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MIKE DESJARDINS
Uncovering your strategic  
plan’s hidden innovation

If you have done a strategic 
planning session in your 

organization then you’re 
familiar with SWOT analy-
sis: uncovering the inher-
ent strengths, weakness, op-
portunities and threats that 
form the basis for a situa-
tional analysis of where your 
company is at today both in-
ternally and externally.

In many cases the SWOT 
analysis is simply part of the 
raw data included in the pre-
reading or pre-work for the 
session and usually ends up in 
the !nal document to disclose 
the background assumptions 
that underlie the plan.

Standard practice in stra-
tegic planning is to discuss the 
SWOT as part of the context 
setting for the strategic ses-
sion, ensuring that everyone 
is working from the same set 
of base assumptions. 

"ere is a less commonly 
known way to leverage this 
analysis to uncover hidden 
opportunities for innovation 
and growth that is grounded 
in reality instead of hubris: the 
TOWS matrix.

Originally designed by 
Heinz Weihrich, professor 
of management at the Uni-
versity of San Francisco, the 
TOWS matrix (also referred 
to as the SWOT matrix), is a 
simple and effective way to 
leverage your SWOT analy-
sis as a tool for bridging the 
gap between your organiza-
tion’s current state and the op-
portunities for growth and in-
novation that leverage your 
current environment.

Not unlike a SWOT analy-
sis, the TOWS matrix looks at 
strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities and threats, but takes 
it one step further to create 
four unique quadrants of an-
alysis: strengths and oppor-
tunities, strengths and threats, 
weaknesses and opportunities 
and weaknesses and threats. 

Here are the four quad-
rants of the TOWS matrix in 
detail.

Strengths and opportunities 
The SO quadrant examines 
how we can use our strengths 
to take advantage of key op-
portunities in the market  

today. If your company has 
significant experience with 
outsourcing production and 
low-cost foreign producers 
begin to enter your market-
place you can move deeper 
into outsourcing to further re-
duce your cost of goods sold.

Strengths and threats
The ST quadrant includes 
strategies that use our 
strengths to take advantage 
of the core threats that we’re 
facing from outside the com-
pany today – from market to 
industry, economic and com-
petitive forces. If one of your 
strengths is customer rela-
tionships and you have iden-
tified a low barrier to entry 
into your industry, then one 
approach you can take is to 
look for opportunities to take 
your customer experience to a 
level that is di#cult for a new 
competitor to replicate.

Weaknesses and 
opportunities
The WO quadrant contrib-
utes strategies that allow your 
company to work around a 

weakness to take advantage of 
an opportunity in the market-
place. A company that sees the 
opportunity to use technol-
ogy to step ahead of the com-
petition but does not have the 
internal resources to pull it o$ 
might use the approach of col-
laborating with a supplier or 
technology partner that does 
have the in-house expertise.

Weaknesses and threats
In terms of strategic lever-
age, the WT quadrant is the 
least attractive of the four 
quadrants. When your or-
ganization has a weakness 
that corresponds to a strong 
threat it can require drastic 
action to respond. The Tes-
la Motors/Toyota partner-
ship is an excellent example 
of a strategy that leverages 
weaknesses and threats. Tes-
la’s weaknesses were a lack of 
mass production capability 
and volume price discounts 
from suppliers. Combine that 
weakness with the threat of 
the large automobile manu-
facturers launching hybrids 
and all-electric vehicles like 

the Chevy Volt and Tesla was 
struggling to come up with a 
way to compete. The intro-
duction of Toyota’s manufac-
turing expertise, volume pur-
chasing, kaizen philosophy 
and quality standards level the 
playing !eld for Tesla.

To truly take advantage 
of the power of the TOWS 
matrix, the key is to careful-
ly compare each of the mul-
tiple strengths and weakness-
es to each of the opportun-
ities and threats. An easy way 
to keep track of the matched 
pairs is to nickname each of 
the di$erent data points with 
a number, for example, S% ver-
sus O% (the !rst strength we 
recognize as compared with 

the !rst opportunity we have 
uncovered), W& versus O%, etc. 
"is will ensure that you have 
looked at all the di$erent stra-
tegic possibilities.

The value behind the 
TOWS matrix is that it takes 
a traditional SWOT and 
makes it actionable. By com-
paring internal strengths 
and weaknesses with exter-
nal threats and opportun-
ities, you can create speci!c 
actions, grounded in reality, 
that turn challenges into op-
portunities.

If you would like to learn 
about more about the com-
plete matrix, I have posted an 
in-depth article by Weihrich 
on my blog at www.mikedes-
jardins.com. 

Mike Desjardins is the CEO 
at ViRTUS (www.virtusinc.
com), an organizational de-
velopment consulting firm 
with expertise in strategic 
planning and implementa-
tion, leadership development, 
change management and suc-
cession planning for medium 
to large organizations. 

The TOWS matrix looks at 

strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and 

threats, but takes it 

one step further
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Improvements needed 
to build international 
business hub in B.C.
Vancouver is in an enviable 
position to become a compre-
hensive hub for international 
business, but more needs to 
be done to nurture growth 
in the post-recession global 
economy.

“Vancouver is very well 
positioned, but it’s a competi-
tive world,” said Bruce Flex-
man, president of the Inter-
national Financial Centre 
of BC. 

A key strength is the city’s 
ties to Hong Kong, which, like 
Vancouver, is also defining 
itself as a gateway city. Both 
jurisdictions facilitate business 
development in the Asia Pacific 
region and are connected to 
the largest economies in the 
world. Hong Kong, as a special 
administrative region, has 
favoured access to China and 
Canada and, as a party to the 
North American Free Trade 
Agreement, has favoured 
access to the United States and 
Mexico.

B.C. is also becoming one of 
the most competitive places to 
conduct international business 
with decreasing corporate tax 
rates, favourable immigration 
policies and a high standard 
of living.

Flexman said these fun-
damental strengths should 
be more effectively used and 
marketed.

Green spending by 
small businesses 
remains low: RBC
Canadian small businesses are 
not spending a lot to “green” 
operations, according to a 
survey by RBC.

About 59% of businesses 
surveyed said that they spent 
less than $500 on green initia-
tives in the past two years. But 
many focused on initiatives 
that ultimately cut costs or 
reduce waste. Roughly 82% 
of B.C. small businesses that 
responded to the survey, for 
example, focus on recycling 
(82%) and reducing their 
energy use (60%). 

Mike Michell, RBC’s 
national director of small 
business, said: “Small business 
owners may think they have to 
spend a lot of money to imple-
ment these strategies, but 
that’s not the case.”

The survey found that 
nearly half (46%) of small 
businesses in Canada have 
implemented a green plan or 
environmental policies in their 
business, with a further 6% 
considering it.
rchu@biv.com

CEO ADVANTAGE

NANCY MACKAY
CEOs need to focus on overall corporate  
results, not individual rescue operations

CEO challenge
A CEO found himself spend-
ing most of his time work-
ing with one member of his 
executive team who was not 
meeting his targets. "e CEO 
had joined the company two 
years ago and had yet to be 
impressed by this individual, 
who had a %'-year history 
with the company. What’s 
more, the individual was in 
the midst of some serious 
personal problems, including 
medical issues and a divorce. 
The CEO was sympathetic 
and, in addition to his time 
and support, had ensured his 
direct report had received de-
velopment training, at a sig-
ni!cant cost to the company. 
Despite it all, the results just 
weren’t there.

CEO mistake
It’s natural to want to help 
someone going through a 
tough time and, as a new 
CEO, there could be some 
strategic merit in being seen 
as supportive of a long-term 
employee who has hit a bad 
patch. But as the leader of the 

organization, you are respon-
sible for the well-being of all 
the organization’s stakehold-
ers. Permitting below-par 
performance is bound to 
hurt morale, never mind the 
bottom line. Furthermore, by 
spending so much time res-
cuing instead of developing 
his A-players, this CEO was 
missing a major opportunity 
to accelerate results.

CEO solution
It’s the CEO’s job to deliver 
extraordinary results mostly 
through leadership that al-
lows employees to achieve 
their full potential. Those 
with the right skills, behav-
iours and experience who are 
also passionate about their 
work are A-players that need 
the majority of the leader’s 
attention and encouragement. 
"ose that lack what it takes 
will really never get there, and 
a leader is not serving them or 
anyone else by keeping them 
in roles in which they cannot 
succeed.

Here is what our leader 
should have done.

It takes about (' days to 
determine if someone is !t for 
his or her role. By developing 
desired outcomes for the end 
of a ('-day period and help-
ing the individual form a plan 
to achieve those objectives, 
a leader will be able to iden-
tify those who have the right 
combination of competence 
and enthusiasm.

During the (' days, the 
CEO should meet with the 
person for )' minutes a week, 
either by phone or in person. 
During the meeting, the CEO 
provides feedback, coaching, 
mentoring and guidance, 
while also assessing the per-
son’s ability to execute against 
his or her plan.

At the same time, it’s 
critical for the CEO to iden-

tify individual strengths and 
weaknesses in the executive 
team. Poor performance in 
one role doesn’t necessarily 
imply the executive won’t do 
well elsewhere in the organ-
ization.

At the end of three 
months, a leader will be in 
a position to do one of three 
things: continue to support 
and develop a top performer, 
!nd another role for a poten-
tially great employee or help 
the individual exit the com-
pany.

In this case, providing 
an employee assistance pro-
gram to help this executive 
cope with personal problems 
would also have been in order. 
But, eventually, tough deci-
sions need to be made for the 
bene!t of all concerned. 

Nancy MacKay i s  the 
president of MacKay & Asso-
ciates (www.mackayandas-
sociates.ca) and co-author of 
the book !e Talent Advan-
tage: How to Attract and Re-
tain the Best and the Bright-
est (with Alan Weiss).

Permitting below-par 

performance is bound 

to hurt morale, never 

mind the bottom line


