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A widely accepted and widely used tool with respect to strategic planning is a SWOT Analysis.  
SWOT stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Threats and Opportunities and all are often dealt with 
in the course of conducting strategic planning.  Basically, it’s a matter of identifying Strengths 
the organization has going for it, any Weaknesses it needs to shore up, Opportunities it might 
exploit and any Threats it must confront. 
 
It occurred to me recently that there might be considerable value in rethinking how that tool is 
used.  I’ve come up with three different approaches to conducting a SWOT analysis.  The first 
two involve refocusing the SWOT framework.  The third is simply to reframe the questions.  
Let’s begin with refocusing the analysis. 
 

Focus on Customers & Competitors 
Ordinarily, a SWOT analysis focuses on the organization in question.  Strengths and Weaknesses 
come from looking inward and Opportunities and Threats tie to looking outward.  But consider 
what happens if you position the SWOT framework between the organization and its customers 
and competitors.  The diagram below offers just such a view. 
 

 
 

The questions are then asked in both directions (e.g., What strengths do we have in relation to 
our competitors? And What strengths do our competitors have with respect to our 
organization?).  The same is done for Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats and with respect 
to customers, too.  I used the diagram above to create one of the many tools in the Knowledge 
Workers’ Tool Room and it can be accessed by clicking here.  It has a link to the 16 questions 
that are implicit in the diagram. 

https://www.nickols.us/CCSWOT.pdf
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Marry SWOT with PESTLE 
In addition to SWOT, many organizations make use of the PESTLE framework which looks at key 
aspects of the organization’s environment (Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and 
Environmental).  The two frameworks can be married to create a matrix (see the diagram 
below). 
 

 
 

 
This 24-cell matrix leads to 24 questions (e.g., What are our political strengths?  What are our 
economic weaknesses?  What are our technological opportunities? What environmental threats 
confront us?).  This diagram was also used to create a tool in the Knowledge Workers’ Tool 
Room, and it can be accessed by clicking here.  Like the previous tool, it too has a link to a full 
set of questions. 

https://www.nickols.us/SWOTPESTLE.pdf
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Third, there is the simple approach of sticking with just the SWOT framework but reframing or 
asking the questions in a different way. 
 

Reframe the SWOT Questions 
Instead of asking the traditional questions, what if you asked these instead? 
 

• What are the strengths you want, need, or wish you had? 

• What are the weaknesses you think you don’t have and don’t want to befall you? 

• What are the opportunities you ignore, deem irrelevant or fail to see? 

• What are the threats you ignore, discount, or dismiss? 
 
Asked from this perspective, the questions channel thinking along very different yet perhaps 
equally productive lines.  Once you have answers to the basic questions, consider the follow-on 
questions below. 
 

• What keeps you from developing them? 

• What blinds you to them? 

• How would you know they are upon you? 

• What is the worst that could happen? 

• What do you need to do differently? 
 
In short, asking the SWOT questions from this perspective leads you down a course of 
developing the organization and its ability to cope instead of simply exploiting or fending off 
what already exists. So, there you have it: three new and different ways of viewing and using 
the SWOT framework. 
 
I am available for consultation if you’d like to discuss how to make use of these tools in your 
organization. Click here to contact me via email. 
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