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SWOT your 
way to the 
future
BY DOUG REED

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Small- and medium-sized enterprises often have a hard 

time finding the resources for training. But for those 

looking to pick up the pieces from the Great Recession, 

the transformation into a learning culture is imperative. 

Analyzing strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 

threats is a good way to find out if your leadership is 

ready to grow organically or through acquisitions.
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The swath of economic destruction 
brought on by the Great Recession hit 
engineering firms particularly hard. 
Despite the federal government’s 
attempts to stimulate the economy 
through “shovel ready” infrastructure 
investment, private development 
came to a virtual standstill. And 
after an initial wave of government 
investment, many federal projects 
were shuttered as well. Now that 
external factors that support growth 
are finally upon us, businesses can 
control whether and to what extent 
their organizations and employees 
participate in any coming growth.

It’s estimated that there is as much 
as $1.7 trillion sitting on the sidelines. 
Not all of that capital will find its 
way into infrastructure, but a sizeable 
chunk will because businesses 
have neglected their infrastructure. 
Those companies that embrace best 
management practices and can deploy 
them effectively are in a strong place. 
Medium-sized businesses typically 
are where opportunity abounds. A few 
will participate. Most will not. Why? 

Small organizations are caught 
between getting work and getting 
paid. At a recent conference, a 
discussion group of more than 30 
CEOs and principals in companies 
with fewer than 50 employees listed 
accounts receivable, retaining staff, 
succession and managing risk as the 
top priorities. It is very difficult to 
break away from this pattern in good 
times and bad, which is why growing 
the enterprise might be so removed 
from reality. Simply maintaining 
becomes the key goal.

Large organizations have all the 
horsepower in technical skills and 
business skills. They can afford 
business professionals who contribute 
at a very high level. They must 
because, with more than 1,000 and 
sometimes 50,000 employees, they 
have a lot of mouths to feed. With 
dozens of offices serving dozens of 
markets and hundreds of services, if 
the corporation has not selected the 
next generation of services accurately, 

growth can stall, and it is difficult to 
turn around. It is telling that at the 
same conference, CEOs and principals 
of large corporations identified inter-
national business and qualification-
based selection as top concerns. 

More than 40 medium-sized 
companies’ CEOs and principals 
overwhelmingly selected growth as the 
most critical challenge. For the organi-
zations with 51 to 200 employees, 
compensation and marketing were 
ranked much lower. They are, of course, 
very related. There is a lot of pressure 
on medium enterprises to grow as 
their key staff members often have 
ownership interests. The companies 
have reasonable business talent and 
have the financial ability to secure, 
using outside business professionals, 
the same level of business perspective 
and advice as the large companies. 
Small companies have difficulty 
affording this. This is a key reason 
why medium-sized businesses are in a 
better place to grow. 

Growing a business profitably is 
not something that comes naturally 
to many with technical backgrounds, 
even if they have risen to the highest 
ranks in a company. Whether it comes 
naturally to you or not, to make 
headway you must do it better than 
your competitors. Otherwise, you are 
at the whim of economic trends. This 
is where medium-sized companies 
misstep – taking the do-it-ourselves 
attitude and not being realistic about 
their relative skills versus the skills 
of their competitors’ leadership and 
management team. This is difficult 
to admit from an ego perspective, but 
many organizations are able to set this 
false image aside and reach for higher 
skills and knowledge from those who 
have proven their ability to navigate a 
company to the next growth tier. 

Engineers are an intelligent group. 
With the right exposure, structured 
learning and encouragement, most 
professionals quickly embrace more 
sophisticated best management 
practices. But that is also the barrier. 
It has to be done the right way, with 

continuous learning. It can’t be a 
one-time program. 

There are no guarantees that 
medium-sized enterprises will thrive 
in the coming months and years. 
The upheaval of the past few years 
leaves an altered business landscape 
and new business rules. Those who 
ride the recovery will do better if they 
have adapted. To thrive, they have to 
operate more efficiently and smarter 
and know how to position themselves 
for success.

A recipe for breakthrough growth
For nearly all corporate leaders, the 
evolution of their business revolves 
around growing the business. 
However, it is also among the most 
challenging and perilous issues facing 
a professional services company. The 
landscape is littered with the corpses 
of once successful enterprises that 
overextended or pursued badly flawed 
growth strategies. That said, the 
changing economic landscape will 
offer numerous expansion opportu-
nities for those that approach growth 
sensibly and strategically.

There are two ways to grow a 
business, via acquisitions or through 
organic growth. Many executives, 
when looking to expand their opera-
tions, immediately seek out acquisi-
tions. They often look for targets that 
are located in potentially lucrative 
geographic markets. Others look to 
acquire a specialty that they don’t 
have. An acquisition is risky, as one 
is buying intellectual capital, not 
a manufacturing plant. And, since 
these are people, not machines, many 
acquisitions fail or underperform 
as companies are not ready for the 
“people adaptation” needed. Thus, the 
people factor should be considered, 
perhaps in advance of financial and 
market/service considerations. 

If one accepts that the transaction 
hinges on “people adaptation,” then 
leaders should consider first whether 
the acquisition is a fix that covers 
up a larger problem. One Northeast 
company spent 15 years gyrating 

Medium-
sized 

businesses 
are in a better 
place to grow.
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between 75 and 200 employees 
and toward the end bought several 
small businesses. Not only did all of 
those acquisitions fail, they harmed 
the company’s reputation and stole 
resources that might have been 
applied more productively. The cause 
was a lack of business acumen and 
participation of the employees in the 
acquiring company. 

So ask the question: “Has the 
company been able to grow consis-
tently without acquisitions at a rate 
far greater than the local market 
economic growth?” If not, why can’t 
the company achieve significant 
growth with the staff and skills it has? 
If the limitations are business related, 
such as recruiting and retention, 
financial performance, marketing 
costs, sales, quality or production, 
leaders will benefit by securing an 
unbiased assessment of the barriers. 
Once these barriers are removed, the 
outcome of an acquisition has a far 
greater likelihood of success, but only 
if leadership is unafraid to put the 
matter on the table for all to see and to 
provide professional support to work 
through solutions.

How can executives make a deter-
mination that their company is ready 
for growth? There are both outsourced 
and in-house solutions to such an 
analysis. An in-house solution that 
likely will get one going in the right 
direction is to use a familiar business 
planning tool, the SWOT analysis, 
an acronym for strength, weaknesses, 
opportunity and threats. 

 
Managed success through  
a learning culture
The key to a company’s success 
starts with its leadership. The most 
successful enterprises are run by 
visionary and self-confident leaders 
who value their staff, understand the 
power of what staff brings to the table, 
and actively work to foster profes-
sional growth in all employees. This is 
far different than “doing it ourselves.” 
Professional growth includes technical 
skills that leverage technology, along 

with business skills. While some 
try to ride an economy expansion 
by cranking out more proposals 
and hiring more rainmakers, others 
start with business and leadership 
education. 

It can be particularly challenging 
in an engineering environment. 
Leaders typically begin their careers 
as engineers and work their way up 
the corporate ladder. While many go 
to business school to learn how to be 
more effective leaders, the vast majority 
learn as they go, imitating their 
superiors. Unfortunately, the superiors 
often are not students of business 
science. This is limiting. The challenge 
with this approach is that it doesn’t 
necessarily foster excellence; it requires 
leaders to have natural leadership 
skills rather than providing an ongoing 
opportunity to develop them. 

For companies to thrive, corporate 
leaders must be able to operate at 
the highest level in every aspect of 
management. How high? Higher than 
their competitors. Too many organi-
zations struggle because, while their 
leaders are excellent engineers, they 
have a hard time with balance sheets 
or marketing strategies or mentoring 
the next generation of leaders. And all 
too often, when managers struggle to 
market effectively or manage their staff 
or clients, they are told that they just 
need to work harder. Usually, though, 
it’s not a matter of working harder; 

it’s a matter of working smarter. If a 
company’s leaders aren’t operating at a 
higher level than competitors, how can 
that business be expected to succeed?

It is not uncommon for savvy 
leaders to misread the business 
landscape. Many leaders of midsized 
organizations are reading the tea 
leaves wrong, assuming that their 
people are smarter than the compe-
tition and that, as a result, they will 
thrive in the recovering economy. But 
how do they know their people are 
smarter? By gazing upon the engineers 
and managers who sit outside their 
offices? By reviewing the company’s 
designs and reveling in their excel-
lence? By talking to clients and ascer-
taining that they are satisfied? You 
can’t just declare your staff smarter or 
better than the competition and expect 
that declaration to bring success. 
Decisions need to be based on data.

The best way to derive that data is 
through an adaptation of the SWOT 
analysis. By undertaking a formal 
review that measures a company’s 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 
and threats, leaders are able to make a 
realistic and unemotional assessment 
of the organization’s ability to assim-
ilate another business and prosper. 
Or, if growth is organic, the SWOT 
analysis can detail if the enterprise 
is ready to assimilate new employees 
rapidly onto the payroll and still stay 
focused on delivering services. 

The most 
successful 

enterprises 
are run by 

visionary and 
self-confident 

leaders who 
value their 

staff.

ANALYZING CAPABILITIES
Figure 1. Analyzing your strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats can help your organization 
devise actions required to compete successfully.

Strength Weakness
We have an advisory board with outside members. Competitors have more MBAs.
Our principals have leadership roles in business 
organizations.

Our sales emanate from a few principals.

Our core services have become a commodity.
Opportunity Threat
We have a culture that has resulted in continuing 
principal business learning.

Our training budget is only for software and 
technical services.

Our marketing director wants to advance to a certified 
marketing professional (SMPS).

Our human resources professional is not  
well-versed in high-end recruiting.

Actions required:



26   Industrial Management  

The methodology of this SWOT 
analysis is to populate the tables with 
an assessment of the company’s key 
influential leaders and managers, not 
of their technical skills. An example 
is detailed in Figure 1. In comparing 
leaders to their competitor’s equals, 
examine current peer companies 
as well as those at the next size 
threshold. To secure this data, the age 
of technology makes it easier than 
ever to understand your competitors. 
Pick three to five companies and 
use networking, Google, company 
websites and LinkedIn. You will be 
amazed at the information that is 
revealed. 

The data produced by the SWOT 
analysis may be an eye opener for 
many principals and CEOs. The 
actions required become the training, 
hiring, encouragement and rewards 
systems to position the enterprise to 
grow, whether through acquisitions or 
organic growth. 

Of course, running a corporation 
is time-consuming. Many leaders 
don’t have the time to earn a business 

degree or attend outside seminars. 
If that’s the case, leaders can bring 
in outside experts to expose senior 
staff and future leaders to the latest 
business best practices and trends. 
Business practices change constantly, 
and leaders must be kept up-to-date 
one way or another.

One assessment that reveals how 
the company is positioned is a product 
cycle analysis. Every service or product 
has a cycle. Companies and clients 
that are thought leaders package 
their services to improve the client’s 
business profoundly and seek early 
adopters. This might be the early phase 
of the co-generation services. Prices 
in this phase are very high, startup 
costs are high and competition is 
low. Over time, more clients want the 
product and the masses jump into the 
market. This is the growth phase. We 
see wind, power and alternative fuel 
facilities sprouting everywhere. In the 
last phase, many enterprises enter the 
market. The services become so “cookie 
cutter” that competition becomes 
intense and fees for services crash 

to commodity levels. Where is your 
enterprise? Very few companies are 
designed to operate at the commodity 
end of the cycle. Figure 2 is a service 
and product cycle chart that describes 
the cycles. 

Ongoing leadership investment
As future leaders are identified, 
they should be included in business 
seminars with follow-up support and 
coaching. Leadership development 
is a constant process. Corporations 
can’t wait until management openings 
appear before they start developing 
new leaders. They need to have people 
ready to step into place immediately 
when new leadership is needed. That 
means constantly evaluating staff 
to identify who has leadership skills 
and immediately putting them on a 
management track. This means your 
organization must integrate ongoing 
training into all of the business 
practices these leaders will be expected 
to oversee in the future.

It may sound simple, but this 
commitment to leadership growth 
and excellence requires a great deal of 
discipline. It’s not enough to pay lip 
service to the concept of leadership 
investment; organizations need to 
have formal operating programs in 
place. These programs can provide the 
expertise leaders need to operate at the 
high level that’s required for success.

In this evolving period of economic 
growth, enterprises that succeed in 
creating and maintaining this type 
of learning culture, that accept their 
leaders’ SWOT, and follow through 
with required actions will have a 
significant competitive advantage 
over those that don’t. These are the 
companies that will rise above all in 
both good and mediocre economic 
times. v

Examine 
current peer 

companies as 
well as those 

at the next 
size threshold.

THE LIFE OF A THING
Figure 2. All products and services have three cycles: early adoption, growth and 
commodity.


