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1 INTRODUCTION TO SWOT ANALYSIS 

SWOT is a planning tool used to understand the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats involved in a 

project or business. It involves specifying the objective of the business or project and identifying the internal and 

external factors that are supportive or unfavourable to achieving that objective. SWOT is often used as part of a 

strategic planning process.  

To do a SWOT analysis that is both effective and meaningful requires time and significant resources. This analysis 

cannot be done effectively by just one person. It requires a team effort. This methodology has the advantage of being 

used as a ‘quick and dirty’ tool or a comprehensive management tool. More importantly this is not a decision that has 

to be made in advance as one can lead to the other. This flexibility is one of the factors that have contributed to its 

success. 

Many believe SWOT is not an analysis, but a summary of a set of previous analysis. The analysis or more correctly 

interpretation comes after the SWOT summary has been produced. 

2 HISTORY OF THE SWOT TECHNIQUE 

The origins of the SWOT analysis technique is credited by Albert Humphrey, who led a research project at Stanford 

University in the 1960s and 1970s using data from many top companies. 

The goal was to identify the reasons for corporate planning failure. The resulting research identified a number of key 

areas and the tool used to explore each of the critical areas was called SOFT analysis. Humphrey and the original 

research team used the categories “What is good in the present is Satisfactory, good in the future is an Opportunity; 

bad in the present is a Fault and bad in the future is a Threat.” 

In 1964 Urick and Orr at a conference changed the F to a W, and the acronym SOFT changed to SWOT. 

Some researchers reference the 1965 publication “business Policy, text and cases” by Learned, Christensen, Andrews 

and Guth (from Harvard University) in which a framework is used which closely resembles SWOT. However this 

acronym is not used and certainly the framework is not described as succinctly as we know it today.  

3 OVERVIEW OF SWOT ANALYSIS 

The SWOT process generates information that is helpful in matching an organization or group’s goals, programs, and 

capacities to the social environment in which it operates. SWOT or TOWS is an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Threats. 

3.1 STRENGTHS  

 Positive tangible and intangible attributes, internal to an organization. 

 They are within the organization’s control. 

3.2 WEAKNESS  

 Factors that are within an organization’s control that detracts from its ability to attain the desired goal. 
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 Which areas might the organization improve? 

3.3 OPPORTUNITIES 

 External attractive factors that represent the reason for an organization to exist and develop. 

 What opportunities exist in the environment, which will propel the organization? It is important to identify 

them by their “time frames” 

3.4 THREATS 

 External factors, beyond an organization’s control, which could place the organisations mission or operation at 

risk. 

 The organization may benefit by having contingency plans to address them if they should occur. Classify them 

by their “seriousness” and “probability of occurrence”. 

 

The SWOT is great for developing an understanding of an organization or situation and decision-making for all sorts of 

situations in business, organizations and for individuals. Although doing a SWOT can be very simple, however its 

strengths lie in its flexibility and experienced application. Remember the capture is only part of the picture. An analysis 

can be used for: 

 Workshop sessions 

 Brainstorm meetings 

 Problem solving 

 Planning 

 Product evaluation 

 Competitor evaluation 

 Personal Development Planning 

 Decision Making (with force field analysis) 

The SWOT is a great tool that can be used in association with PESTLE , the table below provides a quick summary 

matrix of the tool.  

ORIGIN POSITIVE/ HELPFUL 

to achieving the goal 
NEGATIVE/ HARMFUL/ RISKS 

to achieving the goal  

INTERNAL Origin 

Facts/ factors of the 
organization 

Strengths 
Things that are good now, maintain 
them, build on them and use as 
leverage 

Weaknesses 

Things that are bad now, remedy, change or 
stop them. 

EXTERNAL Origin 

Facts/ factors of the 
environment in which the 
organization operates 

Opportunities 

Things that are good for the future, 
prioritize them, capture them, build 
on them and optimize 

Threats 
Things that are bad for the future, put in plans 
to manage them or counter them 
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The aim of a SWOT Analysis is to: 

 Reveal your competitive advantages 

 Analyse your prospects for sales, profitability and product development 

 Prepare your company for problems 

 Allow for the development of contingency plans 

A SWOT analysis is a process to identify where you are strong and where vulnerable, where you should defend or 

attack. The result of the process is a ‘plan of action’, or ‘action plan’. Done properly, SWOT will give you the BIG 

PICTURE of the MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS that influence SURVIVAL and PROSPERITY. As well as a PLAN to ACT ON. 

4 HOW TO DO A SWOT 

Irrespective of whether you or your team are future planning for specific products, work, personal or any other area, 

the SWOT analysis process is the same. 

 Step 1 – Information collection – In the here and now… 

List all strengths that exist now. Then in turn, list all weaknesses that exist now. Be realistic but avoid modesty!  

o You can conduct one-on-one interviews. Or get a group together to brainstorm. A bit of both is 

frequently best. 

o You’ll first want to prepare questions that relate to the specific company or product that you are 

analysing.  

o When facilitating a SWOT – search for insight through intelligent questioning and probing 

 Step 2 – What might be… 

List all opportunities that exist in the future. Opportunities are potential future strengths. Then in turn, list all 
threats that exist in the future. Threats are potential future weaknesses. 

 Step 3 – Plan of action… 

Review your SWOT matrix with a view to creating an action plan to address each of the four areas. 

Due to the collaborative nature of this tool, your working group will need certain qualities to succeed: 

 Trust – The questions that SWOT will bring up, particularly in the Weaknesses and Threats categories may be 

uncomfortable. Your group must be at a point in its working relationship where weaknesses and potential 
threats can be faced openly and objectively. 

 Ability and willingness to implement change. 

 Diversity – The team conducting the SWOT analysis should be representative of your entire planning team. 

 Time – Taking time to do a thorough SWOT assessment will help your group move forward in developing a 

workable plan. 

The strengths and weaknesses analysis is an internal examination that focuses on your past performance, present 

strategy, resources and capabilities. It is based on an analysis of facts and assumptions about the company, including: 

 People (Human Resources) 
o People and skills (in particular marketing, export experience) 
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o Staff development 

 Properties (Buildings, equipment and other facilities) 

 Processes (Such as quality, finance, M.I.S. etc.) 
o Financial resources (debt to asset ratio and personal equity) 
o Governance 
o Management/ leadership 
o Staff development 
o Communication 

 Products (Publications etc.) 
o Sales 
o Products 
o Markets 
o Capabilities/ saleability 
o Capital structure suppliers 
o Customers (market research) 
o Intellectual property 

The opportunity and threat analysis is carried out by examining external factors in your domestic and export markets. 

This is usually broken down into environmental factors and competitors, including: 

Environmental Factors Competitor Factors 
 Demographics 

 Economic 

 Political/legal 

 Sociological 

 Environmental 

 Technology 

 Cultural 

 Capability 

 Resources 

 Ownership 

 New entrants 

 Market segments 

 Products 

 Prices 

 Promotion 

 Distribution 

 Substitute products 

 Suppliers customers 

 Product life cycle 

 Risk and cost of intellectual property violation of your 
product 

Opportunities and threats are often taken from a PESTLE analysis. In other words - 

Opportunities 

 Where can you find, or create, a competitive advantage? What are some major trends in your business? 

 Consolidation / Diversification? 

 Specialisation / Generalisation? 

 Changes in technology. Such as computer software that lets you perform services that others cannot. 

 Changes in the types of businesses in your potential market, such as the demand for healthcare or 

telecommunications expertise. 

 Changes in social patterns, population profiles, lifestyle. 
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 Changes in creative trends. 

 Changes in demand for certain types of services, perhaps related to interactive / Internet. 

Threats 

 What obstacles do you face? 

 What are your competitors doing that may result in a loss of clients, customers, market share?  

 Is changing technology threatening your position?  

 Do you have cash-flow problems? 

When the desired objective has been deemed attainable, the SWOTs are used as inputs to the creative generation of 

possible strategies, by asking and answering each of the following four questions, many times: 

 How can we Use each Strength? 

 How can we Stop each Weakness? 

 How can we Exploit each Opportunity? 

 How can we Defend against each Threat? 

Simple rules for a successful SWOT analysis 

 Be realistic about the strengths and weaknesses of your organisation. 

 The analysis should distinguish between where your organisation is today, and where it could be in the future. 

 Be specific. Avoid grey areas. 

 Always analyse in relation to your competition i.e. better than or worse than your competition. 

 Keep your SWOT short and simple, but only as short and simple as the application or situation demands, it is 
about ‘fitness for purpose’. 

 Avoid unnecessary complexity and over analysis. 

 There is no point listing an opportunity (O) if the same opportunity is available to competitors. It is pointless to 
say you have strengths (S) if your competitors have the same. 

In summary: 

 Strengths need to be maintained, built upon or leveraged. 

 Weaknesses need to be remedied, changed or stopped. 

 Opportunities need to be prioritized, captured, built on and optimized. 

 Threats need to be countered or minimized and managed. 

The results of this analysis then feed into a marketing or organisation strategic plan. Thus the process can be viewed as 

follows: 
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5 SWOT WORKSHEETS – QUESTIONS TO ASK 

Strengths and Weaknesses 
- Internal Factors 

Opportunities and Threats 
- External Factors 

 What advantages does your company have? 

 What do you do better than anyone else? 

 What unique or lowest-cost resources do you have access 
to? 

 What do people in your market see as your strengths? 

 What factors mean that you “get the sale”? 

 What could you improve? 

 What should you avoid? 

 What are people in your market likely to see as 
weaknesses? 

 What factors lose you sales? 

 Advantages/ Disadvantages of proposition? 

 Capabilities/ Gaps? 

 Where are the good opportunities facing you? 

 What are the interesting trends you are aware of? 

 Useful opportunities can come from such things as: 
o Changes in technology and markets on both a 

broad and narrow scale 
o Changes in government policy related to your 

field 
o Changes in social patterns, population profiles, 

lifestyle changes, etc. 
o Local Events 

 Market developments? 

 Competitors’ vulnerabilities? 

 Industry or lifestyle trends? 

 Technology development and innovation? 
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 Competitive advantages? 

 USP’s (unique selling points)/ reputation? 

 Resources, Assets, People? 

 Experience, knowledge, data? 

 Financial reserves, likely returns? 

 Marketing – reach, distribution, awareness? 

 Innovative aspects? 

 Location and geographical? 

 Price, value, quality? 

 Accreditations, qualifications, certifications? 

 Processes, systems, IT, communications? 

 Cultural, attitudinal, behavioural? 

 Management cover, succession? 

 Global influences? 

 New markets, vertical, horizontal? 

 Niche target markets? 

 Geographical, export, import? 

 New USP’s? 

 Tactics – surprise, major contracts, etc.? 

 Business and product development? 

 Information and research? 

 Partnerships, agencies, distribution? 

 Volumes, production, economies? 

 Seasonal, weather, fashion influences? 

 What obstacles do you face? 

 What is your competition doing that you should be 
worried about? 

 Are the required specifications for your job, products or 
services changing? 

 Is changing technology threatening your position? 

 Do you have bad debt or cash-flow problems? 

 Could any of your weaknesses seriously threaten your 
business? 

 Political effects? 

 Legislative effects? 

 Environmental effects? 

 IT developments? 

 Competitor intentions – various? 

 Market demand? 

 New technologies, services, ideas? 

 Vital contracts and partners? 

 Sustaining internal capabilities? 

 Obstacles faced? 

 Insurmountable weaknesses? 

 Loss of key staff? 

 Sustainable financial backing? 

 Economy – home, abroad? 

 Seasonality, weather effects? 

 Other factors may include: 

 Takeover’s 

 Market Trends 

 Economic condition 

 Mergers 

 Joint ventures 

 Technology 

 Public expectations 

 Competitors and competitive actions 

 Poor Public Relations Development 

 Criticism (Editorial) 

 Global Markets 

 Environmental conditions 
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