning, improvement and innovation
	4.1. Does the organization detect changes and trends (that could impact on its performance) in its business environment?

4.2. Does the organization establish the culture of a learning organization?
4.3. Does the organization understand its core competence and competitive advantage?

4.4. Does the organization define objectives for the improvement of its products, processes and management system and seek to achieve these objectives?
4.5. Does the organization innovate in its capabilities and organizational constitution as necessary to ensure future success?


The completion of a strategic assessment in an organization should be recognized as an important step in identifying opportunities and areas for the future development and improvement of the organization. It should also be used as an input into the planning of future assessments or internal audits. 

3. OPERATIONAL ASSESSMENT TOOL
The organization’s operational assessment is an activity that should be performed periodically by the process owners, to assess the essential capabilities of the organization. The international standard ISO 9004 recommends the following areas to be focused on in an operational assessment: a) Monitoring of the organization’s environment and data collection; b) Analysis of relevant external data and information; c) Establishment and deployment of the organization’s strategic orientations; d) Establishment of the vision and the mission for the organization; e) Development of a strategy to fulfill the organization’s vision and mission; f) Defining of the organization’s policies and objectives; g) Strategic planning; h) Risk identification and management; i) Reviews of the organization’s strategy; j) Establishment of a formal communication policy and associated internal and external communication processes; k) Identification and management of the organization’s resources; l) Resources planning; m) Allocation of resources; n) Human resources management; o) Planning, provision and management of the organization’s infrastructure; p) Management of information, knowledge and technology; q) Determination and acquisition of the necessary financial resources and monitoring of the use of them; r) Use of natural resources and life cycle management; s) Use of a process approach; t) Identification of the organization’s specific processes; u) Management of the organization’s processes; v) Process responsibility and authority; x) Monitoring and measurement of the performance of the organization relevant processes; y) Identification of the key performance indicators; z) Measurement of the degree and speed at achievement of objectives; aa) Identification of appropriate measurements methods and tools; bb) Internal audits; cc) Determination of the organization’s maturity level; dd) Revision and evaluation of the organization’s processes; ee) The learning process and learning effectiveness; ff) Improvement of the organization’s processes, products and management system; and gg) Innovation based on organization’s learning ability.
Table 2 exhibits an example of an assessment tool for organization’s operations. Due to the space limitations of this paper, the operational assessment tool refers to only six areas of the organization’s operations. The questionnaire has been developed based on the recommendations of the ISO 9000 series of international standards.
Table 2 Organization’s Operational Assessment Tool

	No.
	Focus area
	Description

	1
	Monitoring of the organization’s environment and data collection
	1.1. Does the organization identify and understand the current and future needs and expectations of all its stakeholders?
1.2. Is the organization aware of the threats and opportunities of alternative, substitute or competitive product offerings?

1.3. Does the organization assess the threats and opportunities of emerging market/product opportunities that it may consider offering?
1.4. Does the organization collect data to understand current customer trends, needs and expectations?
1.5. Is the organization aware of legislative and regulatory requirements and changes?
1.6. Does the organization consider data to understand the labour market and its effect on employee stakeholders?
1.7. Does the organization collect data to understand the socio-economic trends and local cultural aspects relevant to its areas of activities?
1.8. Does the organization spot emergent technological changes?
1.9. Does the organization consider data to understand current organisational and process capabilities?
1.10. Does the organization identify and learn from good external practices in other organisations, especially for key processes that are similar to those used within it?

	2
	Risk identification and management
	2.1. Does the organization identify the risks in cost, time and product/ service quality?
2.2. Does the organization identify the risks in areas such as: organization’s reputation, security, dependability, professional liability, information technology, health and safety, and environment?
2.3. Does the organization identify and analyze the risks associated with the technological trends?

2.4. Does the organization identify and analyze the risks associated with relevant needs of society?
2.5. Does the organization identify and analyze the risks associated with availability of natural resources?

2.6. Does the organization identify and analyze the risks associated with its capability profile?

2.7. Does the organization identify and analyze the risks associated with its provision and allocation of resources?

	3
	Human resources management
	3.1. Does the organization review the current competence of its people and identify the competence that needs to be developed?

3.2. Does the organization establish an appropriate human resource development plan on mid/ long term?

3.3. Does the organization seek to improve the competence of its people through training, empowerment and knowledge exchange?

3.4. Does the organization establish processes to develop and improve the competence of its people, needed for the creation and provision of customer value?

3.5. Is in the organization any mechanism in place to share and use the wisdom of its people?
3.6. Does the organization define personnel systems, such as for reward and promotion?

3.7. Does the organization introduce an appropriate recognition system and assess the people’s accomplishments?
3.8. Does the organization establish a skills qualification system to promote self-development?
3.9. Does the organization continually review the satisfaction and needs of its people?
3.10. Does the organization select learning techniques suitable for the development of its people’s competence?
3.11. Does the organization implement the learning and keep relevant records?
3.12. Does the organization evaluate effectiveness of learning against its purposes in a timely manner?
3.13. Does the organization evaluate the effectiveness of the implementation of the organization’s key beliefs?
3.14. Does the organization identify constraints to its people’s performance?

3.15. Do people in the organization accept ownership and responsibility to solve problems?

3.16. Do people in the organization evaluate their performance against their own personal goals and objectives?
3.17. Do people in the organization actively seek opportunities to enhance their competencies, knowledge and experience?

3.18. Do people in the organization freely share knowledge and experience?

	4
	Process responsibility and authority
	4.1. Does the organization appoint a person with defined responsibilities and authorities to implement, maintain and improve each process and its interaction with other processes?

4.2. Does the management ensure that the authority, role, mission, rights and duties of the process owner are recognized throughout the organization?
4.3. Does the organization establish arbitration procedures in case disputes arise over the management of the processes?

	5
	Identification of the key performance indicators
	5.1. Does the organization set performance metrics that address the desired outcomes and processes deployed?
5.2. Does the organization set performance metrics that address the performance gaps with other organizations?

5.3. Does the organization identify performance indicators to measure the effectiveness and efficiency of its processes, including input, in-process and output measurements?
5.4. Do the performance metrics for organization’s processes refer to parameters such as speed, productivity and competitiveness?

5.5. Does the organization track results to identify trends in key process parameters?

5.6. Does the organization identify performance indicators to measure the level of satisfaction and expectation(s) of its customers (parameters such as complaints, commendation, customers’ loyalty, and so forth)?
5.7. Does the organization identify performance indicators that address the satisfaction of other stakeholders (such as shareholders, people in the organization, partners, suppliers and society)?

5.8. Does the organization identify performance indicators for supplier performance (parameters such as on time delivery, lead times)?
5.9. Does the organization identify performance metrics for its products (as identified through market share, sales, profit etc.)?

5.10. Does the organization identify performance metrics for failure rates, waste, incident frequencies, and so forth?

5.11. Does the organization identify performance indicators to measure the process costs and the cost of non-quality?

5.12. Does the organization identify performance indicators to assess its image (as identified through benchmarking, or brand image)?

5.13. Does the organization identify performance indicators to assess its impact on the natural environment?
5.14. Does the organization identify performance indicators to assess its degree of legal compliance?

5.15. Does the organization identify performance indicators to assess opportunities for sustainable employment?

	6
	Improvement of the organization’s processes, products and management system
	6.1. Does the organization define objectives for the improvement of its products, processes and management system, and seek to improve them continually and systematically?
6.2. Does the management provide its people with the opportunity to participate in effective improvement?
6.3. Does the organization recognize and reward the improvement efforts of individuals or small groups?


The information gained from an operational assessment should be used to stimulate comparisons throughout the organization, between its processes and between its different business units, to identify opportunities and areas for improvement. It should also be used as an input into the planning of future assessments and internal audits. 

4. PRELIMINARY RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The paper introduces an assessment tool to determine the organization’s maturity and to establish objectives for its processes performance improvement and future development. The paper describes the two components of the organization’s maturity assessment: the strategic assessment and the operational assessment. A future prospective research will be focused on testing extend to which Romanian SMEs consider these criteria to assess their performance and determine their processes maturity.
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