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Issue – March 2021 

Adopting a Different Approach to a SWOT Analysis 

 

 
 
 
 
A SWOT analysis can still be helpful tool for insight or planning if you change the way you use it. How do we mean? By 
turning the SWOT process on its head.  
 
The traditional approach of identifying internal factors first (strengths and weaknesses) and then moving to external 
factors (opportunities and threats) just isn’t effective. To improve the analysis process, you should start with the external 
factors and then turn your attention to the firm’s internal ones. 
 
There are several reasons to recommend taking this approach. First, these environmental conditions exist not only for 
your firm but for all competitors. In effect, the external factors create the arena in which the competition takes place. 
Managers must adjust their strategies to reflect it, even as this environment changes. Since no business operates in a 
vacuum, it is the context around it that helps determine to what extent any particular internal attribute is relevant.  
 
Meanwhile, focusing on the external factors first can get you thinking more broadly about the internal factors, reducing 
the risk of myopia. In other words, taking this approach can lead you to uncover internal factors that you might not have 
otherwise considered. 
 
Then, once you complete your inventory, you can actually use the factors to conduct a true analysis that can result in 
strategic recommendations for planning. Specifically, here’s how we recommend proceeding. 
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First, gather an inventory of relevant business environmental conditions — the threats and opportunities: 
At this stage, don’t worry about whether these are positive or negative. Remember, we don’t want to take shortcuts. 
There are existing tools designed for organising an environmental scan, such as the PEST, PESTEL, and STEEP, but don’t 
feel limited to these tools. If you have other preferred tools to help you organize the external factors, you can use them. 
 
Next, explore internal strengths and weaknesses: 
Here, too, ignore whether they are potentially positive or negative. Your first job is to inventory the attributes. The relative 
positivity or negativity of a factor included in the inventory may again be a function of the external environment. At this 
early stage of the analysis, it is more important that the factors are included than how they’re categorised beyond simply 
being external or internal. Don’t settle for one- or two-word descriptors like “price” or “technology.” Explicitly spell out 
the situation with a detailed phrase or a sentence. 
 
Generate recommendations with a simple sentence: 
With your external and internal inventories in hand, generating recommendations is now much easier. Simply consider 
each external factor’s relationship to each internal factor. To help, you might want to complete this sentence: 
 

Given the condition of [external factor], our ability to [internal factor] leads to our recommendation that we 
[recommendation]. 

 
You may find that some external factors will not readily apply to certain internal factors, which means they might not lead 
to a recommendation. Yet, given enough time or with a creative group working on this analysis, you might develop 
options that you would not expect to reach, based on combinations of external factors and internal factors. 
 
Let’s take an example, using the external factor of an economic recession or downturn as a starting point. 
 
In a traditionally conducted SWOT analysis, one might include the objectively internal attribute of “price” in all four of the 
cells because it’s a strength (the firm’s product costs less to purchase than the competition’s), a weakness (people have 
less money to spend on the product), an opportunity (the firm can afford to run a price promotion), and a threat (the 
competition can easily undercut what the firm charges). This is not an analysis; it is merely a set of poorly supported 
suggestions. 
 
In the suggested alternate SWOT model approach, the template listed above could lead to one or more thoughtfully 
developed recommendations such as: 
 

Given the condition of our current recession, our ability to realise cost savings over our competitors leads to our 
recommendation that we reduce our price. 

 
The model doesn’t stop there. Several other recommendations might flow from the use of this template, under the stated 
conditions. For instance, following the prescribed process for the analysis, the external factor would then be combined 
with another factor from the internal inventory, and then another, with each possibly (but not necessarily) leading to a 
unique recommendation: 
 

Given the condition of our current recession, our ability to maintain strong relationships throughout our distribution 
channel leads to our recommendation that we offer discounts to our channel partners to help them weather the storm. 

 
Or, for a perceived weakness: 
 

Given the condition of our current recession, our low brand recognition leads to our recommendation that we target 
this brand for reduced marketing support, in favour of our stronger brands. 

 
By looking at the external conditions, in conjunction with internal attributes, a set of clear-cut and supported 
recommendations can be generated. And this should be your goal: Using an analytical tool to help you identify a wide 
range of possible actionable outcomes. The process is straightforward and demands attention to a range of internal and 
external factors, and the results are recommendations that are more thoroughly developed and grounded.  

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/p/pest-analysis.asp#:~:text=PEST%20Analysis%20(political%2C%20economic%2C,are%20central%20to%20this%20model.
https://www.business-to-you.com/scanning-the-environment-pestel-analysis/
http://www.utsdesignindex.com/researchmethod/steep-analysis/#:~:text=A%20STEEP%20analysis%20is%20used,%2C%20Economical%2C%20Environmental%20and%20Political.&text=Trends%20in%20social%20factors%20affect,and%20how%20that%20company%20operates.
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Summary 
The SWOT analysis is a recognised tool to identify an organisation, department, product, or service’s strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Yet, despite the tool’s wide use, it’s often conducted ineffectively, making the 
analysis less than insightful with no clear path to action. Part of the problem lies in focusing on internal factors — 
strengths and weaknesses — first. But by turning it on its head, you can conduct a better analysis that can result in 
more actionable strategic recommendations by: - 
 

• Firstly, gathering an inventory of relevant external environmental conditions — the threats and opportunities; 

• Next, exploring internal strengths and weaknesses; 

• Finally, generating recommendations using this simple sentence: “Given the condition of [external factor], our 
ability to [internal factor] leads to our recommendation that we [recommendation].”  

 
By looking at the external conditions first and internal attributes second, you will generate a better set of clear-cut 
and supported ideas for moving forward. 
 
If you would like a pdf copy of the guide – “A Useful Guide to SWOT Analysis” please click on the link HERE. This 
guide includes many very good diagrams and examples that can be used by business owners for their own SWOT 
analysis. 
 

Lyall Bear our Business Advisory contact can also provide some further useful templates for undertaking a SWOT 
Analysis. 

 
 

 

Disclaimer: 
 
Business Plus is distributed monthly by CBSW Tax & 
Business Advisors to provide information of general interest 
to our clients. The content of this newsletter does not 
constitute specific advice. Readers are encouraged to 
consult their CBSW advisor for advice on any specific 
business matters. 

 

 
 

Our liability may be limited by a scheme approved under Professional Standards Legislation.  
 

https://cbswtax.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Adopting-a-different-approach-to-a-swot-analysis-Link.pdf

