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STRATEGIC PLANNING: 
A PRIMER FOR AFHTO Members
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A. INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of This Document
This document is designed for use by Primary Health Care Teams as a guide for developing your own strategic planning process and strategic plan. 
Contents
The toolkit includes the following content: 
· why strategic planning is important;

· current Family Health Team (FHT) contract requirements related to strategic planning;

· key roles in strategic planning and why a strategic plan is essential for the Board’s strategic leadership of the FHT/NPLC;

· essential steps and components of a strategic planning process;

· typical contents of a strategic plan, and,

· tips on developing your strategic plan and integrating it into ongoing strategic decision-making and performance oversight. 
How to Use this Document
The following are suggested steps for using this document: 

1. Review the complete toolkit. 
2. Assess your team’s strategic planning approach and strategic plan in light of this toolkit and any Ministry requirements. 
3. Create or update your strategic planning process and decide when your team will next engage in strategic planning, particularly if any Ministry requirements are not currently met. 
4. If you have an existing strategic plan and Ministry requirements are met, consider how the current plan is being used and whether any changes are needed to maximize its value as a tool for strategic decision-making and performance oversight. 
5. Consider documenting your planning process in a Board policy on the topic.

6. If you have any feedback on this toolkit, including suggestions to improve its contents, contact: 
Bryn Hamilton, Provincial Lead, Governance and Leadership Program

Email: bryn.hamilton@afhto.ca 
Direct Phone: 705-321-7580
B. OVERVIEW
What It Is and Why We Do It
Strategic planning is a structured process of information gathering and consolidation, discussion and analysis, and ultimately decision-making about the organization’s future direction and goals and what it will do to achieve them. A strategic plan creates for the organization and everyone associated with a clear and consistent picture of the organization’s purpose, future direction and how it intends to get there. The AFHTO Fundamentals of Governance summarizes what planning is and its importance, as follows:
“Strategic planning is a process, led by the Board, to establish priorities for the organization for the future, make informed choices about what the organization will do and will not do, create a plan around which all Board members and staff coalesce, and establish a plan that guides the allocation of resources (financial and human).

A strategic plan helps to keep the organization focused on clear goals and objectives. It ensures that the organization’s priorities are aligned, as appropriate, with the interests of other providers, funders and stakeholders. And the strategic plan provides clarity to staff and stakeholders about what is most important to the organization.

A good strategic plan will guide the organization’s decision-making (e.g., what programs should we provide? how should resources be allocated?). FHT/NPLC decisions can (and should) be measured against the basic question: Does this align with our strategic plan and does it contribute to the achievement of our strategic priorities?” (AFHTO Fundamentals of Governance, p. 23)

MOHLTC-FHT Contract Requirements
The Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care (MOHLTC) contract with each FHT, along with its accompanying Governance and Compliance Attestation template for 2018-2019, include specific requirements for strategic planning. While the contract requirements listed below are specific to FHTs, they are consistent with governance best practice and so are beneficial practices for all primary care teams.
	Contract /Attestation Requirements related to Planning/Strategic Planning 
	Reference

	· The [FHT] is required to deliver programs aligned with Ministry priorities and based on a community needs assessment, in consultation with the LHINs and other partners where the FHT is situated.
· The FHT is required to have a process in place to ensure patient and community input into its planning and priorities. 
· The FHT is required to partner and consult with the LHIN and participate in LHIN Sub-Region planning, including planning and integrating programs and services to improve access to interprofessional health providers and health human resources planning.

	Schedule A, Part 5

	· The FHT is required to submit a Strategic Plan annually each year along with the Annual Operating Plan.
· The FHT will indicate the date of the Board’s most recent strategic planning/operational review meeting.
	Governance Attestation Template, p. 4

	· The FHT will have a current strategic plan with clear goals, objectives and monitoring. 

· The latest Strategic Plan progress report has been approved by the Board.
	Governance Attestation Template, p. 5

	Contract/Attestation Requirements re: Board Skills in Planning
	Reference

	· The FHT shall use its best efforts to ensure that it will secure and maintain a skill-based Board which possesses adequate financial, risk management, human resources, planning, program development, and clinical skills.
	Schedule A Appendix 1

	· “Strategic Planning” is listed as a skill on the Skills-Based Board Matrix
	Schedule A Appendix 2


C. ORGANIZING FOR STRATEGIC PLANNING
Setting Strategic Direction is a Key Board Responsibility 
The Board’s responsibility for setting strategic direction is one of the six dimensions of effective governance described in AFTHO’s Fundamentals of Governance document. The strategic plan and the strategic planning process are key mechanisms for the Board to fulfill this responsibility, including:  
· ensuring the organization has an up-to-date and relevant strategic plan that includes clear well-articulated Vision, Mission, and Values statements and a set of strategic directions/priorities, goals and strategies for the timeframe of the plan;

· being actively involved in the planning process particularly discussions about future directions and priorities; 

· approving the final strategic plan; 

· ensuring the strategic plan is used to guide organizational decisions, actions and allocation of resources including development of the annual operating plan and budget;
· using the strategic plan to guide its own ongoing strategic leadership of the organization;

· monitoring organizational performance against the strategic plan and regularly engaging with management about results against the plan; and,
· reviewing the plan annually with management in light of changing internal and external circumstances and identifying whether adjustments or (in rare cases) a new plan is needed
.
Clarifying Roles in the Planning Process
A successful planning process depends in part on clearly defined roles for each participant. Typical roles are described below.
· The Board must support the decision to undertake strategic planning and should approve the planning process itself, including when and how the Board will be involved. The Board works closely in partnership with the CEO/ED throughout the process including identifying preliminary areas of focus, participating in key planning meetings and retreats, receiving progress updates at regular Board meetings, reviewing and providing input to the draft plan, and approving the final plan.  
· Individual Board members should contribute to the strategy discussions and understand the options and priorities being discussed. Regardless of their individual views, once the plan is approved every Board member must support it and use it to guide ongoing decisions.  
· The CEO/ED is in responsible for and manages the overall planning process and is the key strategic advisor to the Board as the plan is developed. This includes ensuring background information is gathered, presenting recommendations and options for the Board’s consideration, and coordinating the participation of everyone whose collaboration is needed. The CEO/ED may delegate some tasks to staff but remains accountable to the Board for the process proceeding as expected. 
· The Physician Lead/Clinical Leader brings an important clinical perspective to the planning process. While they are not responsible for managing the process, they should be involved throughout, providing clinical input to planning materials, bringing a clinical perspective to planning discussions and communicating with clinicians about the planning work underway and the final outcomes. 
· Role of an external consultant or facilitator – Teams should consider hiring an external consultant or facilitator as resources permit. In addition to bringing planning expertise and extra capacity to support the work, they bring objectivity to the discussions and allow the CEO/ED and Board Chair to contribute fully without having to lead the discussion. An external consultant often can surface challenging issues in a neutral way and facilitate difficult conversations when needed.
Strategic Planning Committees
Some organizations choose to assign responsibility for managing the planning process to a committee. This could be a Standing Committee of the Board with strategic planning every few years as one of its responsibilities or a purpose-specific, time-limited ad hoc committee that disbands after the planning process is complete. With both approaches, the committee’s role is to lead the overall process on behalf of the Board with all significant discussions and decisions remaining with the full Board. Its tasks could include: 

· organizing the strategic planning process and any meetings and major events such as retreats;
· assigning who will undertake consultations and analysis;
· preparing or approving summaries of environmental scans and background materials (including agendas) for planning meetings;
· preparing or approving summaries of planning discussions and providing updates to the Board;
· providing insights and advice to the Board throughout the process including proposing options and recommendations on contents of the plan; and,
· Providing direction to and overseeing any sub-committees and/or consultants engaged in the planning process. 
Planning committee members usually include several Board members, the CEO/ED, Clinical Leadership and selected senior staff to support the project.  External community leaders or past Board members sometimes are invited to participate. Representatives of patients and families, or other key stakeholders, may also be included. 
Board Retreats
The planning process should include dedicated sessions for Board learning and dialogue. While some information sharing and discussion may occur as part of regular Board meetings, it is important to create opportunities for the Board to learn, reflect, and discuss strategic matters together, and with executive leadership, outside of the time constraints and formal structure of a Board meeting. 
Board retreats enable the Board and executive leadership to step away from their day-to-day and regular interactions and have uninterrupted time for strategic discussions. Retreats also provide a unique opportunity for relationship-building between Board members, and amongst Board members and executive leadership. Retreats can be in many different formats depending the amount of discussion time needed and availability of participants. For example, an eight-hour retreat could be conducted as one eight-hour session on a weekend or as two four-hour sessions from 4 to 8 pm on two different weekdays. Other factors to consider are cost (especially if travel or meeting space is required), staff time to plan and prepare materials for the retreat, and whether to invite outside stakeholders or guest speakers to broaden perspectives. 
D. THE STRATEGIC PLAN AND PLANNING PROCESS 
Standard Strategic Planning Process
Strategic planning is a disciplined process that typically unfolds in a sequence of structured activities divided into specific phases, with each phase building from the previous one. The process below outlines a typical planning process. It is divided into five phases – 1 for preparation, three phases of planning, and a fifth phase focused on monitoring progress against the plan – but the activities can be collapsed or divided further, and other planning activities added depending your team’s own needs. 

Phase 1. Planning to Plan

This phase focuses on what the planning process will look like and who will be involved. The CEO/ED typically is responsible for preparing the Board and staff and proposing to the Board how the process should proceed. The Board should articulate how and when it wants to be involved and identify the key strategic questions and issues it wants to be addressed through the planning process.  
Key questions to consider in this phase include: 

· Is our FHT/NPLC ready to undertake strategic planning in addition to our ongoing business? 

· What resources (people and financial) will be allocated to support the planning process?

· How extensive does this planning process need to be? Factors to consider include how much the organization and external environment have changed since the last strategic plan and whether a complete review of the Vision, Mission and Values statements is required. 
· Is a planning committee needed and if so, who are its members and what is its mandate? 
· Who are the key stakeholders to be engaged in the planning process? How will they participate and how to we ensure their input is fully considered?  
· Are there any funder or other requirements (such as accreditation standards) we need to incorporate into the planning process? 
Phase 2. Understanding the Planning Context
To plan for the future, you need first to understand the present. This phase focuses on understanding the internal and external environments within which the team operates and the various internal and external forces that can impact its future. It includes compiling and synthesizing information about the current internal and external environments, analyzing it, and identifying key issues, trends and opportunities to keep in mind as the planning process proceeds.
Several planning techniques are often used in this phase: 
· Environmental Scan/Current State Assessment -   This involves summarizing the external and internal situations for the primary care team, as well as current trends and forecasts of emerging trends. The purpose of the scan is to provide all planning participants with a complete and shared understanding of the team’s current context as the basis for making decisions about the future. A sample outline for an environmental scan document is provided in Appendix A. 

· SWOT Analysis – This is a process of identifying the key Strengths, Weaknesses of the organization as well as the external Opportunities and Threats that it faces.  A template for conducting a SWOT analysis is provided in Appendix B.
· Community engagement – Strategic planning is an important opportunity to engage with, and build relationships with, stakeholders and the community. Broad consultation improves the diversity of thinking and ideas in the planning process, and enhances the quality of the exploration and assessment that the Board and senior leadership undertake. It is now a requirement of MOHLTC and LHIN funding that healthcare organizations consult with service users (patients, clients), families and other caregivers, key stakeholders including other local healthcare providers, and the general community and that the views of all these groups are taken into consideration then making decisions about future programs and services.  As noted earlier, the MOHLTC-FHT Contract Schedule A, Part 5 includes specific requirements for FHTs.    

· Strategic Issues Identification – The third technique is to summarize the key strategic issues arising that impact the FHT/NPLC’s future and need to be considered as the plan is developed. This can be done in a written summary provided for feedback or as a topic for discussion with the Planning Committee and Board. Strategic issues may include the following: 
· common themes from the environmental scan and SWOT analysis;
· gaps in the FHT/NPLC’s current performance or in current services;
· unmet healthcare needs or less-than-desired health outcomes of patients or in the local community;
· funding gaps or anticipated changes in the funder expectations; and,
· emerging opportunities and potential new resources.
Tips for designing Phase 2: 
· Avoid too much information – The biggest risk in environmental scanning is including too much information – when this happens, participants won’t read it and, even if they do, the important content can get lost. Keep written documents short, concise and focused and use formatting techniques such as headings and bullets to sort content and make it easier to read. 

· Use different approaches to sharing information – Consider a guest speaker who can talk about the external environment or key background topic. Conduct the SWOT analysis at an in-person meeting, recording the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats on paper on the walls and then spending 30 minutes having participants identify the key issues and opportunities to bring forward to future discussions. 
Phase 3. Defining Purpose and Direction 
This phase focuses on articulating (or reaffirming) the team’s overall purpose and direction we well as defining a small number of high-level strategic directions or priorities for the next planning cycle. This includes the following standard components of a strategic plan that, together, provide a long-term direction and framework for the organization: 
· Vision - This is a statement of the organization’s desired future that it is working towards. The focus of the statement can be either on the desired future state of the organization itself or, more often more compelling, it describes the desired future for those it serves and the world around it. Vision statements tend to be short, inspirational and aspirational and are not attainable in the foreseeable future.
· Mission – This is a statement of the enduring role and purpose pf the organization. It states why the organization exists. It clearly states what the organization does and for whom.
· Values - These tend to be a small number of words or statements describing the norms, principles and commitments that the organization and everyone associated with it intend to follow in performing the Mission. 
The Vision, Mission and Values of an organization are usually long-term statements that do not change every time a new strategic plan is created. That said, it is valuable to reflect each planning cycle on:

· whether adjustments are needed in light of the organization’s future direction and the changing environment in which it operates; and,

· how the Vision, Mission and Values guide and inform the priorities and strategic plan that is being created for the next several years. 

The next part of a strategic plan articulates a set of high level strategic directions or priorities for the organization. Unlike the Vision, Mission and Values statements, the Strategic Directions/Priorities define what is to be accomplished specifically during the life of the plan. The time period of a strategic plan may vary across organizations but 3 to 5 years typically is considered a useful timeframe for a strategic plan. 
· Strategic Directions/Priorities - Each Strategic Direction/Priority identifies a significant area of focus for the organization and contributes directly to achieving the Mission and Vision.  The set of Strategic Directions/Priorities together provide a clear direction and a high-level statement of where the organization will focus its energies and resources over the next few years.
Phase 4. Translating Direction into Action
The remaining components of the strategic plan are developed in this phase with the focus on creating a high-level action plan for the next three years to work towards the Vision, fulfill the Mission and achieve the Strategic Directions/Priorities set for the next planning cycle. This includes defining what is to be achieved in each Strategic Direction/Priority and the high-level strategies to get there. 

The typical strategic plan components developed in this Phase are:  
· Goals – a Goal statement for each of the Strategic Directions/Priorities articulates specifically what is expected to be achieved in this area during the life of the strategic plan.

· Strategies/Initiatives – These are statements of what the organization will do and steps or initiatives it will undertake to achieve the Goal. 

· Measures/Outcomes – Some but not all organizations complete this section of the Plan by articulating how achievement of the Strategic Direction and its goals will be measured. Some organizations prefer to end the Plan at strategies/initiatives and create measures, targets and reporting metrics in a separate document or Board dashboard. 

The difference between Strategic and Operating Plans
It can be confusing about how the contents of this part of the plan are different from and/or relate to an annual operating plan. Section 3.1.5 of the AFHTO Fundamentals of Governance document provides a good description of the difference and can be found here.
Phase 5. Monitoring and Communicating Progress
Monitoring the organization’s progress in achieving the priorities, directions and outcomes described in the Strategic Plan is an important job for the Board. 
Tools for Board Monitoring of Progress in Implementing the Plan

· Annual report by the CEO/ED – The Board should require the CEO/ED to report to the Board on progress related to the Strategic Plan. For FHTs, the Governance Attestation Template mentions this annual review and requires that the CEO/ED’s annual review report is approved by the Board.  
· Board Dashboard – The Strategic Plan provides important guidance for what to include in the Board dashboard or other tools(s) used by the Board to oversee and monitor the organization. The format and contents of a dashboard can vary widely for each organization but it should create an overall picture for the Board is how the organization is performing in relation to its expectations. 
· Annual Strategic Plan Review Meeting – As mentioned previously, the Board and CEO/ED should hold a Board planning refresh discussion to reflect on the plan and progress to date. This could be done before or after a regular Board meeting. The length of time needed can vary but typically 1 – 2 hours is plenty if there are no significant new issues that arise. 
Tips for Using the Plan to Guide Ongoing Decision-Making

· Print the Vision, Mission, Values and Strategic Directions on each Board member’s name card or have them posted in a visible place in the Boardroom so they can be referred to during Board meetings.

· Require that any new initiatives brought to the Board to clearly identify how they are related and contribute to Strategic Plan implementation.
Communicating Progress and Results

Once it is approved, the strategic plan is a valuable communications tool with your staff, partners, patients and communities. A public-facing version of the strategic plan can be created to include:

· a statement from the Board Chair and CEO/ED describing the planning process, thanking everyone who participated and committing the organization to implement the plan;

· the Vision, Mission, Values; and 
· the Strategic Directions/Priorities and goals for each.
The public version often does not include specific strategies and initiatives nor does it include any measures and targets for assessing progress as these are for internal use only.

The Board also should report periodically on progress during the life of the strategic plan. One way to do this is to include commentary in the Annual Report about the Strategic Plan and progress achieved to date. This activity also ties directly to the Board’s role in stakeholder relations.

Final Considerations for Designing Your Planning Process 
· There is no one “right” way to plan - so develop an approach tailored to what your Primary Care Team and the Board feels is most appropriate. 
· Consider including a Scenario Planning exercise - With the healthcare system in Ontario constantly changing, it can be a challenge to plan for the future when that future is very unclear and uncertain. Scenario planning is a useful technique to think through different possible scenarios of the future and what they would mean for the organization. The goal is not to choose the one “most likely” scenario and plan for that, but rather to explore the organization’s priorities in several different future scenarios and take the learning from those discussions to define a plan for the future regardless what it holds. 

· Share the work /use existing resources – Strategic planning can be a resource-intensive exercise, particularly the information gathering and engagement that is done in Phase 2. Ask other organizations in your community, including the Local Health Integration Network, for any existing environmental scans or other documents they could share. If you know of other healthcare organizations undertaking planning at the same time, consider teaming up and creating a shared external environmental scan. 
· Establish a reasonable timeframe for the Plan – The planning horizon for a Strategic Plan is typically 3 to 5 years. Less than 3 years is too short a time period to implement major strategic initiatives and thinking in shorter two-year increments can become confused with annual planning. On the other hand, planning for more than 5 years not productive because it is impossible to predict what the ever-changing healthcare landscape will look like that far into the future. 
APPENDIX A – Environmental Scan List of Contents
Content on the external environmental: 

· relevant health sector trends with a focus on primary care

· political analysis including priorities of the current government

· overview of healthcare funding including funding pressures, priorities and potential opportunities

· relevant social and economic trends

· population demographics and key health indicators for the area served by the FHT/NPLC 

· technology trends and their implications and opportunities for healthcare and primary care

Content on the internal environment: 

· recent financial performance and key issues
· current state of technology and other infrastructure

· overview of current clinicians, staff  

· overview of current patients served

· overview of current programs and services 

summary of current education and research as appropriate 

key community and stakeholder relationships

APPENDIX B – SWOT Analysis Template

	STRENGTHS

What do you do well?

What unique resources can you draw on?

What do others consider your strengths?
	WEAKNESSES

What could you improve?

What do you have fewer resources than needed?

What are others likely to see as weaknesses?

	
	DESCRIPTION

	OPPORTUNITIES

What opportunities are open to you?

What trends can you take advantage of?

What strengths can you turn into opportunities?
	THREATS

What threats could harm you?

What is the competition doing?
What threats do your weaknesses expose you to? 

	
	


Source: https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm
APPENDIX C – Standard Strategic Planning Process
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APPENDIX D – Sample Board-Level Strategic Planning Questions
This section proves sample questions to illustrate the kinds of issues and questions a Board would typically focus on during the planning process: 

Questions for the Board to ask during the planning process: 

· What are the values that guide/should guide this organization and be reflected in all of our actions and interactions?

· What do we need to do to achieve our Mission (purpose) and work towards our Vision (desired future state)?

· Who are our key stakeholders and what do they expect of us? What do they need from us related to our mission (e.g., improving health outcomes and delivering quality services)?  

· What do we need to do to ensure that the FHT/NPLC has sufficient resources to achieve our mission and to meet the requirements of our funders?

· How does the external environment in which we operate affect our ability to achieve our mission and vision? What do we need to do to achieve them in this environment? 

· What are the key assumptions behind our strategy for the future? How sound are they? 

· Do the proposed priorities and activities outlined in the plan support achievement of our Mission and Vision?

Questions for the Board to ask once the plan is approved: 

· How will the Board monitor progress in implementing the strategy?  What does the Board want included in a progress report from management and how frequent should report(s) be provided?

· Are there any questions and issues that arose in the planning process that we need to stay on top of more frequently than an annual review of the plan? 

· What did we learn from the strategic planning process that informs the Board and how we approach strategic discussions and/or strategic planning in the future?

� As part of the annual Board/management discussion of progress against the Plan, it is helpful to check in on the plan itself. The goal is not to re-do the plan each year but rather to have a focused discussion about the plan in the current context and identify any adjustments, such as rebalancing of priorities within the plan, that will keep it relevant and an effective tool for setting Board direction. The following questions can be used to focus the discussion: “Are there any significant issues not foreseen when the Board approved the plan that would require us to revisit the overall direction set in the plan? Are the strategic priorities within the plan still valid?” 
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