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strategic planning in oral health 
improvement
This article seeks to raise the profile of oral health within the health and 
social care system, as an important aspect of general health and 
wellbeing. Patel and Witton aim to highlight the importance of strategic 
planning in such times of uncertainty and flux, so that organisations are 
able to clearly articulate their role, remit and priorities, and how they are 
best placed to deliver upon these.
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oral health is an important aspect of 
general health and wellbeing. Following 
the abolition of public Health england 
(pHe), it is fundamental that oral health 
improvement remains embedded across 
the health and social care system. 
emerging integrated Care systems 
(iCss) will also offer opportunities to 
integrate dental services and oral health 
promotion activities to support the 
broader healthcare commissioning 
agenda. this article highlights tools and 
processes to support system partners in 
informing the development of their 
strategic plans so that they are able to 
adapt to the changing and increasingly 
challenging demands of the health and 
social care sector while maximising 
opportunities to include oral health in 
their health improvement strategies.

The AboliTion of Phe And 
imPlicATions for orAl heAlTh 
imProvemenT
in August 2020, the secretary of state 
for Health and social Care announced 
that pHe was being abolished.1 the new 
office for Health promotion will now be 

leading on national efforts to improve 
population health, alongside the uK 
Health security Agency delivering public 
health protection functions.2 there have 
been ongoing concerns about how these 
plans will address health inequalities.3,4 
For oral health 
improvement in 
particular, pHe is 
the principal source 
of dental public 
health expertise and 
its abolition could 
potentially impact 
system progress in 
improving 
population oral health and reducing oral 
health inequalities.

currenT sysTem chAllenges
oral health is an important aspect of 
general health and wellbeing and 
impacts of oral diseases are multiple, 
affecting both physical and psychological 
wellbeing and quality of life.5 Alongside 
general health, the impact of CoViD-19 
on oral health and oral health inequalities 
is significant as the steepest inequalities 
have been exacerbated within more 
vulnerable, disadvantaged and socially 
excluded groups, who already bear the 
greatest burden of oral disease.6 this 
situation is further compounded by 
limited provision of dental services 
throughout the pandemic.7–9

to deliver real change, a focus on the 
wider determinants of health is going to 
be necessary to achieve sustainable 

improvements in oral health.10 However, 
this will be challenging in light of the 
large-scale cuts to local authority public 
health grants over the years since the 

Health and social 
Care Act was 
introduced in 2012.11 
As we look to the 
future, it is 
fundamental that oral 
health improvement 
remains embedded 
across the health and 
social care system.

WhAT is sTrATegic PlAnning 
And Why is iT imPorTAnT?
strategic planning is the process of 
developing an organisation’s purpose, 
aim and objectives. it includes the 
allocation of resources and 
responsibilities, drawing on robust 
evidence and setting feasible timescales 
for achieving goals.12 this article 
highlights tools and processes to support 
system partners in informing the 
development of their strategic plans so 
that they are able to adapt to the abolition 
of pHe and system re-configuration.

Documents such as the pHe strategy 
2020 to 202513 and the Faculty of public 
Health 2020–202514 clearly set out the 
role, remit and strategic priorities of each 
respective organisation. What is required 
now, as we transition, is a scaled-down 
tangible process through which any 
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organisation can work through. Monitor 
have proposed a seven-stage framework 
as the basis of developing a strategy for 
Foundation trusts and other provider 
organisations.12 these stages are also 
relevant to strategic planning in public 
health and are described next.

frAme
this establishes a transparent framework 
for the development and implementation 
of the strategy with input from internal 
and external stakeholders and partners. 
strategic planning should be a continual 
process to deal with changing priorities 
and uncertainties.15

diAgnose
this establishes challenges and 
opportunities in the context of a local 
health and social care system. it involves 
an internal assessment of the 
organisation’s current performance, 
including quality, operational, financial 
and workforce. externally, this would 
involve assessing how well it is 
responding to the needs, challenges and 
priorities of the populations and 
organisations it serves.

forecAsT
this stage involves creating a clear view 
of the future in which the organisation 
might operate within. scenario planning 
is a highly relevant tool given the level of 
uncertainty we are currently faced with 
as it explores more experimental or 
innovative opportunities.16

generATe oPTions
this involves developing, exploring and 
evaluating strategic ideas and options for 
change. it might consider alternative 
strategic priorities to focus upon, 

whether a current priority should be 
de-prioritised or whether to collaborate 
with other organisations to meet 
partners’ needs better.

PrioriTise
this involves 
choosing which 
strategic initiatives to 
pursue and building 
them into a coherent 
strategy. this 
requires an 
understanding of 
national public 
health priorities and 
drivers, the future 
hosting-organisation’s role and remit and 
balancing this against the needs of the 
local population. the potential additionality 
of the organisation will need to be 
considered, that is, if it is well-placed (i.e. 
has the resources, capacity and capability) 
to make a significant contribution.

deliver
this involves creating and publicising 
the implementation plan, and allocating 
resources to achieve the strategy. this 
requires setting out the activities, 
milestones, measurements and key 
performance indicators and being  
clear about who will deliver what,  
by when.

evolve: hoW To fuTure-Proof 
The sTrATegy?
this stage is about monitoring the impact 
of the strategy to ensure it continues to 
be effective. substantial changes in the 
external environment, such as significant 
restructuring in across the health and 
social care sector, would trigger an 
automatic review of part or all of the 
strategy.

noW WhAT?
Across business and health sectors, 
evidence demonstrates how strong 
strategic planning delivers significant 
benefits for organisations, their 

partners, their staff 
and the local 
populations they 
serve. this is now 
particularly important 
given the ongoing 
transformation within 
health and social 
care. Dealing with 
uncertainty is core to 
strategy development 
and thus a 
reconsideration of our 

strategic approach is perhaps now very 
timely. For oral health, this might involve 
facilitating the development of a more 
integrated approach to primary care 
dental services and oral health 
improvement. We will all need to work 
together to maintain the profile of oral 
health, ensuring it is entered onto the 
agenda in these new partnerships and 
systems.
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and also for training centres as part of their blended learning programme.

Please note that this is an e-learning programme only. To obtain the  
RSPH Level 2 Award in Food Safety in Catering, candidates can sit  
an invigilated exam with a recognised RSPH centre.
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