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When Having the Strategic Plan Is Not Enough: Facilitating an Effective Process 
 
The healthcare industry is in constant flux. Creating and successfully implementing strategic plans can 
often be the critical factor that distinguishes winning organizations from failed ones. While most 
healthcare organizations are adept at strategic analysis and the development of written plan documents, 
they struggle with the process of strategic planning. Facilitating an effective planning process can greatly 
increase the odds that the strategic plan will make a positive difference and will ultimately impact how well 
the organization performs. The four key components to strategic planning are:  
 

• adequately involving the right stakeholders  
• balancing structure and flexibility  
• assigning the role of facilitator  
• assuring strategic thinking and not just strategic planning  

 
Involving the right stakeholders 

Many healthcare organizations are uncertain about who to involve in strategic planning. While no one 
approach works for all organizations, it is imperative to balance the desire for involvement with the 
need to make difficult choices and move forward on a timely basis.  
 
Rarely is it a mistake to involve too many in the planning process, but involving them without a clear 
differentiation of roles can be a fatal flaw. Engagement supports implementation by building 
consensus for change. Yet, consensus and unanimous opinion are not the same thing, nor is 
participation the same as veto power. A well-defined planning process vests responsibility for 
strategic decision-making in a core group of individuals. While the core group has an obligation to 
consider multiple perspectives, it has an equally important responsibility to make tough choices and 
ensure that the strategic plan reflects clear priorities for resource allocation. 
 
A good planning process reaches far across the organization but is clear about the roles and 
responsibilities of various individuals and groups (see chart below). Not everyone involved in the 
planning process should have the same roles. A good process is designed with complementary roles, 
ensuring that extensive engagement will not ultimately paralyze the organization. Effective process 
facilitation requires the right participants with the right involvement. 
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1Generally limited to specific action plans/areas of expertise. 
 
Structure and Flexibility 

Effective, strategic planning processes are both structured and flexible. Structure ensures that all the 
necessary bases are covered and that the process achieves its desired outcomes. Flexibility allows 
the organization to match the process to its unique character and needs and to accommodate 
necessary detours along the way.  In the way of example, all planning meetings should be structured 
with well-defined objectives, clear agendas and roles, and concise and focused background 
materials. At the same time, they need to accommodate surprise issues that arise during the 
meetings and be agile enough to divert from the agenda and still achieve the required meeting 
outcomes. 
  

Very few things about strategic planning are absolutes. However, one certainty is the final destination 
that must be achieved: the development of a clear roadmap for the future. Another is that the process 
will never unfold exactly as planned. The key to successful process facilitation, then, is to stay 
focused on the final objective while remaining flexible in how it is achieved.  

Effective Facilitator 
 
A good facilitator can make a world of difference. Without a strong facilitator, the strategic planning 
process can meander or be disjointed, causing participants to be unsatisfied with their involvement. A 
good facilitator orchestrates the overall process, keeping it on track and connecting the parts. He also 
ensures that individual meetings are focused, productive and valuable time spent for those involved. 
 
Effective facilitators have a mix of both natural flair and specific skills developed from past 
experience. Strong facilitators prepare extensively for all meetings, stay focused on the goal, keep 
participants actively and productively engaged, expect and deal effectively with the unexpected, invite 
and listen to all perspectives, use humor to diffuse tension, deal with politics appropriately, and know 
when to intervene and when to stay silent. Strong facilitators listen more than they talk. They add 
value by truly hearing what people say and working to identify common ground (often before the 
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participants recognize it themselves). Good facilitators do not shy away from controversy but make 
sure that controversial topics are vetted respectfully and objectively.  
 
A planning process will not proceed successfully without a guiding hand.  While no one facilitator will 
work best in all situations, good processes start with a prudent choice of facilitator. 
 
Strategic Thinking 

The strategic plan aims to position the healthcare organization to succeed in a complex world. 
Complex problems require creative solutions. If nothing else, the strategic planning process must 
allow for true strategic thinking, not just strategic planning. One of the most important roles of the 
facilitator is to ensure that opportunity exists to do both.  
 
Many experts have written about the differences between strategic thinking and strategic planning. 
They warn against being too linear and formulaic, too focused on analysis rather than creative 
thinking, too intent on creating a plan rather than on interacting and developing the collective capacity 
to react and change. They encourage organizations to see the planning process itself as valuable, not 
simply a means to an end. Wise healthcare organizations will heed their advice and use their 
strategic planning processes to do two things: to develop a roadmap for the future and to engage key 
constituents in critical thinking dialogue.  

 
Healthcare organizations often give short shrift to the process of strategic planning. As indicated above, 
facilitation of the process is just as (if not more) important than the plan itself. Care must be taken to 
involve constituents broadly but appropriately, to balance discipline and agility, to ensure the critical role 
of facilitator, and to use the time together to think and not just plan. 
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