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A SWOT analysis is a planning tool which seeks to identify the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats involved in a project or organisation. It's a framework for matching an organisation's goals, programmes and capacities to the environment in which it operates.

This factsheet examines the four elements of SWOT and the process of conducting an analysis. It provides tips for conducting the analysis and a ready-to-use SWOT analysis template. The factsheet concludes by looking at scenarios when a SWOT analysis is most appropriate, as well as its advantages and disadvantages.
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A SWOT analysis is a management framework and diagnostic tool. 

The outcome of the analysis will help you to understand factors both internal and external to your organisation which can impact upon strategy and influence business decisions. 

The SWOT framework. SWOT is an acronym for: 

S = Strengths
W = Weaknesses
O = Opportunities
T = Threats 

When compiling your individual SWOT factors, I would recommend you also include applicable elements from your own department such as the HR function as well as general business factors. 
 
Let’s look at each of these factors more closely. Strengths and Weaknesses are often factors that relate directly to your organisation and have been described in our template as Internal factors, whereas Opportunities and Threats generally relate to factors outside your organisation that can be advantageous or identified to mitigate the potential risks involved.


STRENGTHS: What do you do well? What aspects of your people, products, assets and processes set you apart from your competitors? What are your organisations unique selling points and employee value proposition?


WEAKNESSES: In this section I advise you to be truthful and factually objective. Identify areas of vulnerability. What areas of your business and or HR function require change, to be more efficient or stopped if delaying or obstructing progress?


OPPORTUNITIES: What opportunities, trends, technological advancements do you know of or have researched that could strengthen your brand, target markets and internal operational processes. One useful way of identifying these would be to reflect on your weaknesses and how these can be improved upon.


THREATS: These generally consist of external forces that could negatively impact on business as usual. I would recommend you carry out a PESTLE analysis to understand the majority of factors in this section and possibly conduct a benchmarking exercise to uncover competitor activities.


Next steps: Share your findings with colleagues to gather additional insight or areas missed. Opportunities for improvements will generally incur costs so this may require a business case for additional budgets. Put a plan of action together, prioritise any proposals with time-scales, costs and additional resources required to action changes.

Good luck.


                    

                

            

        




    

        
                
                    
                        What is SWOT analysis?
                        
                    
                    
                        
                            
SWOT is an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats. Occasionally, it may also be found as a ‘WOTS up’ analysis or the TOWS analysis. The technique is credited to Albert Humphrey who led a research project at Stanford University in the 1960s and 1970s using data from leading companies involved in long range planning processes.

A SWOT analysis is a planning tool used to understand key factors - strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats - involved in a project or in an organisation. It involves stating the objective of the organisation or project and identifying the internal and external factors that are either supportive or unfavourable to achieving that objective. SWOT is often used as part of a strategic or planning process, but can be applied to help understand an organisation or a situation, and also for decision-making for many different scenarios.

The value of SWOT lies mainly in the fact that it offers self-assessment for management. The methodology has the advantage of being used as both a 'quick and dirty' tool or a comprehensive management tool, and that one (the quick) can lead to the other (the comprehensive). This flexibility is one of the factors that has contributed to its success.

However, while the elements can appear deceptively simple and easy to apply, experience shows that to do a SWOT analysis that’s both effective and meaningful, requires time and a significant resource. Deciding what the strengths and weaknesses of an organisation are, as well as assessing the impact and probability of opportunities and threats, is far more complex than first appears. It requires a team effort and can’t be done effectively by just one person.

Further, the inherent risk of making incorrect assumptions when assessing the SWOT elements can cause senior management to procrastinate when deciding between various strategic alternatives, frequently resulting in undesirable delays.

Carrying out and using a SWOT analysis is part of the core knowledge on enabling change in our Profession Map.
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A SWOT analysis process generates information that is helpful in matching an organisation or group’s goals, programs, and capacities to the environment in which it operates. The ‘SWOT’ itself is only a data capture exercise - the analysis follows later.

	Strengths: positive tangible and intangible attributes, internal to an organisation and within the organisation’s control
	Weaknesses: internal factors within an organisation’s control that detract from the organisation’s ability to attain the desired goal. Which areas might the organisation improve?
	Opportunities: external attractive factors that represent the reason for an organisation to exist and develop. What opportunities exist in the environment, which will propel the organisation? Identify them by their ‘time frames’.
	Threats: external factors beyond the organisation’s control which could place the organisation mission or operation at risk. The organisation may benefit by having contingency plans to address them if they should occur. Classify them by their severity and probability of occurrence.


It's important to note the strengths and weaknesses are intrinsic value-creating skills or assets, or the lack of these, relative to competitive forces. Opportunities and threats are external factors which are not created by the organisation, but emerge as a result of the competitive dynamics caused by future gaps in the market. PESTLE analysis is used to look at opportunities and threats (external) elements.

                        

                    

                

                
                    
                        The SWOT process
                        
                    
                    
                        
                            
Doing a SWOT analysis can be very straight forward, but its strengths lie in its flexibility and experienced application.

	Decide how the information is to be collected and by whom (often a team approach is much more powerful than one person’s view).
	Identify appropriate sources of information.
	Gather the information - it's useful to use a template as the basis for exploring the factors and recording the information. See our practical and ready-to-use template below.
	Plot the findings.
	Identify the most important issues.
	Identify strategic options.
	Write a discussion document.
	Disseminate and discuss the findings.
	Decide which activities are a priority in the context of the organisation's goals and values – a possible action plan framework appears below.


SWOT analysis template
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Some useful tips for carrying out a SWOT analysis:

	Collaborate - an analysis that involves multiple perspectives will deliver a better outcome.
	Use expertise and resources that are already available within the organisation.
	Use SWOT analysis in conjunction with other techniques, such as PESTLE analysis.
	Incorporate the analysis into an ongoing process for monitoring changes in the business environment.
	Try not to get bogged down collecting vast amounts of detailed information without analysing and understanding your findings appropriately.
	Don’t jump to conclusions about the future based on the past or present.
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A SWOT analysis can be used for:

	Workshop sessions.
	Generating ideas and solutions.
	Problem solving.
	Planning.
	Strategic planning (with PESTLE).
	Product evaluation.
	Competitor evaluation (with Porter's five forces).
	Personal development planning.
	Decision making (with Lewin's force field analysis).


For example, using SWOT in a team meeting might include the following steps:

	Invite contributors to participate in the SWOT process.
	Explain the process and establish ground rules.
	Identify strengths.
	Identify weaknesses.
	Identify or list the opportunities and threats – this may well have been identified from a PESTLE analysis previously.
	Establish priorities – from your mission, vision and values work.
	Question each list.
	Plan for action.


                        

                    

                

                
                    
                        Advantages and disadvantages of using SWOT analysis
                        
                    
                    
                        
                            
There are a number of advantages and disadvantages of using the SWOT approach to analysis.

Advantages include:

	It's a simple four box framework.
	It facilitates an understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the organisation.
	It encourages the development of strategic thinking.
	It enables senior managers to focus on strengths and build opportunities.
	It can enable an organisation to anticipate future business threats and take action to avoid or minimise their impact.
	It can enable an organisation to spot business opportunities and exploit them fully.
	It's flexible.


Disadvantages include:

	Some SWOT analysis users oversimplify the amount of data used for decisions – it’s easy to use insufficient data.
	The risk of capturing too much data may lead to ‘paralysis by analysis’.
	The data used may be based on assumptions that later prove to be unfounded.
	Access to quality internal data sources can be time consuming and politically difficult (especially in more complex organisations – parent company, etc).
	It lacks detailed structure, so key elements may get missed.
	The pace of change makes it increasingly difficult to anticipate developments that may affect an organisation in the future.
	To be effective, the process needs to be repeated on a regular basis.
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Contacts

SWOT analysis - Wikipedia

Books and reports

The essentials of strategy. (2006) Alexandria, VA: Society for Human Resource Management.

Have, S., at al. (2003) Key management models: the management tools and practices that will improve your business. London: Financial Times/Prentice Hall.

Morrison, M. (2013) Strategic business diagnostic tools: theory and practice. CreateSpace Independent Publishing. (Especially Chapter 2: SWOT).

Journal articles

Chermack, T.J. and Kasshanna, B.K. (2007) The use and misuse of SWOT analysis and implications for HRD professionals. Human Resource Development International. Vol 10, No 4, December. pp383-399.

Grundy, T. (2006) Rethinking and reinventing Michael Porter's five forces model. Strategic Change. Vol 15, No 5, August. pp213-229.

Hussey, D. (2002) Company analysis: determining strategic capability. Strategic Change. Vol 11, No 1, January/February. pp43-52.

Reed, D. (2013) SWOT your way to the future. Industrial Management. March/April, Vol 55, Issue 2, pp23-26.

CIPD members can use our online journals to find articles from over 300 journal titles relevant to HR.

Members and People Management subscribers can see articles on the People Management website.

                        

                    

                

        

    

 


    

            
                
This factsheet was last updated by Susannah Haan, Senior Corporate Governance Adviser, CIPD

Susannah leads CIPD’s work on corporate governance and responsible business, including the role of HR in ESG, workforce reporting, leadership development and the role of non-executive directors. 
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