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Building & Executing Strategy 
In A Complex Market—A Three-Phase 
Best Practice Model For Success

Success with strategy in health and human services 
has changed quite a bit over the past decade. 
Changing reimbursement models, consumerism, new 
disruptive competitors, and consolidation (among 
other factors) are remaking the landscape—and the 
parameters for organizational sustainability. As the 
market has evolved, our model for strategic planning 
at OPEN MINDS has changed as well. Our approach 
to strategy has three phases— landscape analysis 
and strategy development, strategy implementation 
planning, and strategy execution.

Phase One: Strategic Planning
Strategic planning needs to start with the basics. The 
first step is to acknowledge and confirm the mission 
of the organization (if the mission no longer fits, that 
requires a different path). From there, the executive 
team needs to consider both the long-term positioning 
of the organization—a vision for the future (usually a 
look at the next ten years)—and create quantifiable 
objectives for the short-term (usually a look ahead to 
the next year). It is the combination of this long-term 
vision and the short-term objectives that drive the 
plan. 

The next step in the process is to consider both the 
environment in which the organization exists and 
its performance relevant to the competition in the 
market—before developing strategies to achieve 
the organization’s objectives. This environmental 
assessment has two components: an external market 
analysis and an internal organizational analysis.

External Market Analysis—The external market 
analysis has a few standard anchors—the “macro” 
trends driving the market, an understanding of 
customers, and an analysis of competitors. The key to 
looking at trends driving the market is to identify the 
four to six market drivers that are most relevant to the 
services lines and customers of the organization. Too 
much generic trend analysis often confuses the issues 
at hand. Whether national and state-level trends, the 
directionality of the selected trends is what matters—
what is the current situation, what is changing and 
how fast, and what are the implications for the client? 

The other key elements of the environmental analysis 
are to look at both the customers and the competition. 
For the customers, both the payers of services and 
the consumers of those services, there are different 
paths for market analysis. It is common to both 
identify key payers and profile them by size or other 

metrics—and also to conduct in-depth interviews 
with selected payer executives. If consumer market 
analysis is needed, it is typically to quantify the 
consumer market (numbers, revenue, demographic 
characteristics, etc.) for a particular service and/or to 
conduct selected market research on perceptions of 
the organization and its competitors.

Internal Organizational Analysis—Just as important 
as the external market analysis is to understand 
the revenue and profitability of the organization’s 
services, and the performance of the organization 
relative to its competitors. Service line analysis, 
along with mapping and analysis of the organization’s 
service line portfolio, are the most critical pieces of 
this process. Depending on the situation, stakeholder 
interviews or customer experience research (aka 
“mystery shopper research”) can be useful (see Good 
Customer Service? Take A Walk In Your Consumers’ 
Shoes).

To start the service line analysis process, the 
executive team needs to define its organization’s 
service lines. A service line isn’t an individual program 
or service; rather it is a collection of programs or 
services defined by a common consumer, payer, 
geography, or other factor. The point of grouping 
of services and programs into service lines is to 
provide a strategic view of organizational revenue 
and profitability—and also provide a framework for 
making decisions about investment and development. 
There is no magic number of service lines, but the 
more concise the service line definitions, the better. 
(FYI, the most service lines I’ve seen in a single 
organization is 25—in a $300 million multi-state, 
multi-payer organization.) For each service line, the 
process is to map out key metrics. Every analysis 
varies in the metrics, but revenue, profitability, 
consumers, and service units are common. 

With the metrics on each service line, it is possible to 
do some comparative analysis of the relative revenue, 
growth, and profitability. These comparative metrics 
are useful in understanding both the current position 
of the organization in the market—but also to identify 
strategic weaknesses.

Scenario-Based Planning
In volatile markets, incorporating a discussion of—
and planning for—major shifts in the market is a 
best practice. This scenario-based planning, the 
contrasting of current (most likely) market scenario 
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with possible major changes in policy, payers, or 
competitors, is useful in prioritizing and planning for 
investments.

Scenario-based planning also provides an opportunity 
for executive teams to discuss contingency plans and 
to identify common investments needed in multiple 
scenarios.

In the end, the strategic plan is all about the choices 
an executive team makes to accomplish the mission 
of the organization and achieve organizational 
objectives. There are three key questions:
1. What are the key strategies—the key strategic 

initiatives—needed for the organization to achieve 
its objectives?

2. How will the success of those initiatives and 
objectives be achieved—what are the key 
performance metrics?

3. What are the major operational components for 
implementation—the high-level implementation 
plan?

These are the most important elements of an 
organization’s strategy.

Phase Two: Strategy Implementation 
Planning
With a strategy in hand, success is all about strategy 
implementation. There are a few key elements that 
are critical.

First, with a new organizational strategy, business unit 
plans need to be “adjusted” to incorporate the new 
strategy—and support the key strategic initiatives. 
From a timing perspective, this development of 
detailed operational and tactical plans needs to 
be developed before the organization’s budgeting 
process. This process will be an interactive one—
strategy, then detailed implementation plans, then 
budget development. Most often, the first iteration will 
not be a “winner”—and will require revisions to the 
detailed operational plans (and even adjustments to 
the strategic initiatives).

Second, the executive needs to develop a set of key 
performance metrics (or modify existing performance 
metrics) to allow real-time monitoring of the success 
of strategy implementation and strategy success. 
The ability to “fine tune” organizational strategy and 
strategy implementation based on performance is 
critical in a fluid market. 

Phase Three: Strategy Implementation
Strategy execution is where the real work for your 
team begins. But the path to executing a strategy for 
sustainability will be different for every organization—
but all paths demand a continuous drive towards 
optimization and innovation. Strategic approaches 
fall in three categories: improving sustainability by 

improving margins on current services, developing 
new services lines, and getting to scale with new 
collaborative models.

Improving Current Operations—Whatever the 
strategic vision of the future, most organizations 
need to improve the margin on their current programs 
to improve their financial stability and create cash 
from new ventures. This often mean improving 
efficiency and effectiveness through organizational 
restructuring, process reengineering, and/or the 
elimination of selected programs/services. (For more, 
see Will Clinical Professional Compensation Drive 
Task Shifting?, How To Reduce Your Unit Costs When 
Market Rates Go Down: An OPEN MINDS Executive 
Seminar On Reengineering Your Unit Costs, and 
Managing The Cost Of Services-Matters Now More 
Than Ever.)

Developing New Service Lines—New technologies, 
the need for diversification and responding to 
payer preference for services with value-based 
reimbursement models are driving many health and 
human service organizations to create new services 
lines. The key to success is assuring fit with overall 
organizational strategy, conducting a comparative 
opportunity analysis in the market, feasibility analysis, 
and using a structured service line development 
process. (For more on this, check out Adding A New 
Service Line: A Disciplined Planning Process Is Key 
To Success, Best Practice Service Line Development: 
An OPEN MINDS Seminar On New Service Line, 
Design, Development, & Launch, and How To 
Develop A New Service Line: Building A Diversification 
Strategy & Conducting A Feasibility Analysis.)

Considering Mergers, Acquisitions, Affiliations, & 
Partnership To Achieve Strategic Objectives—A 
final consideration in strategy is that the organization 
does not have the resources to achieve their 
strategic objectives without some form of 
collaboration. Whether mergers or acquisitions, 
non-profit affiliations, or other partnerships, these 
new combinations can provide needed capital and 
expertise. These collaborations are not without 
their challenges—but executives can increase the 
likelihood of success by clearly identifying the role 
in strategic success. (For more, see Challenges 
In Making Mergers & Acquisitions Work, Keeping 
Consumers In Mind As Mergers Happen, and When & 
How To ‘Sell’ Being Acquired.)

Strategy and strategy implementation is the key to 
success in any market—but particularly in times of 
market turbulence. But when balancing the strategy 
with best practice implementation, leaders should 
keep in mind the words of Sun Tzu: “Strategy without 
tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without 
strategy is the noise before defeat.”
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