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Abstract: This paper addresses the particular case of undertaking strategic SWOT analyses for national development purposes. The widespread use of SWOT technique in strategic analyses does not stand for irrefutable proof of its usefulness. On the contrary, the literature review makes visible many pitfalls, but also provides the necessary rules to make an effective strategic tool of it. The advantages and disadvantages of the SWOT analysis are discussed in the context of the Romanian government's effort to use it in the last two National Development Plans (NDP), for 2004 – 2006 and 2007 – 2013, in order to outline a strategic vision of future developmental needs.  
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1. INTRODUCTION
The argument of this paper focuses on the practical significance of a specific management tool that seems to have stood the test of time and been perhaps applied in more cases than any other decision-making technique: the Strengths – Weaknesses - Opportunities – Threats (SWOT) framework. Apart from the inbuilt simplicity, its success may be explained by the underlying fitting connection it provides between the internal and external environments of an organisation which is central to any strategic analysis. The textbook treatment of strategy is concerned with the very purpose of the SWOT technique, namely to identify organizational internal strengths in order to take advantage of external opportunities and avoid threats, while addressing its weaknesses.
Since it was conceptualized half a century ago, the field of business strategy changed considerably, and variable competitive landscapes need more rigorous and in-depth strategic appraisal. While the sympathetic arguments (e.g. Johnson et al. 2005) are still worth considering, the SWOT framework should develop beyond its oversimplified methodology. As Haberberg (2000) says, "to suggest that SWOT analysis in its original format could be used to seek sustainable competitive advantage in today's complex market-led economies is argued to be naïve and demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of the strategy planning process."
Against this critical background, this paper seeks to examine if SWOT analysis can be used effectively in creating an efficient strategy in today's business environment, in particular by discussing its practical role to support strategic plans for development in Romania. The material is organized in two main sections. The first one offers insights into the historical background of SWOT conceptualization. The second focuses on the challenges of applying SWOT analysis in strategic planning for development. The Romanian government used this tool in both National Development Plans for 2004–2006 and 2007–2013. In the light of the Romanian experience, this paper concludes with some lessons from the SWOT-based strategic plan for a country's development.
2. Insights into the evolution of SWOT analysis
The SWOT's emerging is usually associated with the works of Philip Selznick (Leadership in Administration, 1957), Alfred Chandler (Strategy and Structure, 1963), Igor Ansoff (Corporate Strategy, 1965), Kenneth Andrews (The Concept of Corporate Strategy, 1971) and classroom discussions on business policy at Harvard Business School in the 1960s. This approach of developing strategy is called the Design School Model by Mintzberg et al. (2003, p. 24) and deemed "a major step forward in bringing explicitly competitive thinking to bear on questions of strategy" (Ghemawat, 1999, p. 6). 
The SWOT technique has developed from the basic framework, in which a brainstorming session suffices to answer the four-pronged query, to a more detailed one, the SWOT strategic matrix. The last form—Table 1—embodies a set of four prefigured strategic decisions which seems to have an improved practical relevance as emphasis is put on their combined effects, rather than on the effects of individual, isolated factors.  
Table 1 The SWOT Strategic Matrix
	
	STRENGTHS 
	WEAKNESSES 

	OPPORTUNITIES 



	Opportunity-Strength Strategies (OS) 
Use strengths to take advantage of opportunities
	Opportunity-Weakness Strategies (OW)
Overcome weaknesses by taking advantage of opportunities 

	THREATS 


	Threat-Strength Strategies (TS)  

Use strengths to avoid threats 
	Threat-Weakness Strategies (TW)  

Minimize weaknesses and avoid threats 


Source: David, 2005, p. 204
In the meantime, comments from authors such as Haberberg (2000), Koch (2001) Grant (2002), King (2004) revealed the pitfalls in carrying out this type of analyses. Their conclusions may be grouped into several areas of analytical shortcomings:

- Imprecision of the results The information contained in a SWOT matrix may be biased on the identification of its entries under the influence of corporate culture. The listed factors are neither weighted nor ranked so that critical constraints and resources may not appear explicit. 
- Lack of comparison with competitors The lack of a quantitative index in order to summarize the prospects and limitations of a system as well as to provide an operational criterion for benchmarking considerably hinders the competitive analysis, especially in a highly interdependent setting.
- Confusion between entries As it is usually the case, no evidence is presented about why certain factors are considered strengths, weaknesses, opportunities or threats. The same point may feature both as a strength and as a weakness, or as both as an opportunity and as a threat. 
- Instability (over time) of listed factors Entries in a SWOT matrix are time-dependent, that is they exhibit high changeability and the company should prepare an appropriate sequence of several SWOT matrices, rather than a single SWOT pair, each of them applicable to a specific point in time, or period. The organization should develop three separate SWOT inventories: one based on the current situation (one year or less), one pertaining to the immediate future (one to three years), and one concerned with a more distant horizon (beyond three years). 
Koch (2001) surveys a number of scholars who have proposed alternative methodologies to enrich the planning process such as: WOTSUP, where UP stands for "Underlying Planning"; SOFT, where weaknesses have been re-identified as "Faults"; some combination of available techniques such as Kaplan and Norton's Balanced Score Card with SWOT; Cross Impact analysis with SWOT; Porter's Five Forces Model to formulate SWOT-based strategies; Interaction Matrices to identify strong, weak and non-existent SO, WO, ST and WT matches. This direction of research suggests the vitality of the SWOT technique along with its highly contextual contingency.
3. SWOT ANALYSIS IN THE ROMANIAN NATIONAL
    DEVELOPMENT PLANS
3.1. An Overview of the National Development Plans
The National Development Plan (NDP) is "the fundamental tool" that Romania uses for a "rapid reduction of the social and economic development disparities between Romania and the European Union (EU) member states" (Guvernul Romaniei, 2005). 
The NDP 2004–2006 consists in a detailed social and economic analysis, focused on a large number of factors that influence the development of Romania. For a synthetic view, the key elements of this analysis were gathered in a complex SWOT matrix. As a conclusion, it was devised a development strategy based on five priority domains of intervention, namely (1) the increase of competitiveness of the productive sector (2) the improvement of infrastructure (3) the development of human resources, the increase of employment and the increase of social inclusion (4) the development of rural economy and the increase of productivity in agriculture and (5) promoting an equal participation of all the regions to the social economic development process. 
The NDP 2007–2013, the first since Romania became an EU member, reflects a significant reorientation towards aligning policies with both the EU cohesion policy and the priorities of the Lisbon Agenda, namely "increased competitiveness, full employment and sustainable environmental protection" (Guvernul Romaniei, 2005). The government similarly used a SWOT analysis in order to synthesize all the elements of the socio economic analysis and to develop a proper strategy. Six national development priorities have been set up: (1) increasing economic competitiveness and developing an economy based on knowledge (2) developing and modernizing transport infrastructure (3) protecting and improving the quality of the environment (4) developing human resources, promoting employment and social inclusion and strengthening administrative capacity (5) developing rural economy and increasing productivity in the farming sector (6) diminishing development disparities between country regions.
3.2. Discussion
The debate whether or not the SWOT analysis is the appropriate strategic tool is more aptly seen in a complex environment as it is the case a country development strategy, especially in the context of EU integration. The strategic analysis must include all the nuances of the social, macro and micro economic environment and it is very difficult to synthesize all the elements in a clear cut SWOT matrix. Despite this difficulty, the government used the SWOT tool to create a multi-annual strategic planning and financial programming document with a view to ensuring a "European type of social-economic development."

For the 2004 – 2006 NDP, the government deployed in-depth SWOT analyses and detailed all the factors down to system and subsystem level and then correlated each factor with quantifiable evidence and with strategic implications. Though this is a very complex SWOT analysis, it is incomplete – the government did not include the threats factor from the SWOT matrix. The analysts identified several key problems but they focused on the weaknesses and omitted the external threats. For example, when analyzing the employment situation, the weak points were not counter-balanced with the internal and external strengths. 
The government deployed an enhanced scenario SWOT analysis by focusing on the future opportunities that may influence the country’s strategic development.  The first strategic direction—priorities (1) and (4)—refers to the stimulation of the sectors with a high growth potential, which would further lead to an S/O strategic vision – improve the strength and take full advantage of the rising opportunities. For the second strategic direction—priorities (2) and (3)—the government adopted an S/T approach: support the development of certain economic sectors by focusing on the improvement of the education level and by matching the educational offer with the needs of the labour market. On the other hand, the second priority axis is designed to strengthen the infrastructure in the weak economic sectors like energy, transport or environment. The governmental analysts follow the same S/T strategic pattern for the third direction, by taking advantage of the inside opportunities and by focusing on those inside factors that may become strengths if they are adjusted to the European standards. This strategic direction refers to lowering the regional disparities between the regions by supporting the initiatives of the local administrations who know best the situation in the regions and therefore can create development programs according to the local needs. 
The 2007 – 2013 National Development Plan includes only a short chapter on SWOT analysis. One could admit that this method does not offer the best view on the current economic situation and was used only as an orientation tool with no or few strategic implications. The factors are listed in a black and white manner and they do not allow any interpretation. Factors like macroeconomic stability or low cost labour listed as strengths are not specific enough in order to have any strategic implications. The entries from the SWOT matrix are not correlated and there are contradictions between the factors. For example, the increased exposure to the global markets is listed as a threat and on the other hand, the EU accession is considered an opportunity. The lack of further explanations allows for interpretations and misunderstandings. For example, the rationale behind the first two and the fourth strategic priorities indeed identifies macroeconomic stability as strength and the low level of R&D as a weakness, and the development of infrastructure as a weakness. However, the analysts have not counterbalanced their arguments with another SWOT element, which proves the guiding function of the analysis and decrease its strategic purpose. 
The situation is somewhat different for the third and fifth axes. In the first case, the benchmark was the high European standards which Romania needs to affiliate to starting from 2007. The detailed analysis from the third part proves the fact that this axis was established long before the SWOT analysis, based on the experience of other European member states and according to the EU 6th Action Program on the Environment. The fifth priority is similarly based on past development trends, most of all drawn from the 2004 – 2006 global SWOT analysis. In the detailed analysis from part three, there is a correlation of the strategy with the current SWOT analysis. Nevertheless, the plan also mentions that the main criterion for this priority axis is the "multi-functional model of farm and rural development", a model used by the EU. This fact proves that the strategy was pre-established and the government preferred to apply a European model rather than generate a SWOT-based strategy in order to reach the general objective of this priority axis.
In addition, when analyzing the country threats, the government focused on the present or even past situation without anticipating future trends. They mention the long stagnation periods/economic decline at European and global level but, without any performance indicators, as they did for the 2004 – 2006 NDP, it contradicts the very logic that underlies an effective strategy generation: the choice of strategy needs to be based on the anticipated future situation, not on an analysis of the current one. One should also stress here that a multiple-scenario approach to strategic planning would require a multiple SWOT inventory development at each, or at least some, organizational levels.
4. CONCLUSIONS

Despite its widespread use, a number of critics have claimed that the output from a SWOT analysis is often either trivial or so broad as to be relatively meaningless in the context of making actual marketing decisions. This application on the use of the SWOT technique in devising development strategies for Romania sheds light on both its limitations and analytical utility.    
When conducting the global SWOT of the 2004–2006 NDP, the analysts designed three separate detailed SWOT inventories – for strengths, weaknesses and opportunities. Although incomplete due to the omission of the threats factor, the global SWOT offered a proper, quantifiable view on the current and future situation of the country and it could be used efficiently in generating the strategy.  

If a considerable change in the organization's environment is imminent, strategy selection based on the immediate past situation is very likely to be ill suited and to produce unreliable inputs into strategy generation. The 2007–2013 NDP inappropriately diverts the strategic plan towards Romania’s weaknesses and strengths as compared to the European development level. The SWOT analysis represents only an orientation tool in applying the pre-established European development model. The opportunities that may influence the country’s future performance are outweighed by the urgency to adjust the weaknesses to the European standards. 
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