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Key Theme during 
Evaluation

Learning Objectives

Purpose and process of 
developing Key ThemesRemember

Relationships 
between/among KFs, Item 
Comments, & KTs
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understanding to identify 
emerging KTs

Apply

Complex data & 
information to develop 
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Analyze
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Create

Outline for this Module
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Key Themes:  The Basics

Developing Key Themes

Key Themes Practice
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Why are Key Themes 
Important?

Most important to 
applicant

Prioritize site visit issues

Framework for Feedback Report

Senior leaders focus on KTs
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Key Themes – Key Features

May address

Baldrige Core Value
Address key strengths or 

OFIs related to KFs

Summarize how 
Criteria are met

Cross‐ cutting: Can 
be traced to 

comments in CR 
Worksheets
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Key Themes: The Basics

Key themes are addressed to the applicant’s senior leaders and 
serve as an executive summary. They appear first in the feedback 
report. 

Key themes summarize the most vital issues for the organization 
as a whole, including what the organization must do to remain or 
become competitive and to ensure long-term sustainability.

Key themes cut across items, reflect role model practices or 
important OFIs, relate to a key factor, and may tie to a core value
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Key Themes: The Basics (cont.)

Major change or improvement

Competitiveness or social issues

g

Significant customer, market, product, 
or technological opportunities & 

challenges

Strategic in 
nature and may 

address how 
well 

organization is 
managing:

9
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Key Themes: The Basics (cont.)
The Key Themes Worksheet is organized into four sections:

a) 
Process 

Strengths

What are the most important strengths or outstanding practices (of 
potential value to other organizations) identified in the applicant’s 
response to the process items?

b) 
Process

OFIs

What are the most significant opportunities, concerns, or vulnerabilities 
identified in the applicant’s response to the process items?

c) 
Results 

Strengths

Considering the applicant’s key business/organization factors, what are 
the most significant strengths found in its response to results items?

d) 
Results 

OFIs

Considering the applicant’s key business/organization factors, what are 
the most significant opportunities, vulnerabilities, and/or gaps (related to 
data, comparisons, and linkages) found in its response to results items?

10

Key Themes: The Basics (cont.)

Capture key theme bullets during 
Independent Review

Refined 
again at SV

Refined by Team 
during CR

About 12 KTs

TL or Designee 
develops draft KTs
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Key Themes: The Basics (cont.)

For example, in the Organizational Profile the applicant discusses 
the extensive use of teams, from developing the vision and values 
through improving processes, and describes an infrastructure for 
teams in the organization.  You might note this as a potential key 
theme as early as when you are reading the Organizational Profile.  

If teams are used and woven throughout the application, it 
might result in a key theme process strength.  

If teams are not mentioned much in the application and it’s 
not clear that they are used as described in the Profile, it 
might result in a key theme process OFI.

12
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Developing Key Themes

For a worksheet to record pertinent 
data and information, consult the “Key 
Themes Development/Rationale Tool.”

Reflect on 
applicant 

overall Key 
Factors

Map out 
your Key 
Themes 

Worksheet

Develop each section 

(4 questions)

• Review all Item-level 
comments for recurring 
ideas

• Record recurring ideas, 
where they appear & 
significance

• Develop draft KT for 
each set of recurring 
ideas

• Confirm all bolded 
comments are 
addressed

Repeat for 
each 

remaining 
section

Repeat
Develop

KTs
Visualize
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Developing Key Themes:  
How Comments are “Mapped” into 

a Key Theme
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Anatomy 
of a Key 
Theme

KTa

Collin’s systematic approaches to 
creating a positive workforce environment 
and enhancing workforce engagement 
indicate that it values its employee 
owners (EOs). Senior leaders use multiple 
methods to communicate with and engage 
EOs, including meetings, electronic and 
social media, walk-arounds, and job trades. 
The company uses a formal communication 
plan for all key decisions and develops 
“sound bytes” to aid clarity in deployment.
Standards in areas such as ergonomics, 
lighting, noise, and personal protective 
equipment are audited monthly to ensure 
workforce safety and security. Multiple 
benefits and services support EOs. Collin 
systematically determines key elements of 
employee engagement every three years 
using correlation and regression analysis 
between individual EO survey questions 
and overall engagement and satisfaction. 
These processes support Collin’s mission 
element to provide EOs with a Best 
Career Location®. 

5.1b(1) Collin 
systematically addresses 
workplace environmental 
factors to ensure safety and 
security for all EOs, a 
workforce requirement. 
Environmental health, 
safety, and security 
(EHS&S) measures and 
goals (Figure 5.1-1) have 
been established for multiple 
areas. Fifty minimum 
standards related to areas 
such as ergonomics, 
lighting, noise, and personal 
protective equipment are 
audited monthly and 
biannually

5.2a(1) Collin’s approach 
for determining key 
elements of employee 
engagement helps engage 
EOs in sustainability, a 
strategic challenge. These 
elements are updated every 
three years using correlation 
and regression analysis of 
survey questions and overall 
engagement and 
satisfaction. The analyses 
identify potential differences 
in engagement elements by 
workforce group and enable 
the HRC to identify needed 
CI2 Teams.

1.1b(1) In support of the 
strategic advantage of EOs 
enjoying a Best Career 
Location, senior leaders 
systematically communicate 
with and engage EOs and 
customers (Figures

1.1-1 and 1.1-2). Methods 
include electronic and social 
media and Leadership Team 
(LT) walk-arounds. Based on 
EO feedback, Collin uses a 
formal communication plan 
for all key decisions, and 
“sound byte” messages aid 
clarity in deployment.

5.1b(2) EO benefits and 
services are routinely 
evaluated using satisfaction 
survey data, which helps 
Collin align and maintain 
competitive benefits and 
services, an EO requirement. 
These benefits and services, 
determined from suggestions 
by EOs and from Process 
Improvement or CI2 Teams, 
are initiated through the 
Human Resources Council 
(HRC).

• Summarize how well Criteria requirements are met, 
typically by highlighting an evaluation factor and 
often using language from scoring guidelines

• May address a Baldrige core value



• Address important strengths or OFIs as reflected in key 
factors

• Can be traced to comments in CR worksheets:

(1) cross‐cutting (related to more than one 
category/item) or

(2) focused on a significant issue in one category/item 
(role‐model practice or threat to sustainability

Features

15
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Anatomy 
of a Key 
Theme

KTd

Collin does not provide comparative data 
for several key results. For example, 
comparisons are missing for some product 
and process results, including on-time 
receipt and receipt quality, Contract R&D 
design for manufacturing and on-time 
delivery, customer support promptness and 
accuracy, and billing accuracy and 
timeliness. Comparative results are also 
missing for some workforce results, such as 
most EO Survey results; EO retention; 
participation in wellness activities; 
hazardous, noxious, and lead exposures; 
and EOs with certifications. Few 
comparative results are presented for 
leadership and governance results. 
Understanding its performance relative to 
industry and competitive benchmarks may 
assist Collin in fulfilling its value of 
Colossal: we are proud of our business 
performance compared to others.

7.3a Comparative results 
are missing for many 
workforce-focused results, 
including most

EO Survey results (Figure 
7.3-2) and EO Retention 
(Figure 7.3-8). 
Understanding 
workforce-focused 
performance relative to 
industry and other 
appropriate benchmarks 
may assist Collin in pursuing 
its value of being proud of its 
business performance 
compared to others. 7.5a Financial and market 

results include limited 
competitive data. 
Understanding its

performance and rate of 
improvement relative to 
competitors may help Collin 
realize the Colossal value of 
being proud of its business 
performance compared to 
others, as well as helping 
Collin measure achievement 
of the strategic objective of 
increasing market share.

 (Comment not used in 
KT.)

7.1a,b,c Comparative 
results are missing for most 
measures of product 
performance (e.g., Figures 
7.1-2, 7.1-4, and 7.1-5), 
work process effectiveness 
(e.g., Figures 7.1-9 and 
7.1-10), and supply-chain 
management (e.g., Figure 
7.1-15). Comparing 
performance in these areas 
to that of other organizations 
or benchmarks may allow 
Collin to gauge its pursuit of 
the value of being “proud of 
our business performance 
compared to others.”

7.4a,b Most leadership and 
governance results lack 
comparative data. Without 
such

data, notably for 
environmental measures, 
Collin may not be able to 
determine whether

its processes are leading to 
best-practice results.

• Summarize how well Criteria requirements are met, 
typically by highlighting an evaluation factor and 
often using language from scoring guidelines 

• May address a Baldrige core value

• Address important strengths or OFIs as reflected in key 
factors

• Can be traced to comments in CR worksheets:

(1) cross‐cutting (related to more than one 
category/item) or

(2) focused on a significant issue in one category/item 
(role‐model practice or threat to sustainability

Features
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Key Themes: Process Example

b. The most significant opportunities, concerns, or vulnerabilities identified in the applicant’s 
response to process items are as follows:

It is not evident that several key processes are deployed to all applicable 
staff members, volunteers, students, credentialed physicians, nurse 
practitioners (NPs), suppliers, and payors.  For example, staff members at 
some of the ALFs do not have access to software applications, and 
credentialed physicians and NPs do not appear to actively participate in the 
PDCA or Lean Six Sigma teams designed to improve the care model and 
clinical outcomes. It is not evident that human resource processes are in 
place to ensure the competency, safety, and security of students and 
volunteers. Without deploying key processes to all relevant groups, the 
applicant may have undetected vulnerabilities that could hinder its ability to 
provide exceptional services.

17

Key Themes: Results Example

c. Considering the applicant's key business/organization factors, the most significant strengths 
found in response to results items are as follows:

Results in several key areas support the applicant's vision of being among the 
top 10% of SNFs and ALFs.  Resident satisfaction has been favorable relative 
to the top 10% since 2008 for SNFs, and since 2010 for assisted living. 
Likewise, overall employee satisfaction results have been favorable relative to 
the top decile since 2008, and employee engagement results for recommending 
the applicant to a family member are at the best-in-class level. The 
organization’s focus on patient safety and publicly reported measures 
contribute to its top-decile performance on the skilled nursing measure of the 
pressure ulcer rate. 

18
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Key Themes: Process

You have been designated by the Team Leader to draft a key theme.  You 
have:

 Reviewed all the relevant comments for Items from the team’s 
draft Consensus Scorebook.

 Identified and highlighted recurring ideas and grouped the 
comments by “theme.”

 Noticed some comments are bolded or placed first among Item 
comments indicating the team’s sense of their importance for 
applicant.

 Reminded yourself of key factors related to each emerging key 
theme. 

Now you’re ready to draft a key theme! 19

Key Themes Review
Be sure that every Key Theme:

1. Focuses on one main topic

2. Explains the strength or OFI and its 

importance to applicant

3. Contains pertinent examples traceable to 

team’s comments and evidence in the 

application 

4. Is written in “plain English”—

understandable by all key customers

5. Is not judgmental or prescriptive
20

Key Themes Review (cont.)

Be sure that Final Key Themes Worksheet:

1. Has about 12 – 15 key themes in total

2. Has an appropriate balance of comments 

that support process and results band 

scores

3. Contains “logical” strength key themes in 

relation to OFI key themes for both process 

and results

21
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Key Theme during 
Evaluation

Module Review

Purpose and process of 
developing Key ThemesRemember

Relationships 
between/among KFs, Item 
Comments, & KTs

Under
stand

Knowledge & 
understanding to identify 
emerging KTs

Apply

Complex data & 
information to develop 
KTs

Analyze
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Create

A Look Ahead to the Next Module

Continue your development 
by completing Part 3 -
Consensus 

23


