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Strengthening of Medical Laboratory Services in the Caribbean 
Guidelines for the Conduct of the Laboratory Strategic Planning Process  

 
Purpose: 
 
Strategic Planning is a tool used by organizations to determine where they wish to go and 
how they propose to get there.  
 

• It is a formal structured approach to planning 
• It is a continuous and on-going process 
• It provides direction to Managers, Supervisors and other staff  
• It clarifies priorities 
• It provides a clear sense of the laboratory’s aims  

 
Responsibilities: 
 
Strategic Planning is the starting point for the laboratory’s planning process and is 
principally the responsibility of the Laboratory Manager but requires the participation of 
all senior staff. 
 
Requirements: 
 
Strategic planning is different to the more familiar operational planning in that it requires 
visionary, directional long-term thinking and focuses on long-term results. Operational 
planning requires short-term specific thinking and focuses in the main on short-term 
results. 
 
The Process: 
 
Pre-planning: 
 

As the Laboratory Manager or Supervisor you must: 
 
1. First think about how you expect strategic planning to benefit your laboratory 

and then send a clear message that you are willing to commit time and effort to 
this process and expect all senior staff to do so. 

2. Identify key stakeholders or persons who can contribute to the planning process. 
If you are a public sector laboratory, your list may include senior public and 
private sector laboratory staff, the Director or Head of National Health Services, 
your Chief Medical Officer, the Hospital Administrator, the Hospital Medical 
Chief of Staff, the National Epidemiologist, representatives of regional health 
institutions, planning and finance senior personnel, representatives of training 
institutions, representatives of related health organizations such as a National 
Insurance or Social Security Institution etc. Private sector laboratories can select 
persons relevant to their operations. 
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3. From your list of Stakeholders identify the Laboratory’s Core Strategic 
Planning Team.  

4. From time-to-time you may invite relevant others to participate in discussions. 
5. Identify and gather supporting documentation such as the National Strategic 

Plan for Health, existing laboratory strategic plans, existing institutional and/or 
laboratory vision and mission statements etc.  

6. Identify resources and secure the services of a skilled facilitator. While it may 
be useful to recruit someone with some knowledge of laboratory services, this is 
not absolutely required. It is important that this person can be neutral and 
objective and can command the respect and trust of the team. 

7. Set meeting dates and coordinate the meetings. 
8. Ensure that you allow laboratory staff that are serving on the team adequate 

time to devote to this process. 
9. Be prepared to allow frank and open discussions and avoid defensive positions. 

 
 
Conducting the Strategic Planning Process: 
 
The outcomes of your strategic planning process should be a Mission  
Statement, an awareness of existing environmental ‘helps’ and ‘hindrances’ and 
agreement on a Strategic direction, goals and long-term or Strategic objectives. 
 
The facilitator will guide you through the following process: 
 

1. Developing the laboratory’s  mission statement. Remember that if your 
laboratory is a unit of a larger organization, your mission must fit within the 
framework of the wider organisation’s mission. 

2. Strategically analysing the external and internal factors impacting on laboratory 
functioning 

3. Clearly defining laboratory services, roles & responsibilities 
4. Identifying gaps  
5. Identifying solutions 
6. Agreeing on strategic direction, goals and objectives 

 
 
 Developing your Mission Statement: 
 
Your Mission will be found in the answer to “What” i.e what kind of laboratory do you 
wish to be? What’s your purpose?  You will need to carefully consider the following: 
 

• What is the wider Organisation’s Mission (where relevant)? 
• What is your laboratory expected to deliver e.g clinical and/or public health 

services, training, quality monitoring etc.? 
• What’s your niche in national health service delivery? 
• What would be the impact if you ceased to exist? 
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• What is unique about your laboratory e.g is it the type of services offered, 
customers you serve etc.? 

• Who are your customers or stakeholders? 
• What are your primary products e.g information, advice etc.? 
• What are your existing and future markets e.g governments, the public, insurance 

agencies etc.? 
• What changes have occurred in laboratory medicine in the past five years e.g new 

technology, new roles etc.? 
• What changes are likely to occur over the next five years? 
• What are the resource projections i.e less or more than you currently have, greater 

autonomy & responsibility, shortage of staff etc.? 
• What are the impending changes in health e.g health reform, mergers, community 

outreach etc.? 
 
Conducting a Strategic Analysis: 
 
Before you can determine where you wish to go you need to conduct a Strategic Analysis 
that will determine the “Why” i.e why is the chosen strategic direction or the agreed 
strategies and objectives the right ones for your laboratory? You need to collect the data 
about your external and internal environment that would help you to answer where you 
need to go (your Strategic Direction) and how you propose to get there (your Strategic 
Objectives). The facilitator will guide you through the following considerations: 
 

• Examining external impactors such as current or intended national health 
initiatives, competing services, changing technology, market trends, emerging 
stakeholders or partners etc. 

• Examining internal impactors such as organizational restructuring, downsizing, 
changing roles, increased services, accreditation & quality improvement efforts, 
organizational buy-in & support, loss of market share, achievements & successes, 
limitations & barriers, staff competencies & skills, material & financial resources, 
reputation & image etc. 

 
Your aim is to examine the laboratory’s weaknesses and strengths, opportunities, 
challenges and concerns relative to the above and to arrive at a consensus on critical 
issues that the team must consider in determining the Strategic Direction and Strategic 
Objectives. 
 
Defining your Strategic Direction: 
 
You want to define the “Where” i.e where is your laboratory heading? What type of 
laboratory do you envision? Should you maintain or change your current direction? The 
facilitator will take you through the following considerations: 
 

• Products offered  
• Services offered  
• Services required 
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• Client definition 
• Stakeholder & client needs 
• Market forces 
• Technology changes 
• Throughput capacity 
• Etc. 

 
Essentially then, in considering “where to now?”, the Team may wish to ask itself the 
following questions: 
 

• What services will the laboratory offer in 3-5 years? 
• What will the laboratory’s client base be and what market share will you have? 
• What will be your marketing and service philosophy? 
• Who will be your partners and stakeholders? 
• What will your staffing mix be? 
• What will be your human resource philosophy? 
• What will be your technology focus? 
• What will be your quality policy? 
• Etc.  

 
Finding the Gaps and Solutions: 
 
Gaps are created when where you are now is not quite where you want to be. The 
facilitator can help you to conduct a Gap Analysis in which you can define what you may 
need in terms of activities, resources or programmes to fill the gap. Root cause analyses 
may be useful at this juncture to help you to determine what is needed to fill the gaps. 
 
Defining your Strategic Goals and Objectives: 
 
Once you have decided on your Strategic Direction and looked at the gaps defined and 
changes needed, you now need to determine “How” and “When” you are going to get to 
where you want to go.  Your facilitator will lead you through the discussions that will 
determine this and ensure that the Strategic Goals and Objectives are: 
 

• Measurable 
• Practical and attainable  

 
And that they will lead to the realisation of the Mission. There must also be the 
understanding that the goals and objectives must be responsive and flexible and not be 
cast in stone. 
 
Next Steps: 
 
As Laboratory Director you must now ensure that the Strategic Plan is shared and 
discussed with all staff as soon as possible. Action or operational plans must be 
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developed and mechanisms for the definition of progress indicators and the ongoing 
monitoring of both short and long-term results must be put in place to ensure that 
laboratory staff stick to the Plan. If necessary you may need to seek the services of a 
“Change” facilitator to steer you staff through the often stormy waters of ‘change’.  
 
Summary: 
 
Strategic Planning therefore allows your laboratory to progress through the development 
of a Strategic Plan, periodically reviewing the Mission to ensure that it remains current 
and continually reviewing Strategic Goals and Objectives. 
 
Strategic Management allows the laboratory to grow in scope and profitability and 
requires that you as Laboratory Director, scan constantly for new business, assess the 
resources needed and determine the benefits and Mission-fit of new opportunities, revise 
Mission and Goals as necessary, project manage new business and always monitor and 
evaluate the success of new initiatives. 
 
It is important to conduct the strategic planning session in a positive, forward-looking and 
solution-oriented manner. Participants must be able to share their concerns in a frank and 
honest manner free of intimidation or the perception thereof.  They must be encouraged 
to objectively and fairly examine present and past, using both positive & negative  
experiences to inform the future. Utilise a group discussion format as much as possible.  
 
It is useful to end this exercise with a collaborative development of an action/operational 
plan for a defined period of time, for example, six months. This allows participants to 
document a clear way forward, agreed by all and is a great way to initiate the change 
process.   
 
 
Suggested Order of Discussion over a minimum of 4 days: 
 
 

1. Strengths, Successes and Comparative Advantages of the Laboratory 
a. Progress made 
b. New technologies implemented 
c. Staffing expansion or strengthening 
d. Infrastructural development 
e. New equipment 
f. Etc. 

2. Opportunities 
a. Climate of reform 
b. New donors 
c. New organogram 
d. Competitors 
e. Demand for services 
f. Etc. 
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3. Challenges 
a. Climate of reform 
b. New donors 
c. New organogram 
d. Competitors 
e. Demand for services 
f. Staffing 
g. Infrastructure 
h. Etc. 

4. Major concerns 
a. Plant & infrastructure 
b. Organisational structure & Fit 
c. Operational systems 
d. Management structure & systems 
e. Staffing 
f. Image & customer Service 
g. Relationships & networking 
h. Resources 
i. Etc. 

5. Vision or Expectations for the Laboratory Service  
a. Clients 
b. Partners & stakeholders 
c. Products & services 
d. Customer interface 
e. Communication mechanisms 
f. Marketing 
g. Human Resource philosophy 
h. Technology  
i. Quality Policy  
j. Quality operations & standards 

6. Gaps &/or Required Changes 
a. Strategic Direction & Objectives 
b. Management structures 
c. Operational structures & systems 
d. Staffing & Human Resource management 
e. Infrastructure & Plant 
f. Communication mechanisms 
g. Resource base 
h. Image 

7. Strategic Objectives 
a. Major objectives are identified based on the issues raised in the above 

deliberations.  These could include Quality Operations; Information 
Management; Effective Communication; Plant & Equipment; Marketing; 
etc.  
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8. Organisational Structure 
a. Several options may be developed for further discussion with Decision-

makers  
9. Operational plan  
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