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Introduction
     If planning results from “an ability that is awakened by the human appetite to better our condition,” (Dooris, Kelley and Trainer, 2004) then higher education must be ravenous.  Planning in higher education is ubiquitous, occurring in all types of institutions, using diverse strategies, producing varied outcomes, for the benefit of many different stakeholders, and in nearly constant cycles.  

Planning involves the identification of desired outcomes and the development of a  process for achieving specified goals. Strategic planning takes the process a step further, requiring an environmental assessment as a part of the process of goal identification, determining which goals to pursue and how resources can be allocated most efficiently and effectively to achieve the desired outcomes.  Strategic planning creates a framework for achieving competitive advantage in setting the institution’s future course.  
     
A central component of strategic planning is an assessment of the strengths and weaknesses within the internal organization, and the opportunities or threats in the organization’s external environment which may affect its ability to pursue and achieve its goals.   A “strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threats” (SWOT) analysis can be broadly-construed or narrowly focused, involve many constituencies or few, take place over months or minutes, but it is always intended to set the stage for meaningful planning.  
     
The result of a strategic planning process is clearly dependent on good information. Conducting a SWOT analysis requires input and information from an organization’s constituents. Information collected, analyzed, and synthesized in the process of strategic planning and SWOT analysis is used by decision makers in the formation and adjustment of strategy. Thus, the process of strategic planning in higher education is aided by institutional researchers with the ability to collect, identify, analyze and interpret information to impact the strategic planning process. As stated by George Keller in his seminal work Academic Strategy, “In strategic planning the planner does not plan.  He or she prompts or helps the line officers to plan with statistics, forecasts, institutional data, the best reports by outsiders and on competitors, and visits to your campus by other strategists, scholars, or consultants.” (Keller,1983).
Historical Framework
     
The word strategy is derived from the Greek verb stratego, meaning to plan the defeat of one’s enemies through the effective use of resources (Keller, 1983).  In fact, strategic planning began in the military where the objective was to maneuver forces into advantageous positions before engaging the enemy.  Strategic planning was picked up by business in the 1950s where it became widespread during the next two decades.   In higher education, planning can likewise be traced back to the rapid physical growth of colleges and universities beginning in the 1950s, leading to the organization of the Society for College and University Planning (SCUP).  Strategic planning has flourished as higher education has been forced to confront challenges like changing demographics, dwindling financial support, and increasing competition from nontraditional providers.  

SWOT analysis is generally known as the first step and a key component of a strategic planning process. The idea of focusing on an organization’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats as part of a strategic planning process was popularized by members of the Harvard School of Business in the 1960s. The first mention of the theories which comprise SWOT analysis as we know it today is evident in Leadership in Administration, written by Philip Szelnick in the late 1950s. Another leader in the development of strategic planning, Igor Ansoff, extended the Harvard model with a structured, detailed and prescribed step-by-step process in contrast to the Harvard model’s emphasis on simplicity. (Mintzberg, 1994)  

The SWOT analysis dominated early strategic planning models, and in higher education became popular during the 1970s and 1980s as the concept and role of planning evolved in response to environmental challenges.  SWOT gave rise to related planning models like the PEST and Porter’s Five Forces. 1   Newer models focus on strategic agility and the importance of strategic thinking and organizational learning, rather than on the static planning models of the past.  Still, the SWOT remains a stalwart of strategic planning with its appealing ease of use.  James Trainer includes SWOT analysis among his top ten planning tools for use by institutional researchers involved in strategic planning at their institutions. SWOT analysis is particularly relevant and useful for higher education institutions due to its ability to highlight “the institution’s resources and programs versus its external environment.” (Trainer, 2004).

Following identification of the SWOT areas, planning experts apply situational analysis to identify relationships between environmental threats and opportunities and the organization’s strengths and weaknesses.   The TOWS matrix, introduced by Weihrich (1990), is a conceptual framework for deriving strategies, tactics and actions for attainment of organizational mission.  In the simplest version of the TOWS matrix, “threats” and “opportunities” are listed along the side of the matrix, with “weaknesses” and “strengths” across the top.  The intersection of internal and external environments reveals how the organization’s resources and capabilities can be used to counteract outside threats and leverage opportunities.  The TOWS analysis is also referred to as “Turning Opportunities and Weaknesses into Strengths.”  (Trainer, 2004).  


In the TOWS matrix, S-O strategies use the institution’s strengths to take advantage of opportunities in the external environment.   These are areas where the institution may consider aggressive expansion.  W-O strategies identify how to remedy existing weaknesses in order to take advantage of opportunities.  S-T strategies capitalize on the institution’s strengths to reduce vulnerability to threats in the outside environment.  Finally, W-T strategies consider how the institution might retrench and cut its losses in the face of threats that cannot be overcome.  

Methodology
	
At this institution, when the fairly new president decided that it was time to update the university’s strategic plan, he constituted a steering committee to begin the process.  January was designated as “SWOT month,” dedicated to gathering information from the university’s constituencies on its perceived strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.   It was decided to use online surveys to reach faculty and staff, alumni, 
What are the top three things that this university does well?

	   What should we preserve at all cost?

	 

	Who are our chief competitors?

	   What do we do better than our competitors?

	   What does the competition do better, that we should be doing?

	 

	 What three things should we address immediately to improve?

	   What do we do poorly?

	   What directions should we avoid taking in the future?

	 

	What do people outside of this university see as it strengths?

	   What do people outside of this university see as its weaknesses?

	 

	What opportunities could we take advantage of in the next five years?

	   What is changing in the environment that could adversely affect us?




        Figure 1. SWOT questions for online survey and focus groups

applicants who did not enroll, parents and donors.  Since campus advisory groups were already scheduled to meet early in the term, that meeting time was dedicated to a focused discussion on the topic.  The advisory groups, made up of community leaders and area business persons, proved to be enthusiastic participants.     

The questions that comprised both the online survey and focus group discussion are shown in Figure 1.  After much debate, we decided to leave the online survey questions completely open-ended instead of presenting respondents with fixed responses or other prompts.   Although this meant creating a large volume of narrative information that would require manual content analysis, we believed that it was important to let the respondents’ thoughts develop independently.    The response rate for the online SWOT surveys varied by group but averaged about 20% overall.  For the most part, those who responded did so thoughtfully, taking time to compose comprehensive responses to the questions posed.    


We were reluctant to burden students with yet another survey since we already had abundant information on what students perceived as strengths and weaknesses through our Student Satisfaction and Graduating Student surveys.   But we wanted to give students the opportunity to participate in the process, so ultimately decided to ask student government leaders to gather groups of students on four of the campuses for focus groups, using the same set of questions as presented in the survey and community advisory groups.   

Once the SWOT plan was formulated, the president’s announcement was widely distributed both on and off campus, informing constituents what to expect in the weeks ahead and soliciting their cooperation.  
Analysis

Making sense of the responses from hundreds of surveys with a dozen open-ended items, focus group transcripts and the results of over 6,000 student surveys was an overwhelming challenge.  We began by looking at the instruments holistically, categorizing the questions into one of the four SWOT areas.  Lacking content analysis software, readers identified tentative categories for each SWOT area.  After several iterations of categorization, agreement was reached among readers on what would be the labels for the final categories, and responses were tallied.   Existing students ratings collected from recent undergraduate and graduate student exit surveys and our Student Satisfaction Survey were evaluated in the context of the categorized strengths and weaknesses. Student survey responses were categorized based on expressed levels of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with academic and extra-curricular experiences and ratings of the availability and quality of programs and services. 
 
Results were then arrayed graphically by category and respondent type, coding for the frequency of citations in a given category.  This made it immediately clear which areas were commonly identified across respondent groups, and which were perceptions peculiar to a particular constituency.  Tables were constructed for each of the four SWOT areas, and for competitors.   

	 
	 = Most frequently cited
	 
	 = Occasionally cited

	 
	 = Often cited
	
	 
	 = Seldom or never cited

	 
	 = Commonly cited
	
	
	

	WEAKNESSES
	Respondent Type

	 
	Alumni
	Faculty
	Staff
	Parents
	Admitted,
not enrolled
	Community
	Students
	Student Focus Groups

	Communication
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Marketing and Advertising
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Low Admissions/Academic Standards
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Availability and Scope of programs and courses
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Responsiveness to workforce needs
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Availability of Distance Learning Courses
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Research Presence
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Physical Plant
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Campus Life (limited)
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Parking/Traffic
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Food Services
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Housing
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Multi-Campus Structure
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Faculty and Staff Salaries and Benefits
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Customer Service
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Student Services 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Cost/inadequacy of financial aid
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 





As an example, Figure 2 displays the resulting graphic for the analysis of “weaknesses.”  “Communication” was identified by almost all groups as a weakness of the university and “Marketing and advertising” was of concern to all but prospective students.  “Low admissions / academic standards” was recognized in some form by almost all constituents, but particularly by those who were admitted but decided to enroll at another school.  


It was not surprising that certain concerns were important to some groups but not others.  “Availability and scope of programs and courses” was uppermost on the minds of students, whereas their parents showed more concern for “Campus life” and even “Food services.”  “Faculty and staff salaries” were deemed weaknesses by respondents in those groups.  Curiously, “Customer service” was judged an area of greatest concern by staff, the very people who deliver that service. 

In the process of aggregating responses “upward” to form the broader categories, we sometimes lost the meaning and detail behind the responses.  For example, although “communication” was cited as an area of weakness by almost everyone, the concept 
meant different things to different people: students and parents expressed concerns about receiving timely notices from the university, staff cited inadequate internal communications that would help them better perform their jobs, and others tended to be critical of the university’s lack of enthusiasm in communicating its programs and services to the community.   For reference and explanation, we retained narrative summaries of comments by respondent group and survey question, and posted these on our website along with the graphs.     
	 
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	
	S-O strategies
	W-O strategies

	 
	     Strength:   Offers a high quality education

                         to its service area.


	     Weakness:  Responsiveness to workforce

                          needs    



	 
	Opportunity:  Local community relations

                        and fundraising


	  Opportunity:   Partner with business, 

                           industry and government



	
	     Strategy:  Promote and market programs of                     

                      distinction more aggressively to 

                      community      
                    
	         Strategy:  Form workforce advising boards    

                           for each college; promote 

                           linkages with faculty and 

                           students

	
	S-T Strategies
	W-T Strategies

	 
	     Strength:  Low cost


	     Weakness:   Faculty and staff salaries



	 
	        Threat:   Increased competition from other and       

                       online providers


	            Threat:   High cost of living and housing



	 
	     Strategy:  Media campaign to promote value of                  

                       our education


	         Strategy:  Consider university-sponsored

                           housing                  




Figure 3. Sample TOWS Matrix
Deriving Strategies from the SWOT


The next step in the analysis is to turn seemingly disjointed ideas from the SWOT into working strategies by arraying the results into a TOWS matrix.   Figure 3 illustrates how strategies can be formed by pairing these elements.  One of the university’s identified strengths is the high quality of education that it offers to its service area.  One of its identified opportunities is tapping into the influence and benevolence of business and community leaders who reside in southeastern Florida.  Since this is a transient area populated largely by persons who earned their degrees in the northeast, the university needs to work more aggressively to promote itself and convince new residents to invest in its future (S-O strategy). 

In another example, students, alumni and community members cited “Responsiveness to workforce needs” as a weakness of the university.  For students and alumni, this meant feeling underprepared for employment in their majors.  Community members, made up primarily of area employers, found graduates lacking in the skills and abilities needed by their firms.  At the same time, the opportunities to partner with business and industry are expected to grow with the location of Scripps and the expanding economy in this area.   Strategies that use opportunities to overcome weaknesses (W-O strategy) might include pairing students with employers through increased internship and cooperative education alliances, recruiting faculty to provide services to area businesses, and working with employers to identify their workforce needs.  A first step toward this strategy involved forming advisory committees for each college to address these issues.  


Elements within each of the SWOT areas can be grouped (for example, several strengths against several opportunities) or ranked (some strengths are more prominent than others, some opportunities are more immediate, etc.).   As more of a qualitative than quantitative analysis tool, the TOWS matrix lends itself to the creative positioning of related concepts.  
Limitations


While the SWOT / TOWS process can provide a framework for strategic planning, it is important to remember that it is not intended to be prescriptive.  The persons who chose to share their ideas, however extensively or passionately, cannot be considered statistically representative of their constituent groups.  At best, they contribute perspectives that can stimulate thinking about future directions for the institution.  In our case, there was a tendency to move planning in the direction of “majority” opinions as expressed in the SWOT.   Concerns were raised about the lack of consensus across groups, or that certain issues, like our institution’s growing research presence, were not more widely recognized as strengths or opportunities in the SWOT.    In fact, one of the advantages of this process is that it highlights the differences in the perspectives of different constituencies, reminding planners of the complexity of deriving a shared mission and goals from diverse viewpoints. 


Using online surveys that consisted entirely of open-ended responses was both a boon and a constraint.  While online surveys are a fairly efficient way to gather narrative information and avoids group-think, the format discouraged some participants, who remarked that it took too much time to complete and required a lot of concentration.  Processing responses without content analysis software proved extremely labor-intensive, requiring a “lead” reader to capture the meaning of the comments and make consistent categorizations across items and groups.  

We found that in all groups, participants were much better able to enumerate strengths and weaknesses than they were opportunities and threats.  Students, in particular, had a hard time mentally placing themselves in an “external” environment.  Upon reflection, we believe that a PEST approach might be more productive, where Political, Economic, Social and Technological forces are first identified and discussed, after which participants decide which aspects of these factors present opportunities and which could be threats.  

Conclusion

This paper describes how one institution used a SWOT analysis to kick off its strategic planning process.  As the first organized effort of this kind, the SWOT garnered a lot of attention, both from the participants and from those who reviewed the results.   The process was so successful, in fact, that the council charged with strategic planning has decided to continue SWOT-ting periodically as the plan is implemented. 


A number of strategies derived from the TOWS matrix found their way into the strategic plan, where measurable objectives have been set to achieve plan goals.   This was particularly true in areas where weaknesses met the opportunities to overcome them.  The analysis of SWOT / TOWS results is ongoing, and results are referenced frequently by administrators, trustees and planners.  

SWOT analyses and TOWS matrices are among the most commonly used tools for strategic planning.   Trendy in their heyday, their use has diminished as traditional concepts of strategic planning have given way to the more dynamic approaches of strategic management and strategic thinking.  But the systematic matching of factors external to the institution to its internal capabilities can still be useful in helping institutions find their niche in today’s competitive higher education environment.  Ultimately, the effectiveness of the SWOT approach will be determined by its ability to set the stage for institutional change, not just institutional planning.  
Endnote
 1 A PEST analysis examines the environmental influences on an organization.  The acronym stands for the Political, Economic, Social and Technological forces that can act on an organization.  It is also known as a STEP analysis, with the rearrangement of letters. 

In Porter’s model, there are five forces that determine industry attractiveness and profitability:  1) The threat of entry of new competitors; 2) the threat of substitutes; 3) the bargaining power of buyers; 4) the bargaining power of suppliers; and 5) the degree of rivalry between existing competitors. 
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