SW.O.T. Application

Strategy Matrix

Concepts - Questions - Case Study

LT 6 Years
mlnnp&lonl Y
;l!’mthmud

3 [eenghiappton

7o Deknesd Budgt

e

%cmnnl-l.y

fm.z-vmvnmnn
ey e o |« adla e [, ¢
p—— A 4 AR
e EH lAI =]

°
21 [‘IN-F Wel u—u-a °
4
ol m

N4
PN

XEy

7 £\
b Bid
. Ps
. X
; =

James W. Schreier, Ph.D.
Director of Training
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S.W.O.T. — Strategy Matrix

S.W.0.T. Analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) is the classic, ubiquitous
environmental scanning tool that is part of most strategic planning processes. While its proponents
point out the value of this early identification of issues, critics often point out the techniques
weaknesses with calls for its elimination — or frequent calls for improvements to the technique.

The Critiques

Tom Graves, a consultant from England, presents an alternative (S.C.O.R.E.) with a clear criticism of the
traditional technique. While recognizing the value of these analyses for a “quick assessment of strategic
issues,” he points out S.W.0.T. results are not measurable. He specifically identifies four major
limitations to SW.O.T.:

e The language can be pejorative, misleading, pointing out that “threat introduces a spurious
sense of danger.”

e The boundary between “internal” (Strengths, Weaknesses) and “external” (Opportunities,
Threats) is arbitrary.

e Views issues in isolation.

e “Tends to be used ‘once-off,” then forgotten

All of these criticisms are valid in our experiential base — and Graves provides one of many alternatives
that address these issues. The weakness that stands out, because it so clearly affects the next steps in a
strategic planning process, is that it generates energy from participants with a “buy-in” for identifying
important issues — and frequently is only marginally referenced in the next steps of planning.

In a second (of many) reviews/critiques of the process, an argument against S.W.0.T. is countered by
some relevant points. In the critique, Dr. J. Scott Armstrong writes “Don’t do SWOT,” arguing that it
“mixes idea generation with evaluation” and “is not justified under any circumstances.” In countering
this argument in a blog posting, marketing consultant Ron Shevlin that “it’s an important
component...but it must be done right, and in the right context...” He points out that “few firms do
SWOT right.”

Shevlin suggests that one of the major opportunities to “do SWOT right” is to make the process more of
integral part of the strategic process, not just a process in the beginning. The improvement to a
S.W,0.T. analysis described here, based on Joel Barker’s Strategy Matrix, addresses all of the issues
identified by these critiques.



Basics and Background

A traditional S.W.O.T. analysis, sometimes even an “ice-breaker”
for a strategic planning retreat invites participants to contribute
their perceptions on the S.W.O.T. items for their organization. It’s
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in this information — if it’s examined more closely.
There’s “gold” in these analyses.
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Strategic Exploration

Because a S.W.O.T. analysis is frequently a first step, environmental scanning part of a strategic planning
process, it falls into the category that futurist Joel Barker labels “strategic exploration.” The Strategic
Exploration Tools from Joel Barker represent “what you do before you plan.” During the development
of an upgraded version of software for one of Joel Barker’s Strategic Exploration Tools, the Strategy
Matrix®, we identified a potential pathway for providing a significantly improved version of the S.W.O.T.
analysis.

The Strategy Matrix® provides decision-enhancing information on how trends, innovations, policy,
changes, or competitor actions affects an organization’s strategic objectives and key characteristics.

When applied to an organization’s strategic objectives and key characteristics, the Strategy Matrix offers
multiple benefits:

e Create an ongoing process for exploring the strategic landscape.

e Set priorities for choices in organizational direction, marketing, and product development.
e Determine vulnerability of strategic objectives to competitor’s actions.

o Test the efficacy of new strategic objectives on already committed-to objectives.

e Track environmental forces.

e Guide strategy discussion efficiently and fairly in a way that gives everyone the opportunity to
contribute.



Strategy Matrix — Case Study

A statewide group of Small Business Development Center (SBDC) leaders (Regional Center Directors

from throughout the state) created a S.W.0.T. analysis in the midst of significant strategic issues. The

organization’s key strategic objectives, already identified, were reviewed and edited. The Key

Characteristics, factors essential in defining the character (positive and/or negative) of the organization,

were identified.

This provides an excellent opportunity to examine the limits of a traditional S.W.O.T. analysis and show

how Joel Barker’s Strategy Matrix® can be applied to produce dramatically improved results — giving

leaders clear guidance on priorities and potential actionable items.

The basics of this process would look like a traditional S.W.O.T. analysis:

Strengths

General Knowledge of Directors

Community Partnering and Relationships

Educational Institution Hosts

Opportunities

Creating Strong Relationship with New State Government

Advantage of Current Rural Environment

Chaos in State Economic Development

Weaknesses

Lack of Common Vision

Flat Funding

Specialized Knowledge, i.e., International

Threats

Mot Expanding SBDC Consulting and Training Efforts to
Existing Businesses

Lack of Trust among Regions and Lead Centers

Ability to Measure Impact

This simple example also reveals the weaknesses of the basic process. It fails to answer some basic

questions:

Which of these strengths is most supportive of the organization’s strategic objectives?

Which of these weaknesses is potentially going to most negatively impact their strategic

objectives?

3. Which of these opportunities should be seized to further their strategic objectives?

4. Which of these threats is going to most seriously threaten the organization’s ability to achieve

its strategic objectives?

5. Which of these S.W.O.T. factors enhance or threaten the key characteristics of the organization?
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These basic five questions provide just a small insight into the potential of conducting an improved
version of the S.W.0.T. analysis. For this simple example, it will be possible to identify more than a
dozen key elements.

Beginning with a Steven Covey inspired “end in mind,” what if you had a summary evaluation of these
factors that indicated the short-term/long-term (organization defined) impact of these S.W.O.T. factors,
including the overall impact on the organization’s strategic objectives and key characteristics measured
both in a positive and negative sense. The Strategy Matrix produces these overall results:

Strengths ST LT Weaknesses ST LT
- 16 10 - 5 3
General Knowledge of Directors Lack of Common Vision
-3 -5 -23 -29
) ) ) ) 21 20 ) 0 0
Community Partnering and Relationships Flat Funding
-4 -6 -25 -25
] - 11 15 . ) ) 0 3
Educational Institution Hosts Specialized Knowledge, i.e., International
-4 -6 -18 -5
Opportunities ST LT Threats ST LT
. . o 18 20 NotExpanding SBDC Consulting and Training Efforts to b 3
Creating Strong Relationship with New State Government o i
-5 -3 Existing Businesses -12 -13
] 14 26 ] 3 5
Advantage of Current Rural Environment Lack of Trust among Regions and Lead Centers
-1 -5 -20 -26
- : 7 10 6 9
Chaos in State Economic Development Ability to Measure Impact
-1 O -8 -12

This information makes it possible to answer some of the key questions. It establishes overall priorities
in each of the categories. It answers the first four of the five basic questions identified above. However,
as suggested above the Strategy Matrix® has the potential to uncover more “gold.”

The overall Strategy Matrix® analysis provides extensive data — fortunately it is presented in a format,
with additional tools for analysis that makes it easy to interpret. The overall analysis does graphically
show the basic power of a S.W.0.T. analysis, the colors clearly identifying the overall positive (blue) and
negative (red) factors.
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If the last column is examined closely, it reveals the overall short- and long-term impact of these factors
on the organization. The software allows the sorting of this information to reveal an even clearer
picture of these impacts. The following, based on sorting the data for short-term, positive results,
shows the top results are both from “strengths” and “opportunities.”

Joal Barkar's

ST: 2 Years
LT: 5 Years

Significance Factor:

1 - [Strength] Community
Partnering and Relationships

2 - [Opportunity] Creating
Strong Relationship with New
State Government

3 - [Strength] General
Knowledge of Directors

4 - [Opportunity] Advantage of
Current Rural Environment

5 - [Strength] Educational
Institution Hosts

6 - [Opportunity] Chaos in
Sta{e Iﬁ:onomic Development

This shows the advantages that a more detailed analysis that a S.W.O.T. analysis can reveal. It enables
the analysis to provide more detailed answers to the basic questions asked above.

Which of these factors presents the organization...?

e With the greatest overall impact (positive or negative) on the organization’s Strategic
Objectives?

Is the organization being impacted more...?
e By its strengths or weaknesses?
e By its opportunities or threats?
e By short term or long term factors?

Then, when we pan for the gold in this overall analysis, it becomes even clearer where the detailed value
of the process lies — by looking more closely at the individual sections. At the same time, this reveals
that the application answers many more questions than a traditional S.W.O.T. analysis can even begin to
ask.



Strengths

S.W.O.T. Strengths

Team Members: Jim Schreier, Facilitator
Joel Barker's
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Which of the organization’s strengths actually has a negative impact (short- and long-term) on one of

the organization’s Strategic Objectives?

[ -

Column Totals

Which of the organization’s strengths is actually making it harder to eliminate one of the organization’s
negative Key Characteristics?

Which of the organization’s Strategic Objectives is getting the most support from these strengths?

Weaknesses

S.W.O.T. Weaknesses

Team Members: Jim Schreier, Facilitator

Joel Barker's

ST: 2 Years
LT:5 Years

Significance Factor:

1 - [Weakness] Lack of Common
Vision

2 - [Weakness] Flat Funding

3 - [Weakness] Specialized
Knowlege, i.e., International, SBIR
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Which of these weaknesses is actually making it easier to the organization to accomplish one of its

Strategic Objectives? (This one is easy)



Opportunities

S.W.O.T. Opportunities

Team Members: Jim Schreier, Facilitator
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Is there something unique that can be identified from these opportunities?

Threats

S.W.O.T. Threats

Team Members: Jim Schreier, Facilitator
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Which of these threats might actually make it easier for the organization to eliminate one of these Key

Characteristics?
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Strategic Objectives

The Strategy Matrix S.W.O.T. application provides another level of analysis by looking at the column
totals for both Strategic Objectives and Key Characteristics. And with this, additional questions not
answered by the traditional approach.

ST: 2 Years
LT: 5Years
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10 151

+1 +1 +1 +1 +1
! IL L 1[ I -
+22 +16 +17 +12 +6
20 171 -11 -13) 22 231 -1 -11]-16 43
425 +13 +24 +14 49 [} |

“Strategy Matnx® programs, graphics, and printed matenal an copynaht © 2004-2011 Joel A Barker. Al rights reserved

e s e
|[Column Totals

In terms of these specific S.W.O.T. factors, which of this organization’s Strategic Objectives is being most
impacted...?

Positively or Negatively by these forces?

Which of this organization’s Strategic Objectives is being least impacted (both short- and long-term) by
these factors?

An Important Note

The questions identified here have been developed in conjunction with the specific S.W.O.T. example.
However, it is easy to see how the questions could be organized and generalized to interrogate — along
with additional questions —any S.W.O.T. example.

Graphing Feature

In addition to the multiple analyses shown here, the information from the Strategy Matrix can also be
plotted in a graphic format — which in essence creates a “Force-Field Analysis” for the factors selected.
Here's an example of this feature:

S.W.O.T. Strengths ﬂjé
t
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