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Phase 4:
IDENTIFY STRATEGIC ISSUES

nce the four MAPP Assessments have been completed, the next step is
to use the findings to identify strategic issues. It is in this phase that

participants determine which issues are critical to the success of the local public health
system and its vision of improved community health.

What is a strategic issue?
Strategic issues are those fundamental policy choices or critical challenges that
must be addressed in order for a community to achieve its vision.
Strategic issues are the foundation upon which strategies are developed. They should
build on the results of the previous MAPP phases and will reveal what is truly
important from the vast amount of information that has been gathered. Strategic
issues represent the most compelling findings that emerge when all of the MAPP
Assessments are considered together. Identifying strategic issues can be compared to
pouring the assessment findings into a funnel—what emerges is a distilled mix of issues
that demand attention.

Strategic Issues:
• Represent a fundamental choice to be made by the community and local public

health system leaders.
• Usually center around a tension or conflict to be resolved.
• Might be addressed in many different ways.
• Must be something that the local public health system can address.
• Should relate to more than one of the four MAPP Assessments.

How to identify strategic issues
Step 1 — Review and discuss findings from previous MAPP phases
To date, MAPP participants have developed a shared vision and common values, have
conducted the four MAPP Assessments, and have summarized major findings from
these assessments. During this step, participants will consider this information in the
aggregate for the first time. A review of the vision and values along with the summaries
of assessment findings should lead to a discussion about both the crosscutting and
most prominent findings from the assessments, as well as  gaps between the current
state of affairs in their community (as reflected in the assessments) and the vision they
are working to attain. Organization of background materials is critical to helping
participants understand the key findings quickly while also providing them access to
more detailed information that might answer questions that arise during the discussion.
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User Notes:

Step 2 — Brainstorm potential strategic issues
In a facilitated session, either integrated with or subsequent to the initial discussion in
Step 1, participants should respond to the question, “Which issues suggested by the
assessment findings must be addressed in order to achieve the vision?” As participants
discuss this question, they should try to identify where results converge. Consider
using the “Strategic Issues Relationship Diagram” at the end of this section (page 77) to
see how findings converge to affect the achievement of the vision. Each potential
strategic issue should be phrased as a question on the first part of the “Strategic Issues
Identification Worksheet,” located at the end of this section (page 78).
Consider this example:
Vision: Includes accessible services for all populations, particularly the most vulnerable.

• Community Themes & Strengths Finding: Community members face cultural barriers
to care.

• LPHS Assessment Finding:Assurance of needed personal health services only
partially meets outreach and linkage standards.

• Community Health Status Finding: Data reveal 15 percent of community residents
lack health insurance.

• Forces of Change Finding: State funding cuts have caused health care providers to
reduce hours.

Strategic Issue: How can our community ensure access to personal health care services?

User Notes:
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Step 3 — Develop an understanding about why an issue is strategic
Participants should discuss each issue to confirm that it is truly strategic. This
discussion will help to separate strategic issues from other problems, such as those that
may be more operational in nature, or those that might be easily remedied with the
provision of additional resources. Strategic issues are more challenging than this.
Participants must understand the context of issues in order to best determine how
they should be addressed. This understanding should provide insight into the dynamics
of each issue.
As reflected in the example above, each of the findings identified in the four MAPP
Assessments point to one aspect affecting an issue. By considering findings from
multiple assessments together, the understanding of the issue is likely to be more
comprehensive. Record information about each issue under question two of the
“Strategic Issues Identification Worksheet” at the end of this section (page 78).

User Notes:

Step 4 — Determine the consequences of not addressing an issue
Strategic issues have significant consequences for the community and the public health
system. Failure to address these issues may eventually result in the realization of an
external threat, lost opportunities, the lingering or worsening of an identified problem,
and ultimately failure to achieve the community vision. Consider each strategic issue
and ask, “What are the consequences of not addressing this?” The consequences of each
strategic issue should be specified in part three of the “Strategic Issues Identification
Worksheet” at the end of this section (see page 78).

IPS from the Field:
• Take time to organize assessment findings at the beginning of this phase.
• Balance the need for information with the need to be concise.
• Be open to issues that may not at first seem clearly related to health.

• This activity can be effectively done in a retreat-like atmosphere.

T
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User Notes:

Step 5 — Consolidate overlapping or related issues
At this point, a large number of strategic issues may have been identified. In order to
provide a manageable focus for developing strategies, these issues should be
consolidated. Examine all the issues identified from the worksheets together. How are
they related?  Do they share causes or influences that make them strategic? What are
the consequences of not addressing them?  Can strategic issues be combined without
losing a key perspective?   It is suggested that a community should have no more than
twelve strategic issues; the fewer, the better.

User Notes:
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Step 6 — Arrange issues into an ordered list
Finally, the strategic issues should be ordered into a list reflecting which issues should
be addressed first. Considerations such as whether there are issues with immediate
consequences, or if there are timelines or upcoming events that may help or hinder
addressing an issue, will influence the order of your list. Possible orders include:
Logical order — Present issues in the sequence in which they should be addressed.
This is particularly useful if the resolution of one issue is contingent upon resolution of
another.
Impact order — How important are the consequences of a particular issue? How
complex is an issue?  Resolving easier issues first can build the momentum, teamwork,
and consensus that can lead to solutions for more complex, controversial issues.
Temporal order — Resolve issues according to a timeline, using information such as
coordination with upcoming events.

User Notes:

ee the MAPP Web site for:
• More detailed guidance for conducting the Identify Strategic Issues

phase of MAPP.
• Vignettes from communities that have identified their Strategic Issues.

S

EMEMBER
The following tip sheets for this phase are located in the
Tip Sheets Index:

“Facilitation within the MAPP process”
“Conducting Community Dialogue”
“Presenting Data”

R
www.naccho.org/project77.cfm
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Community

Themes &

Strengths

Assessment

Forces of Change

Assessment

Local Public

Health System

Assessment

Community

Health Status

Assessment

Strategic Issue

How can the public health community

ensure access to population-based

and personal health care?

Lack of men's programs Confusion on CHIP enrollment

Inconvenient clinic hours

Language barriers to care

CHIP confusing
Employer based insurance

model inadequate

For-profit growth reduces

uncompensated care capacity

7% use ER for regular care

15% of Chicagoans uninsured

4% have no

source of care

Many agencies conduct outreach

70% report linking people to

needed services

Strategic Issues Relationship Diagram - Example
Relationship to Vision: Accessible Services
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Strategic Issues Identification Worksheet 
Strategic issues are the fundamental policy choices facing an organization’s or system’s
vision, mandates, values, services, clients, resources, or operations.

1. Identify the strategic issue. Phrase the issue as a question. (Example:
How can the public health community ensure access to population-based
and personal health care?)

2. Why is this an issue?  What convergence of external opportunities and
threats, system strengths and weaknesses, health status findings or
community themes makes this an issue?

3.What are the consequences of not addressing this issue?



Phase 4:
IDENTIFYSTRATEGICISSUES

79
Phase 4:
IDENTIFY STRATEGIC ISSUES



uring this phase, goals and strategies are developed for each of the
strategic issues identified in the previous phase.

Goals set a common direction and understanding of the anticipated end result.
Strategies communicate how the community will move in that direction. Together,
goals and strategies provide a connection between the current reality (what the public
health system and the community’s health looks like now) and the vision (what the
public health system and community’s health will look like in the future). In providing a
focus for future action, strategies lead to coordinated action by addressing the
complexity of seemingly complicated problems. The emphasis on action also serves a
critical role in linking planning to implementation.

How to Formulate Goals and Strategies
Step 1 — Develop goals related to the vision and strategic issues
The initial step of this phase of MAPP is to develop goals and strategies based on the
participants’ vision. The vision statement may have several components and may,
therefore, require several goals and strategies.
Next, review the strategic issues that were developed in the prior phase and identify
goals that will be achieved when those issues are resolved. Goal statements should
reflect a relationship between strategic issues and vision elements. The vision presents,
in the broadest sense, what the public health system wants to achieve. Strategic issues
must be resolved for this to be realized. This step may be best accomplished by a small
group that later presents its results to the larger group for discussion.

Example
Strategic Issue: How can the community ensure access to population-based and

personal health care services?
Goal: All persons living in our community will have access to high-quality,

affordable health care.
Strategy: Develop the capacity to provide culturally and linguistically

appropriate services.

Phase 5:
FORMULATE GOALS AND STRATEGIES

D

uestions for the Community
Goals — What do we want to achieve by addressing this strategic issue?
Strategies — How do we want to achieve it?  What action is needed?

Q
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Step 2 — Generate strategy alternatives
During this step, participants should consider and identify potential strategies for
achieving each goal and for achieving the community vision. This step may best be
completed through small group work, with participants volunteering for groups based
on their interest in a particular goal.
The task in this step is not to pick the best course of action, but to generate several
strategies the community may select from to reach the vision. For example, if the goal
is increased access to health services, possible strategy alternatives are outlined below.
Goal: All persons living in our community will have access to high-quality, affordable
health care.

Strategy Alternative: Establish a community ombudsman program for city or
county private services.
Strategy Alternative: Strengthen coordination among local public health system
partners to eliminate gaps in service and improve referral mechanisms among
providers (e.g., between mental health and primary care).
Strategy Alternative: Increase awareness of available services through the
development of an online directory of area public health and health care
organizations.
Strategy Alternative: Develop the capacity to provide culturally and linguistically
appropriate services.
Strategy Alternative: Increase education and outreach efforts so that all residents
are aware of the population-based and personal health care services available in
the community.

Whether as a small group or as the entire group overseeing MAPP, participants should
brainstorm and develop strategy alternatives, as well as identify barriers (Step 3). Be sure
to build upon past strategies that have worked. The “Strategy Development Worksheet”
(see page 86) can be used to record the information brainstormed by the group.

81
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ip from the field:
• Try to strike a balance between motivating groups to develop strategies

that will achieve a "break through" and having manageable plans—it’s a
difficult balance.

T

User Notes:

Step 3 — Consider barriers to implementation 
Consider how realistic each strategy alternative is by examining barriers that may
interfere with implementation. Barriers may take the form of insufficient resources,
lack of community support, legal or policy impediments to authority, or
technological difficulties. Barriers will not necessarily eliminate strategy alternatives;
however, they should alert the community to obstacles that may be encountered if
that alternative is pursued.
As described in Step 2, the identification of barriers may also be accomplished through
small group work. It is important to note that the group that identified the strategies
should be the same group identifying potential barriers.

User Notes:



Phase 5:
FORMULATEG

OALSANDSTRATEGIES

83
Phase 5:
FORMULATE GOALS AND STRATEGIES

Step 4 — Consider implementation details
Next, outline details related to implementing each strategy alternative. Participants
should explore issues such as needed activities, timelines, participation, and resources.
At this time the group is not actually conducting implementation planning, but rather
thinking broadly about how each strategy alternative could be implemented.This lays
the groundwork for the next phase – the Action Cycle.
At this time the group may want to reconsider membership in the small groups,
depending upon the types of strategy alternatives and goals that have been developed.
Including key implementers in the relevant small groups ensures not only the appropriate
application of expertise, but also that stakeholder interests are well represented.

User Notes:
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Step 5 — Select and adopt strategies
Selecting strategies is the next step and usually requires choosing among alternatives.
The best choice(s) should be clear after the above steps have been completed. When
selecting strategies, be particularly alert to those that are intended to address urgent
issues or can be implemented quickly. Being able to see accomplishments achieved
through the process provides clear evidence of value to participants.
To make strategy selection more systematic, less complex, and possibly less subject to
debate, agree upon selection criteria at the onset. One set of criteria commonly used
in public health program planning is the PEARL test.** The PEARL test was designed
specifically to test the reality and feasibility of a proposed strategy.
Once the strategies are selected, participants must now adopt them. Strategies may be
adopted in their entirety or in stages. Be aware that some strategies may never garner
complete agreement among all participants. Agree on what is currently possible
recognizing that some issues, even after much deliberation, may be too contentious to
find common ground.

User Notes:

he PEARL acronym is defined as follows:
• Propriety — Is a strategy consistent with the Essential Services and public

health principles?
• Economics — Is the strategy financially feasible?  Does it make

economic sense to apply this strategy? 
• Acceptability — Will the stakeholders and the community accept 

the strategy?
• Resources — Is funding likely to be available to apply this strategy?  Are

organizations able to offer personnel time and expertise or space
needed to implement this strategy?

• Legality — Do current laws allow the strategy to be implemented?

T

**GE Pickett and JJ Hanlon. Public Health Administration and Practice, 9th Ed.  St Louis:  The C.V. Mosby Company, 1990.  pp.  226-227.
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Step 6 — Draft the planning report
The final step is to develop a draft planning report.
It should be noted that the planning report is not an implementation plan.
Rather, it is a plan outlining broad strategic courses of action about which
that the community has reached consensus.
Once the document is complete, the entire MAPP committee should adopt it. Plan
adoption can be seen as a formal close to the planning process and a time to celebrate
the hard work of the previous phases. Participant organizations should also be
encouraged to adopt the plan to show their organizational support. Finally, disseminate
and share the plan with the community.

User Notes:

ee the MAPP Web site for:
• Detailed guidance on conducting the Formulate Goals and Strategies

phase of MAPP.
• Vignettes from communities that have adopted goals and strategies.

S

EMEMBER
The following tip sheets for this phase are located in the
Tip Sheets Index:
“Conducting Community Dialogue”

“Possible Techniques for Brainstorming”

R
www.naccho.org/project77.cfm
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Strategy Development Worksheet
1. Based on your review of the vision and strategic issues, what are the 

apparent goals?  

2.What broad alternatives might members of the public health system pursue? 

3.What are the barriers to realizing these alternatives?

4.What implementation details accompany each strategy alternative? 
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Goals Strategies Barriers Implementation

Strategy Development Matrix


