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Introduction

Laboratories occupy pivotal positions within the nation’s evolving public health system as central sources of information and analysis that drive action against population health threats.  The public health system currently faces unprecedented pressure to expand and improve its capacity to address health threats.  A variety of recent developments have brought increasing public attention to gaps and inadequacies in the infrastructure that protects health at the population level, including the terrorist and bioterrorist events of 2001, international transmission of emerging infectious diseases like SARS and avian influenza, disorganized responses to the 2005 Gulf hurricanes, and the steady progression of obesity and related preventable chronic diseases.  As a result, state and local public health systems face mounting pressures to strengthen their infrastructure and improve the quality of their services, and public health laboratories are being challenged to assume new and expanded roles within these systems.     

In the midst of these developments, the nation’s state and local public health laboratories currently face high levels of turnover and likely shortages in senior leadership over the next several years.  During 2005 alone, 16 new state public health laboratory directors took office, representing a 30 percent turnover rate, and for 2006 the vacancy rate in these senior leadership positions is expected to exceed 25 percent.  Moreover, many current laboratory directors indicate that the pipeline of candidates available to serve as their successors is thin and comprised of individuals who lack the knowledge and skills needed to lead laboratories successfully through periods of change in the evolving public health environment.  

These conditions create an urgent need to think carefully about—and plan concretely for—the future leadership needs of the nation’s public health laboratories.  How should laboratories evolve to meet the changing needs and demands of the public health system?  How can these changes be accomplished most effectively and efficiently? The future for public health laboratories clearly will not be a straight-line extrapolation from their past.  

The public health laboratory community has a unique but fleeting opportunity to shape the future leadership workforce.  This opportunity includes the ability to think boldly about what new roles to assume, how best to assume them, and how to measure success.  In response, the Association for Public Health Laboratories has initiated a strategic planning process that will chart a course for leadership workforce development over the next three to five years.  This Agenda for the Future is the product of preliminary discussions held by laboratory directors, staff, and other key stakeholders at APHL and is provided as an environmental scan.  This document is designed to stimulate critical thinking about key components of a strategic plan for leadership workforce development.  

Historical Context

Public health laboratories have changed dramatically in recent decades, and so too have their leadership needs.  The laboratory director of the 1950s has been described as a chief technologist that typically received on-the-job training from a pathologist.  As educational requirements changed during the 1960s through the 1980s, the position of laboratory director developed into more of an administrative position, reflecting the skills needed in finance and management practices.  Moreover, as federal regulatory requirements were strengthened during the 1980s and 1990s, directors acquired new skills in quality assessment practices and corporate compliance processes.  

Public health improvement initiatives during the 1990s called attention to the importance of the public health “system” that includes not only governmental public health agencies but also the range of other public and private organizations that collectively contribute to health at the population level.  Public health laboratories increasingly have been recognized as vital components of these systems at federal, state and local levels.  Moreover, public health laboratories have become more aware of the importance of their relationships with external stakeholders and collaborators, including hospitals, physicians, health insurers, private laboratories, regulators, and policy makers.  This growing systems orientation in public health practice has made it increasingly important for laboratory directors to acquire new skills in areas such as interorganizational alliances and partnerships, contracting and joint ventures, coalition-building, advocacy, conflict resolution, communications and marketing, and public policy development.  

The Public Health Laboratory’s Mission 

One of the challenges faced by the public health system writ large is the public’s lack of understanding and appreciation for “public health.”  In an effort to communicate more clearly about the field, the Institute of Medicine described public health’s mission as such:

“[t]he mission of public health is to fulfill society’s interest in assuring conditions in which people can be healthy.  Its aim is to generate organized community effort to address the public interest in health by applying scientific and technical knowledge to prevent disease and promote health.  The mission of public health is addressed by private organizations and individuals as well as by public agencies.”  

The public health laboratory’s mission, in turn, is to support the larger mission of assuring the conditions in which people can be healthy through the application of modern laboratory sciences and technologies.  Accomplishing this mission requires much more than scientific knowledge and technical skills in the disciplines of the laboratory sciences, however.  It requires the ability to bring together multiple scientific and technical resources on an ongoing basis to diagnose, investigate, and address health issues—including the resources and expertise available in public health agencies, academia, health care institutions, and private laboratories.  It requires the ability to translate evidence into useable information for multiple audiences within the public health system, including medical and public health professionals, policy makers, the business community, and the public at large.  Laboratories have the potential to bring to bear not only the technical expertise (the tools) but also the clarity of voice (the leadership) to have an impact far greater than in the past.  

Building on these concepts, the modern public health laboratory should pursue excellence in three inter-related spheres of activity as part of its mission:

· Discovery—the acquisition of evidence and knowledge through the use of modern laboratory sciences.   Success in this area requires an unrelenting search for understanding and solutions to real world public health problems—a search that must involve commitment to ever-higher standards of scientific rigor, accuracy, quality, and ethics.  Success in this area must also involve a commitment to staying abreast of advances in laboratory technology and practices, including evaluation and rational adoption of new technologies based on their benefits and costs.   

· Application—the translation of evidence and scientific knowledge into useful information for key decision-makers within the public health system, including public health administrators, clinicians, policy-makers, community organizations, businesses, and the public at large.  Success in this area requires the ability to communicate and collaborate with a range of different disciplines and professionals for the overarching goal of population health improvement.  

· Learning—providing education and training opportunities for current and future laboratory staff, other laboratory stakeholders, and the public we serve.  Learning is a continuous, life-long process that occurs in a variety of settings, including, academic, laboratory, institutional, and community settings.  Laboratories should strive to be learning organizations that actively promote the intellectual development of their internal and external stakeholders.  This includes participation in traditional educational activities within academic settings as well as the creation of “hands on” learning opportunities in laboratory settings.  

Success in these three spheres of activity will allow the modern public health laboratory to achieve its mission and contribute to the mission of the public health system as a whole.  

Creating An Agenda for Leadership Development

Much is changing within the environment in which public health laboratories exist and work, creating unique leadership challenges.  Key sources of pressure and change include:

· Heightened public awareness and concern about the risks of bioterrorism in the wake of the events of 2001.  In recent years the federal government has allocated more than $2 billion for public health infrastructure improvements designed to strengthen bioterrorism preparedness, leading policy-makers to question the value and impact of these investments in public health.  

· Questions about the adequacy of the nation’s ability to prepare for and respond to natural disasters such as the 2005 Gulf hurricanes—including the government’s technological, logistical, and leadership capacities. 

· Emerging and resurgent infectious diseases that increasingly follow international paths of transmission, including SARS, West Nile Virus and avian influenza.  These developments have contributed to a growing concern about the nation’s preparedness for a global influenza pandemic and the adequacy of our supply and production capacities for vaccine.  

· The steady progression of obesity and related preventable chronic diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and cancer.  The growing prevalence of these diseases and their manifestations at younger life stages are creating enormous economic burdens and significant reductions in quality of life for large segments of society.  Moreover, the aging of the American population is compounding the economic and human burden of chronic diseases. These developments place heightened importance on the development of effective population-based strategies for prevention, screening, early detection, and disease management.  

· Economic fluctuations have caused many state and local governments to reduce funding for public health infrastructure and services in recent years.  Reductions in governmental appropriations have forced laboratories and other public health agencies to become more entrepreneurial in their financing strategies, including more reliance on fee-based services.  

· Rapid scientific breakthroughs in the basic sciences are dramatically enhancing our understanding of health and illness, making possible entirely new modalities of disease prevention, early detection, and control.  The mapping of the human genome and new knowledge about nutrition, behavior, and health promise many new types of health interventions.  

· Persistent disparities in the burden of disease and injury exist among racial, ethnic, and economic subgroups within the U.S. population.  Adding to this problem, the number of American residents who lack adequate health insurance coverage and access to care continues to rise.  Vulnerable and underserved populations face complex social, economic, and educational needs in addition to their health needs, all of which complicate the task of population health improvements.   As a consequence, these populations often do not benefit from the scientific and technological advances occurring in the health sciences.  

In the face of these drivers of change, it is critically important for public health laboratories to have effective leaders that can manage change successfully and position their institutions to assume new roles within the public health system.  

Preliminary conversations with public health laboratory stakeholders have suggested a set of three overarching priorities for leadership development over the next three to five years:  

1. Mobilizing the laboratory workforce to achieve excellence together.  

2. Advancing the public’s health through expanded partnerships with new and existing stakeholders

3. Strengthening the science base for public health practice and policy.   

Achieving excellence requires the laboratory community to continually push itself to define and obtain outstanding results.   Laboratories must strive to become learning organizations of the highest caliber, making productive use of all of the human capital available within their organizations.  Group effort, team work, and collaboration often will be required.  Laboratories must pursue opportunities for work at the intersection of scientific disciplines, professional responsibilities, and institutional boundaries.  These intersections will present many new opportunities for scholarship, discovery, innovation, and entrepreneurship.  Effective leadership will enable laboratories to capitalize on these opportunities.  

Laboratories must aggressively pursue the goal of advancing the public’s health, but often they must seek to accomplish this indirectly through the work of others.  What laboratories do often informs, enables, and enhances the work of others in improving health—including medical providers, public health practitioners, policy makers, and private sector decision-makers.  Laboratories now have the opportunity to influence and guide the work of a much broader array of decision-makers and on a larger scale.  Effective leadership will enable laboratories to span the boundaries between these decision-makers and forge partnerships for collective action.  

But as laboratories seek to work with this broader array of stakeholders, they must maintain and enhance public health’s traditional focus on vulnerable populations.  Enlarging the vision for public health laboratories must not diminish the capacity for serving poor and under-resourced communities, the disenfranchised, and the uninsured.  Effective leadership will enable laboratories to find a sustainable balance between traditional focus areas and newly emerging priorities.  

Several key themes and questions have emerged concerning how best to develop effective leadership capacity for public health laboratories.  While all of these areas require further development and operationalization, they provide a point of departure for further discussion and planning as part of the NCPHLL Agenda for the Future:   Below are themes and related questions and, some possible activities to pursue in response to the themes and questions.

A.  Role of Laboratories within the Health System

1. How do we best prepare and position laboratory directors to be influential leaders within the evolving health system?

· Training and skill building resources

· Networking opportunities

· Coalition building and joint venturing

· Communication vehicles

2. How can we unify and integrate public health laboratories to function as a coherent system of excellence?  

· Defining excellence

· Standards and accreditation processes

· Credentialing programs

· Information and communication vehicles

· Incentives, rewards, and funding

B.  Excellence in Laboratory Leadership Development 

3. How do we best address the leadership development needs of public health laboratories?  

· Recruitment and retention activities

· Academic education programs

· Practice-based training experiences

· Credentialing

· Leadership development programs

· Continuing education

· Succession planning

4. How do we ensure the adequacy of the future public health laboratory workforce?  How do we systematically monitor and adjust workforce development strategies to meet future needs on a proactive basis?  

· Recruitment and retention

· Education and training

· Compensation and incentives

C.  Marketing, Communications, and Partnerships
5. What are the most effective strategies for marketing public health laboratories to external stakeholders and for putting a “face” on the laboratory work that supports the core public health mission?  

· Key messages

· Communication vehicles

· Marketing channels

· Target audiences

6. What are the most important types of partnerships that laboratories need to forge with new and existing stakeholders, and how can these partnerships succeed?  

· Intergovernmental partnerships

· Private laboratories

· The medical community

· Health insurers and other payors

· Regulators and policy makers

· Community organizations

D.  Technology and Best Practices

7. How do we leverage technology to support the public health laboratory system and its partnerships with external stakeholders?  

· Knowledge management

· Electronic portals

· Regional health information organizations (RHIOs)

· Software

8. How do we identify, disseminate, and evaluate best practices in laboratory management, operations, and leadership to improve effectiveness and efficiency?

· Human resources management

· Financing and financial management 

· Organizational design

· Business process management

· Information management

Next Steps

To further develop elements of the Agenda for the Future, NCPHLL should convene a series of task forces to focus on the four overarching themes of laboratory leadership development identified above:

· The role of laboratories in the evolving health system

· Achieving excellence in laboratory leadership development

· Marketing, communications, and partnerships, and

· Technology and best practices.  

Task forces comprised of key laboratory stakeholders will meet periodically over the coming months for discussions and deliberations on these topics.  Each task force will be charged with developing (1) short term, intermediate, and long-range goals under its theme along with (2) action steps to achieve these goals and (3) measures that can be used to assess goal achievement.  

Initial reports from each task force will be presented at a general meeting of stakeholders for further development and refinement.  Subsequently, task force reports and recommendations will be disseminated to a wider audience of stakeholders for additional feedback.  Based on this feedback, a complete Agenda for the Future will be developed that presents a full set of goals, action steps, and outcome measures and that specifies time frames, resource requirements, milestones and deliverables. 
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