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PURPOSE AND PLANNING IN 
TURBULENT TIMES

In our strategic planning work within healthcare, the “five-year strategic plan” has been a commonly held convention – 
particularly through the 2000’s and into the 2010’s. A five-year planning cycle was an intuitive time horizon, far enough into the 
future to allow for real progress during relatively stable economies, labor markets, and policy environments.

However, it's time to reexamine the norms with which companies strategically plan in an unstable environment. I argue for an 
alternative approach, starting with these two questions:

• Are we clear on our enduring purpose – the value that will last no matter what?

• How far into the future can we accurately scope the strategy and tactics that realize our purpose?

Let’s start by unpacking what it means to have an enduring purpose. Organizational purpose is, of course, not a new concept. 
Organizations have sought to voice their missions, visions, values, purposes, etc., for a long time. But these last few years aren’t 
lost on anyone – and now employees, leaders, and board members are looking closely at what organizations say and do about 
their purpose.

Will it endure? Will your institution still believe in the value it offers after the next shock, and the next one? The quality of durability 
in purpose statements has taken on new importance for anyone trying to get a read on your organization. To put it another way, 
instead of looking at a five-year strategic plan for the source of stability and assurance, employees and leaders are increasingly 
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turning to purpose for that stability. After all, that’s the promise you are making to your stakeholders 
– a promise of impact that will remain after those exogenous shocks and resulting pivots.

To return to the core questions stated above, their logic is built on the assumption that 
organizations that wish to compete for top talent and rise above the noise will do so when they can 
express an enduring and timeless purpose that will matter even if the world continues to change. 
Healthcare organizations that have articulated their enduring purpose can then decide how to 
structure their actions – including how far into the future their plan for effective action takes them.

Organizations that enjoy the stability of enduring purpose can more flexibly choose the strategic 
planning horizon that fits their situation. Here is a range of scenarios where organizations may opt 
for different planning horizon choices.

• 1 year:

 o Turnaround situations in which tight financial planning and strict controls are necessary 
to address pressing balance sheet issues

 o Professional associations that are light on capital investment and can mobilize their 
workforce into new experiments for revenue generation and then pivot to what’s 
working

 o Startups

 o Units within larger firms that are sources of innovation

 o Medical school departments in particularly turbulent and unpredictable operating 
environments

 o Organizations coming off a successful five-year strategy that have important work still 
to do before they’re ready to engage in a more comprehensive look ahead

• 2-3 years:

 o Providers chasing the market leader, who need to show operational effectiveness 
while being nimble

 o Companies that must contend with essential capital decisions, but understand that 
economic conditions will play a role in their ability to invest

 o Systems seeking to grow their workforce to meet anticipated demand strategically

 o Companies anticipating a major leadership or ownership transition within three years

 o Organizations that must set a medium-term direction while contending with the 
possibility of state and federal policy changes that could imperil larger investments

• 4-5 years:

 o Institutions in established industries (health systems and companies in capital-heavy 
industries) and mature markets

 o Long-running companies that are staging for organic and inorganic growth

 o Health sciences companies managing a pipeline of innovation that takes years to bring 
to fruition

• 6+ years:

 o Systems that are planning for building construction

 o Integrated systems and payors who must consider generational trends for the purpose 
of population health management
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It is important to note these timelines (except for significant capital investments (e.g., buildings)) may need to be shortened in 
times of instability. A key takeaway from this contemplation of planning horizon ranges is that, in most cases, a shorter horizon 
will result in more nimble tactics and strategies. When purpose is the stabilizing element of direction, tactics and actions are freed 
to be more flexible.

A relevant example comes to us from a recent client, a medical school in the Midwest connected to a state university, that was 
considering a strategic planning process. The institution had enjoyed a stable planning environment during its last planning cycle 
approximately three years prior. With two years left in its five-year plan, many of the assumptions underpinning the expression 
of its purpose had changed. NIH funding was a deeply changed funding source, AI had raised pressing questions about both 
pedagogy and curriculum, and the school’s commitment to engaging underserved communities was taking on complexity that 
wasn’t apparent several years ago. 

Rather than initiate a new five-year strategy or simply ‘refresh’ the prior direction, the school engaged in a rapid and targeted 
planning effort for the next three years. It did so first by affirming its organizational purpose, grounded in its well-regarded 
history and pointed at an impactful future. From there, it evaluated current efforts through the filter of this affirmed purpose. 
Some ancillary projects and research pursuits were deprioritized. Others were reaffirmed. Still other actions were newly 
initiated, including redoubled efforts to integrate with a surrounding community deeply in need of the school’s capabilities. 
This prioritization was matched to a planning horizon that consciously fit their home institution’s planning cycle as well as their 
perceived ability to anticipate the future environment.

Instability, like what we’ve collectively experienced, makes noise, and we have observed partnered companies grapple with how 
to execute on their purpose and operation within that noise. The organizations that are best able to be heard have conviction 
about their purpose and real solutions pinned to that purpose, consciously matched to their situation and environment. 

Contact Chris at: chugill@cfar.com

For more information on this topic or related materials, contact CFAR at info@cfar.com or 215.320.3200 or visit our website at 
www.cfar.com.
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